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1
Malcolm Philpott’s attention was fixed on the television screen. He stared,
unblinking, as the CNN camera panned across a pocket of hand-to-hand
fighting and showed a mercenary sticking a knife in the chest of a Bosnian
rebel. Over by the door behind Philpott, Secretary Crane gasped.
‘Brainless carnage,’ he hissed.
They were in the semi-dark of Philpott’s office, watching a video Philpott
had switched on a moment before Crane entered. He had come in soundlessly,
without knocking. He was known throughout the Secretariat building as
Creeper Crane.
‘The footage is sixteen hours old,’ Philpott said. ‘An orchestrated local
outburst we’d been expecting.’
‘Where?’
‘South of Banja Luka. The men in grey battle-dress are our people, Task
Force Four.’
Desmond Crane stood with his back almost touching the door. His sallow
skin looked tanned in the half-light from the shaded window. He winced as a
TF4 man side-stepped a rifle-swipe and spun sharply, kicking his attacker in
the ribs. Behind them another UNACO operative head-butted a mercenary
who fell in the churned mud of the roadway.
‘Do you watch much of this stuff?’ Crane said, his words clipped, conveying
censure.
‘Only what I have to. It pays to keep in touch. You weren’t suggesting,’
Philpott added coldly, ‘that I would watch combat footage for recreation?’
‘Heavens, no.’ Crane smiled, but his eyes stayed reproachful.
Philpott tapped his handset and the screen went blank. He pointed the
remote at the window and touched another button. The vertical slats of the
blind turned smoothly inward and the room brightened.
‘So.’ Philpott got behind his desk. ‘How can I help Policy Control?’
Crane laid a photograph face up on the desk in front of Philpott. It was a
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snapshot, black and white, and it showed Philpott himself, walking on a
Manhattan street.
‘This must have been taken at least three years ago.’ Philpott picked it up
and studied it. ‘That’s the amount of hair I still had in 1994, and the chalkstripe suit went to the Salvation Army shop when I changed apartments a
month before Christmas that year.’ He looked up at Crane. ‘What’s the
significance?’
‘The picture was found by an NYPD detective among the possessions of a
man called Arno Skuttnik who died last night.’
‘How did he die?’
‘Of a heart attack, in his one-room apartment at Waverly Place in
Greenwich Village. You knew him, perhaps?’
‘The name isn’t familiar.’
‘Look at the writing on the back of the picture.’
Philpott turned it over. In smudged, pencilled longhand it said: Malcolm
Philpott, Director of the United Nations Anti-Crime Organization (UNACO).
‘So he knew who I am.’
‘Indeed.’
‘Who was he?’
‘A seventy-year-old porter at the Washington Square Hotel. An immigrant
who came to New York in 1964. Nothing exceptional is known about him —
then again, nothing much at all is known about him.’
Philpott nodded patiently. ‘Do you think maybe he was engaged in
espionage?’
‘Not at all. We’re pretty sure he never broke the law once in the thirty-three
years he lived in New York.’
‘So what’s the problem?’
Crane stared. ‘I should have thought that was obvious.’
Philpott stared back. Crane was a man of middle years, roughly the same
age as himself, but he possessed none of Philpott’s natural authority. Crane
always had to reach for an effect. The reaching put him under strain, and it
never failed to show.
‘Don’t you find it extraordinary, and a trifle alarming,’ he said, ‘that a
porter in a Greenwich Village hotel had in his possession a photograph that
identifies you as the Director of UNACO?’
‘Well, no …’
Crane’s mouth twisted. It was meant to be scornful, but again it was mainly
strain that showed.
‘UNACO is not a secret organization,’ Philpott said. ‘True, we don’t
advertise our existence. Our offices are unmarked, our phone numbers are not
7

listed, and our agents and employees never acknowledge their affiliation. Our
profile is minimal, but secret we are not.’
‘Yet this man, this porter, found out who you are.’
Philpott shrugged. ‘I have no theories about how he did that. But it
wouldn’t have been too difficult, if he was determined.’
‘And why did he want to know about you?’
‘I have no theories about that, either.’
‘The department is very unhappy with this, Mr Philpott …’
‘The department?’

‘Policy Control. We can’t accept a situation where a senior officer of a
sensitive department in the United Nations is so … so careless in his conduct
of his affairs that any riffraff can find out what his job is and even take
pictures of him on the street.’
Philpott stood up and came around the desk. He was smiling one-sidedly, a
clear sign of displeasure.
‘I don’t really care how Policy Control feels about the way I run my life. To
be frank, in my day-to-day awareness of this vast environment we share, your
department seems scarcely to exist.’
Crane looked as if he had been punched. ‘I think it would be easy enough,’
he blustered, ‘to demonstrate Policy Control’s existence, and the way in which
it enforces revisions of departmental procedure within the UN structure. That
includes departments which grandly imagine themselves to be above any form
of restraint or governance.’
‘Mr Crane, I am accountable only to two people. They are the Head of the
Security Council, and the Secretary General of the United Nations. That’s it. I
explain myself to no others. Now if you’ll excuse me …’ Philpott pointed to
the door. ‘I’ve got real work to do.’
Crane stumped to the door and jerked it open. ‘I’ll tell my director what you
said, and that you show no willingness to co-operate.’
Philpott nodded, going back behind the desk. ‘You can also tell your
director that I made a suggestion.’
‘Which is?’ Crane demanded.
‘That you whistle Dixie through any orifice of your choice.’
Crane jumped aside as C.W. Whitlock strode into the office.
‘Morning, gentlemen,’ he said breezily.
Crane went out and slammed the door.
Whitlock put a folder on Philpott’s desk. ‘What’s wrong with The Creeper?’
‘There’s a leak in his self-importance. What have you got?’
‘A heartfelt letter from a missionary in the Vale of Kashmir.’ Whitlock
flipped open the folder.
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‘Not another one of your cries for help?’
‘Smart of you to guess, sir.’
Whitlock was an instantly likeable man, in nature and appearance. He was
a native Kenyan whose white grandfather’s genes had bestowed a light umber
skin, a strong jaw and a firm mouth, which Whitlock softened with a
moustache.
‘The letter was sent to the Security Council, they passed it along to us. Do
you want to read it?’
‘Later, perhaps,’ Philpott said. ‘Summarize for me.’
Whitlock leafed down through the documents to find the letter and his
notes. Philpott couldn’t help watching him. He was incredibly fastidious in his
movements, a man who had been described by a former Secretary General as
fitting his role so well that it might have been moulded around him. He
breathed aptitude.
‘Here it is.’ Whitlock put the letter on the desk with the notes alongside. ‘It’s
from the Reverend Alex Young, a Church of England priest. He runs a medical
and teaching mission at Shahdara, a village near the town of Tangmarg in the
Vale of Kashmir.’
‘What does he want?’
‘He’s asking the UN to do something to curb the growing violence of the
Muslim separatists, and the increasing influence of drug peddlers in the
region. In a recent flare-up a local doctor’s gardener was killed. The doctor in
question is Simon Arberry, an American, who’s doing big things with his
public medical centres.’
‘There was something in Scientific American …’
‘Currently the Arberry Foundation is setting up a free hospital for the
people of the region,’ Whitlock said. ‘Anyway, among Reverend Young’s other
concerns, he seems worried that the unrest and physical danger might drive
the good Dr Arberry out of the area, which would set the public care
programmes back a long way.’
Philpott picked up the top page of the letter. ‘“This is one of the most
serenely beautiful places in the world”,’ he read aloud. ‘“It is a perfect spot to
live, but the increase in drug trafficking and the disruptive influence of the
extremists, fomenting ill feeling between Indian and Pakistani elements,
threaten to plunge the region into bloody war.”’
He put the page back. ‘That’s hardly news to the UN,’ he said. ‘Most of our
observers know the root of the trouble lies west of Kashmir.’
‘Afghanistan.’ Whitlock nodded. ‘I gather it all started for real when the
Russians left.’
‘The last Soviet troops pulled out of Kabul in 1989, and since then
Afghanistan’s turned into a breeding ground for Islamic activist groups.
Nobody’s clear on the details of the various schisms and squabbles, but they
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do involve territorial ambition, much of it centring on Kashmir.’
Whitlock looked at his notes. ‘A number of activist-terrorist groups are keen
to extend the Pakistani-held Azad region of Kashmir to absorb the Indian-held
areas. Some of them even want to take away the north-eastern territory,
which has been occupied by China since 1962.’
‘Lord,’ Philpott breathed. ‘Can you imagine what that might lead to?’
Whitlock rummaged in his notes. ‘I have a status bulletin filed with the
Security Council in August 1996.’
There was a tap on the door. It opened and Mike Graham put his head
round the side. He looked troubled.
‘How’s the report coming?’ Philpott asked him.
‘There’s been a serious emergency,’ Mike said.
Philpott and Whitlock stared at him, waiting. Mike came into the room and
closed the door. He wore jeans, cowboy boots and a black cotton shirt. He
pushed the fingers of both hands through his dark hair.
‘My coffee machine broke down,’ he said.
Philpott grunted and waved at his miniature Gaggia machine on the long
sideboard. ‘Help yourself.’
Whitlock found the Security Council status bulletin.
‘The meat of it is, in the summer of ‘96 a number of Islamic extremists,
trained in Afghan terrorist camps, were infiltrating the Pakistani and Indian
regions of Kashmir, rousing the rabble, spreading the message that Kashmir is
rightly the territory of Muslim Pakistan.’
He ran his finger down the sheet and read out a section. ‘“Also, by sporadic
acts of assassination and sabotage, they cause civil unrest and increasing
disquiet among beleaguered minorities. The authorities in India and China,
meanwhile, fear the loss of control.”’
Mike Graham came across with his cup of coffee. ‘Do I smell work?’
‘Too early to say.’ Philpott looked at Whitlock again. ‘Any conclusions in
the bulletin?’
‘They said the problem still wasn’t serious, but events had to be watched
closely. Any corrective steps taken by the Indian or Chinese authorities, or by
both, could result in widespread conflict.’
‘This is the Islamic campaign in Kashmir you’re talking about?’ Mike said.
‘Well spotted, Michael,’ Philpott said. ‘So you don’t just read motorbike
magazines all the time.’
‘Sure I do. But I have my radio on a lot and things filter through. What’s the
pitch?’
As group leader of UNACO Task Force Three, Mike was entitled to know.
Whitlock told him about the letter from Reverend Young.
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‘Could I study a copy?’
‘Oh, use the photocopier, too, while you’re here,’ Philpott said. ‘And if you
can spare the time, I’ve got a new shoe-polisher that might divert you for a
while.’
‘What do you think?’ Mike said. ‘Is this a case for us?’
Philpott wasn’t sure. ‘We are an anti-crime organization. The crimes cited
here are big enough to be classified as aggressive political activity, and that’s
not our bag.’
Whitlock nodded. ‘Pretty much what I thought.’
‘But, as ever,’ Philpott said, ‘I’ll consider the matter, I’ll think long and hard
about it, and I’ll issue a decision before the end of the week.’
Mike brought back the letter from the photocopier and handed it to
Whitlock.
‘Have you any special interest in Kashmir?’ Philpott asked.
‘Not really.’ Like Whitlock, Mike radiated an amiable charm which he often
used to deflect other people’s curiosity. He did that now. He smiled and
shrugged. ‘You know me, sir. I like to keep up to speed on what’s being
thrown our way.’
‘Fine,’ Philpott said, ‘as long as it doesn’t interfere with the speed of your
report.’
As Mike left the office Philpott told Whitlock he had a favour to ask. ‘I want
a thorough, confidential investigation into the background of a man called
Arno Skuttnik who died, apparently of natural causes, at his lodgings in the
Village last night. Make use of any resources you need. Keep all the details of
your enquiry strictly off-record.’
‘Can I ask what it’s about?’
Philpott frowned for a moment. ‘Yes, all right.’
He told Whitlock about the snapshot, and how Secretary Crane was intent
on using it as a lever to apply restrictive legislation against UNACO. ‘It’s a
tiny problem at present, but soon enough we may need all the help we can
get.’
Whitlock picked up his folder. ‘I’ll see what I can do, sir.’
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Inside UNACO Mike Graham was known to be a fiercely practical operator, a
man of action. A top-level UN communiqué of November 1996 described him
as ‘a swift, focused instrument of international law and order’. He was a man
who would have attracted medals had he served in a conventional army. His
superiors and his colleagues knew all that, but what they remembered most
about Mike Graham was that, years ago, terrorists had murdered his wife and
baby son.
The drawn-out agony of his loss damaged Mike brutally, and for months
afterwards he was beyond consolation. When grief had finally run its course
he moved from New York to Vermont and there he took up a solitary off-duty
existence — tranquil, controlled, relatively happy. That outcome was
achieved, in great part, by the patient friendship of Lenny Trent, an agent of
Drugwatch International. Now, an hour after reading the letter from Reverend
Young in Kashmir, Mike was suddenly reminded of his old friend.
The clergyman’s letter had stirred a buried ache. On a computer in the
Secure Communications Suite, Mike called up the UNACO records archive. A
quick title-search produced a memo from the World Health Organization —
known internally as WHO — which gave details of a haul of highly refined
drugs taken from a farm worker travelling to south China from the Vale of
Kashmir. The drug courier had killed himself before he could be interrogated.
Mike prompted the system for more details, and up popped the name of his
buddy, Lenny Trent. It was at the top of a telex from Drugwatch International
marked for the attention of the Secretary General, WHO:
Origination Date — 28 December 1996. Source — agent Lenny Trent.
Message reads:
Two heroin mules arrested today at the border of Burma and Thailand
were from the Vale of Kashmir. Both were first-time offenders, carrying
exceptionally fine H. While detained pending interrogation both swallowed
potassium cyanide. Trail now as dead as they are.
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Mike checked with Drugwatch International, a UN affiliated body, and
learned that Trent was currently in Seattle, preparing a case against a Chilean
drug runner caught importing cocaine inside hundreds of fish destined for the
Pike Place Market.
Mike called Seattle; Lenny’s assistant got a message to her boss, who was
interrogating a courier; Lenny sent back word that if Mike could get to Seattle
for ten the next morning, he would have an hour free. A rendezvous was set
up.
Next morning Mike boarded a Washington-bound heli-shuttle on the roof of
the UN Secretariat building. He was in Seattle by 9:45, and at two minutes to
ten a taxi delivered him to the Seattle Art Museum on University Street. He
entered the building, made his way to the café, and found Lenny Trent
waiting at a table on the far side of the room.
‘I got you coffee,’ Lenny said, standing, spreading his arms wide. ‘Let people
talk. Gimme a hug.’
They embraced, slapping each other on the back. ‘You never write,’ Lenny
said as they sat down. ‘You never phone …’
‘I keep meaning to. And yesterday I did.’
‘Because you need to know something, or you want a favour.’
‘Yeah. Well.’ Mike tasted his coffee and shrugged.
Lenny grinned. He was short, wiry, with big grey eyes behind Armani steelframed glasses. His hair, exposed for most of each year to tropical and
subtropical sun, was lighter on top than at the sides.
‘One question before we hit business,’ he said. ‘Are you OK?’
‘I’m fine.’
‘Truly? Where it matters?’
‘Truly. I miss my wife and my son every day of my life. They are my last
thought before I sleep, always. But that’s as it should be. I’m OK. I function, I
can entertain hope, and I’ve a strong impulse to survive.’
‘Even though you’re in a suicidal occupation.’
‘Even though.’
‘Good. I needed to know that.’
‘And you?’
‘Still divorced. Still drinking. Still hoping for a change, and still working too
hard to do anything but go with the current.’ Lenny slapped the table gently.
‘To business. How can I help you?’
‘I have to tell you a story first,’ Mike said. ‘I’ll try and keep it interesting.
It’s about a bully-boy called Paul Seaton. You remember in 1984, when the
US began to help the mujahedin to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan? One of
the key figures in that operation was Paul Seaton, a New Yorker from the
Lower East Side. A very, very tough character. He was dropped into Kandahar
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to train Afghan rebels in the use of advanced weapons.’
‘I’ve a fuzzy recollection,’ Lenny said, flapping his fingers at the side of his
head. ‘Was there a CIA connection somewhere?’
‘I’ll get to that. Paul Seaton was a hard instructor, even by mujahedin
standards. To graduate from the first stage of his combat course you had to
shoot down a Russian helicopter with a ground-to-air Stinger missile. If the
pilot survived, you had to kill him with your bare hands.’
‘I heard about that. The Reagan administration sat on the details, but
George Bush’s boys finally blew the whistle about what went on out there in
the name of democracy.’
‘Seaton was unquestionably a talent,’ Mike said. ‘He had a genius for
subversion, but he had never been stable. In 1986 he was known to be turning
to Islam, and in 1987 he went native. He vanished into the hills with his own
murderous little group of fundamentalists. At that time he declared he was a
sworn enemy of the government of Afghanistan and the mujahedin
movement. And that was the last official news of him.’
Mike paused to take a mouthful of coffee.
‘Two years ago, however, on a satellite picture taken on a routine pass over
Amritsar in northern India, somebody looking a lot like Paul Seaton showed
up at the head of a drug convoy travelling through the hills north of the city.’
‘Well, well.’ Lenny was suddenly more alert. He pushed his spectacles along
his nose. ‘For a long time our people in India and Pakistan have been catching
rumours about an American who runs drug convoys. His main route,
allegedly, is along the border with Pakistan and Kashmir, then down the
western territories of India as far as Firozpur in the Punjab. Until now, I was
inclined to dismiss the stories as myth.’
‘Seaton’s real, no mistake. And I’ve studied the satellite picture enough
times to be sure it’s him leading the horse convoy.’
‘So,’ Lenny said, ‘apart from a professional curiosity about criminal
developments, what’s your special interest in Seaton?’
Mike made an effort to look blank. ‘It’s nothing I’d call special.’
‘Aw, come on …’ Lenny was openly sceptical. ‘I know you, remember? I
know your different kinds of intensity. And I could do a monograph on your
grades of determination. Tell me straight — are you harbouring one of those
fashionable private agendas? Or a plain old personal grudge?’
‘I might be. Let’s just say Paul Seaton is owed a comeuppance. It’s been
owed a long time, but certain recent events mean there’s an outside chance I
can maybe do something about it.’
‘Even up the score?’
‘Something like that.’
‘What do you want me to do?’
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‘Find out all you can about Seaton. If he’s in the drug trade, you’re the man
to find out more.’
‘I’ll do what I can. Leave it with me.’ Lenny looked at his watch. ‘Let’s have
some more coffee. Then we can swap gossip until it’s time for me to go back
and terrorize another dope courier.’
UNACO occupied an entire floor of the Secretariat building on the UN’s East
River site. Two hundred and sixty employees, eighty of them specialists,
handled the daily administration of the world’s most efficient crime-fighting
body. Thirty prime-rated field agents, recruited from international police and
intelligence agencies, formed the core of the ten Strike Forces, and each Strike
Force had its own suite of rooms within the network of UNACO departments.
On his return from Seattle, Mike went directly to Strike Force Three’s
‘withdrawing rooms’, as Philpott called them.
To get there he had to pass through General Communications, a big,
buzzing room filled with computers, telex machines, printers and satellite TV
receivers. The department was staffed by twenty multilingual operators and
twenty-three communications technologists, all of them women.
As Mike passed through, nodding and smiling from one desk to another, he
saw what he was used to seeing: polite curiosity behind the warm smiles, a
subtle prying as one individual after another looked for signs of pain still
burning in him.
Behind the mahogany door with TF3 lettered on it, Mike sat down at one of
the computers. He took a Zip disk from his shirt pocket and inserted it into
the drive slot. A copy of Reverend Alex Young’s letter came up on the screen.
Mike read it again, picturing the scenario, trying to view it from the
standpoint of a priest dedicated to the nurture of a place and its people:
I risk repeating myself, Reverend Young wrote, when I say the Vale of Kashmir
is an area of exceptional beauty, both physical and ethereal, a centre of harmony
and growth, and it breaks my heart to foresee what the signs make plain — this
wonderful place being sundered and ultimately destroyed by the incursions of
greed, corruption, and brute violence.
Mike sat back. He pictured Paul Seaton somewhere near the centre of that
avarice and graft and brutality. The picture was easy to conjure.
He took out the Zip disk and tapped a command key marked SECURE CONFERENCING.
A box appeared onscreen and invited him to enter a telephone number;
simultaneously a tiny red light mounted on the camera atop the screen lit up.
Mike entered the number of CIA Records at Langley, Virginia. After a
moment a screen announcement told him he was connected; who did he wish
to talk to? Mike entered the name Joshua Flynn. A pause, then a white square
appeared onscreen, which turned quickly to a live colour picture of a thinfaced, exceptionally gloomy-looking man. The dolour vanished and he smiled
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widely as two-way visual contact was established.
‘Mike!’ The voice was alarmingly realistic over the computer’s sound
system. ‘Where have you been? It’s so long since we spoke, I thought you
must have defected.’
‘There’s no place left to run, Josh. How’re you doing?’
‘In spite of the wishes of my contemporaries, I must say I’ve thrived.’ Flynn
waved an arm at the shelves and machinery ranged behind him. ‘I’m in
charge these days. I’m one of only three men at Langley with all-level access
to the files. If you forget how many lumps of sugar you take in your coffee,
give me a call, we’ll have a record of it here somewhere.’
‘I’m chasing a favour, Josh.’
‘I can’t imagine any other reason why you’d call.’
‘A man by the name of Paul Seaton. He was —’
‘An employee of this agency,’ Josh cut in. ‘I knew him reasonably well, for a
time. What do you need to know?’
‘Background stuff, leading up to the time he took off and became a bandit.’
‘You on to him for something?’
‘I could be, with luck. Just in case the luck holds, I’d like to know as much
about him as I can.’
‘I could tell you most of it from memory,’ Flynn said, ‘but let’s be
professional about this, right? I’ll call up the file. One second, Mike.’
It took four seconds. Flynn studied the printout, nodding.
‘OK. A summary of the known career of Paul Elliot Seaton, who will now be
forty-three years old.’ Flynn put down the summary and looked directly out of
the screen at Mike. ‘From the time Seaton left college he put himself at the
disposal of people with power, the kind of power he knew he could never
generate himself. He was open about his technique — he once told me his
motto for getting on in life was “Find the engine you need and hitch a ride”.
Anyway, Paul was preeminently physical, he wasn’t hampered by a
conscience. He worked as errand-boy and muscle for several small and
medium-sized politicians until an opportunity came along to join the CIA.’
‘Who gave him the opportunity?’
‘It was a recommendation from a grateful relative of our first director, Allen
Welsh Dulles.’
‘He did somebody a big muscular favour.’
‘I’d guess so,’ Flynn said. ‘The job he got here carried no guarantee or
likelihood of promotion, but Paul Seaton got to do harm, and he got to carry a
prestigious ID that showed he was a legitimate employee of the Agency. For
three years he was a happy young man. Then in 1977 Jimmy Carter arrived,
and he directed a fresh administration to put tight controls on the clandestine
activities of the CIA. A month later Paul Seaton was out of a job.’
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‘How did he get involved with the mujahedin initiative in Afghanistan?’
‘Well, he wasn’t a lot more than a dogsbody around here,’ Flynn said, ‘but
one or two people at the Pentagon kept records of those boys from Langley
who’d distinguished themselves in situations calling for, quote, effective
physical action, unquote. Seaton had drawn attention to himself for some of
the things he got up to in Cuba and Chile, and so, within a month of getting
his can kicked out of the CIA, the former gofer-bodyguard-enforcer-saboteur
had himself a new job with the military.’
‘Did you see him at that time?’
‘Once. While he was doing his three-month training at a government facility
in the Ozarks. I went there with a pair of our covert operations people for a
briefing on Project Kandahar, as they called it. I spoke to Seaton for a couple
of minutes. He was full of himself, full of the mission ahead. He was mustardkeen to get over there and start teaching bodily assault and slaughter.’
‘He was the man for the job,’ Mike said, then quickly added, ‘or so I gather.’
‘Yeah. When I asked the fellow in charge just what it was that Seaton and
the others were training to do, he said, “They’re gonna teach one group of
Neanderthals how to exterminate another group of Neanderthals, in the
interest of maintaining a balance of power consonant with the needs and
purposes of the United States.”’
‘But Seaton didn’t shape up the way they imagined he would, right?’
‘He’d been in Afghanistan only three or four months,’ Flynn said, ‘when he
discovered an inborn leaning to fanaticism. He also found he had an aptitude
for the life of a brigand. After the end of his tenth month in Kandahar, he
severed all contact with the military.’
‘And what do you know about his present activities?’
‘Nothing. There have been rumours he’s into drug running, hill banditry,
kidnapping, all the usual stuff villains get up to in the stretch of territory from
Kabul to Chittagong. Nothing has ever been substantiated, and frankly he
doesn’t fall within our sphere of interest.’
‘Well, you’ve been a help, Josh. I owe you one.’
‘Now I’m boss I can let you run it up to three you owe me. Then you have to
pay it off in wine. Let me know if you get anything new on Seaton.’
Mike promised he would. He closed the conference connection. At the top
of the notebook page he had filled while Flynn was talking he scribbled P.
Seaton — background.
Soon, he thought, pocketing the notebook. Soon, you heap of garbage.
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The following morning at 9:15 a message went out to all personnel of Task
Force Three to attend a meeting in UNACO’s briefing room. Mike Graham was
in a diner with coffee and the Washington Post when the pager vibrated
against his chest. C.W. Whitlock got the message as he sat in his car in a street
off Times Square, talking to a private detective he occasionally employed.
Sabrina Carver heard the buzz of the pager where she had left it, resting on
the ledge above her bathroom washbasin. She abruptly ended her telephone
conversation with her mother, ran to the bathroom and read the terse
message.
‘Bang goes the gym,’ she said, shutting off the last word, realizing she had
started to talk to herself again. She had always believed the habit was
harmless enough when she was at home, but lately she worried that it could
spread to other places, or go really malignant and turn into a compulsion. She
feared ending up like people she sometimes saw on the street and in stores, in
deep conversation with themselves, detached and strange.
Bang went the gym, anyway. She had planned to go there at ten, do an
hour, come back, shower, spend plenty of time getting dressed and made up,
then have a long gossipy lunch with a school friend who was in town.
She could always go to the gym in the afternoon or the evening, so it was
no disruption of the day, except that on a day when she was lunching out she
liked to visit the gym in the morning, for then it felt like less of a
misdemeanour to have dessert with her meal.
She got ready quickly and checked herself in the mirror. The dark gold
Joseph Janard jersey suit was an extravagance she had been saving for the
spring; it was still only February, a grey New York day, but she felt sunny
enough to carry it. Her mother, born and raised in Paris, had told her never to
forget that because she was blonde, relatively tall, and had a lot of French in
her DNA, she could get away with clothes that would make most other New
York women look downright silly.
A Cartier watch and a light brown Elégance wool coat across her shoulders
completed the ensemble. She slipped her SIG P220 pistol into her purse and
18

left for the UN.
As she came out of the elevator opposite the UNACO main entrance she saw
Mike Graham ahead of her. She hurried and caught up.
‘What’s the meeting about?’
‘No idea,’ he told her. ‘But I hope it isn’t something that needs all of us.’
Sabrina waited for more, but that was all he said.
When they stepped into the briefing room Philpott and C.W. Whitlock were
already there. Philpott was by the big ceiling-to-floor window that overlooked
the East River. He was muttering testily to his mobile phone. Whitlock leaned
patiently against the shiny panelled wall, arms folded.
“Morning, kids,’ he muttered.
Whitlock was the most versatile of all the UNACO agents, and the one most
readily consulted by Philpott. He was a graduate of Oxford and a one-time
officer in the Kenya Intelligence Corps. Philpott had personally recruited him
into UNACO. They were often to be found together, although their closeness
created no jealousy. Everybody knew Philpott was too much of a loner to
have favourites.
‘You look stunning, Sabrina,’ Whitlock observed as she hung up her coat.
‘That’s what I was aiming for. I’m going straight to lunch after the meeting.’
‘You’re kind of overdressed for McDonald’s,’ Mike said. He sat down at the
long central table and stared pointedly at Philpott, who was trying to
terminate his call.
‘We’re going to the Arcadia,’ Sabrina said, sliding into the chair opposite
Mike. ‘Special occasion. Me and Tania, an old friend from school. The last
time we met she was very pretty, but I haven’t seen her in ten years so I have
to assume the worst — she could be stunning. The haute couture is my best
defence.’
Philpott ended the phone call and slammed the mobile down on the table.
‘That was the Secretary General’s office,’ he said. ‘UNACO is to be the subject
of a techniques-and-procedures review. I resisted, but it would seem that
somebody in Policy Control has a persuasive turn of argument — either that,
or they’re blackmailing one of the under secretaries.’
‘They want to change the way we do things?’ Mike said.
‘At the administrative level,’ Philpott nodded. ‘It’s aimed at me. It’s
personal. Just because I won’t play the good doggie every time Secretary
Crane or one of his lesser vermin set foot in the place. However.’
Philpott sat down at the end of the table and opened his leather document
case. ‘I want to brief you on the ground tactics and preliminary arrangements
for an upcoming assignment.’
Mike raised his hand. ‘If I might say something, sir, before you start.’
Philpott sighed. ‘Hurry up, then.’
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‘I want to take a couple of weeks of my outstanding leave to nose around
the situation in the Vale of Kashmir. You know, the troubles the clergyman
wrote to the Security Council about.’
‘Why would you want to do that?’
Mike adjusted his body language to look candid and open. ‘I thought that if
a small fuse were stepped on now, it would prevent major explosions later.’
‘No,’ Philpott said. ‘I can’t agree. Out there, stepping on a small fuse could
mean simultaneously putting your foot on a land mine. It’s not a place for
one-man campaigns.’
Mike stared at Philpott for a long moment. ‘I’m disappointed you feel that
way.’
‘No need to be,’ Philpott said. ‘There is time we can borrow.’
‘Huh?’
‘The ballistics-update course that you and the other members of Task Force
Three should be attending from Tuesday next — it’s been put back two
weeks.’
Mike looked at Whitlock, who was now sitting beside him. He looked back
at Philpott. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘As I promised I would, I gave extended consideration to Reverend Young’s
plea. I also spoke to Sufi Gopal in our Delhi office. He spoke without the
clergyman’s passion, but his calm words were a good deal more chilling. I’ve
decided there is enough criminal rumbling in Kashmir to justify organized
UNACO intrusion.’
Mike stared. ‘Really?’
‘It’s what I called the three of you here to discuss. It’s a genuinely worrying
picture. There is escalating terrorism, there is drug running, there is the
calculated disruption of peaceful development, and there’s the possibility that
even a small increase in friction could spark off fighting that would involve
Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and China.’
Mike was still bewildered at the turn of events. He had been sure Philpott
had thrown this one out. ‘You’re saying we can go in as a team?’
‘Indeed,’ Philpott said. ‘I believe a little collective defusing would be in
order.’ He passed three clipped documents along the table. ‘These are
preliminary strategic manoeuvres worked out between Sufi Gopal and myself.
Let me have your comments and any suggested revisions of strategy by this
time tomorrow.’
Sabrina frowned. ‘Is that it? Is the meeting over?’
Philpott nodded. They all stood.
‘That means I’ve got to hang about in these clothes for another two hours
and still turn up at the Arcadia looking glitzy and fresh.’
‘Go home and take them off,’ Whitlock said.
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