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Prologue

Many others were celebrating, but not Jonas Merrick. Yelling and shouting behind him were groups heading for the bars on Horseferry Road, and ahead was the cacophony of laughter and singing from the office parties on the booze boats navigating the Thames. It was, that damp evening, a hint of frost in the air, a date that Jonas could well have decided was worth celebrating: his birthday, his sixtieth. Not so . . . the least welcome, dreaded in fact. Retirement beckoned, and later that evening his identification for entry into Thames House would be wiped. He would be a creature from the past, unmissed and forgotten. They called him Eternal Flame in A Branch, not with love or respect, but with a sneer: he never went out, was desk-bound, an encyclopaedia of names and faces, and long redundant because computers did the same job.

He had slipped away through the side door, had walked towards the floodlit face of the Houses of Parliament, had crossed the lawns, sparkling from the afternoon’s rain, and not cared that his shoes, always highly polished, would be muddied when he went back for the reception planned for him in the atrium. He felt the spit of drizzle on his cheeks, and the wind ruffled his sparse hair. The party, in name only, was a bare half-hour away. In the open-plan area used by the A4 Branch he had heard a woman complain, “God, do we have to go to that pillock’s goodbye?” and a young man had said, not caring to lower his voice, “Just so boring, and never achieves anything . . .” and another had murmured, “There’s a war out there, and he’s the only passenger in A4 who doesn’t know what the front line looks like or feels like – good riddance.” The Assistant Deputy Director General would make an appearance, stay ten minutes, mouth platitudes, and be on his way. A formality. He had escaped in order to kill time before he was expected for the humiliation and the chuckling, and the insincerity of it.

Jonas headed for a bench near the river wall, mostly in shadow. His wife, Vera, was not invited, security and all that. He skirted the sculpture, the Burghers of Calais, in the centre of the small park, reached the bench and sat down, felt the moisture seep into his trousers, uttered a mild oath, and became aware he was not alone. There was a slight movement in the gloom beside him. He apologised, was not acknowledged.

He had been in A4 for 35 years, a dinosaur. Knew the targets and the addresses that the surveillance people tracked, just did not do the tracking himself, and his stomach bulged and he felt rheumatism in his knees and hips. He took little exercise, only the walk from home to the station, and from the London terminus to Thames House, and the daily reverse. He had no idea how his life, and Vera’s, would shape after the weekend, all those identities and locations no longer relevant . . . There would be a minimum number of prosecco bottles provided, or cava, and the AssDepDG would smile limply and thank him for loyal service. Beside Jonas, a crisp packet was crumpled and dropped, and it blew against his foot. Another wriggling movement, and an arm reached across him, and he saw the face of a young man, and the litter was picked up and there was a faint grated apology. Not to worry . . . those he worked with were that evening on a high because there had been a good eyeball on the target’s meeting with an additional Tango, and that seemed to link two surveillance targets, a big step forward, and it had been a difficult “follow” with both subjects employing intelligent tradecraft procedures. The team had thought themselves – he did not mind mild vulgarity – the “bee’s bollocks”. He had twenty minutes to kill. Beside him the crisp packet was pocketed and a wristwatch studied as if the boy with whom he shared the bench was also checking a schedule.

None of them coming back into the work area after the successful eyeball, and photographs to go with it, had acknowledged Jonas’s part in the good outcome . . . The AssDepDG’s appearance would be token. His colleagues would be there a bare minimum of time. He was hurt, bruised . . . Did he make a difference? Not in anyone else’s eyes. Would he be missed? No. Was credit ever given him? No . . .

He had only seen the face of the boy beside him for a moment, but he had started to plumb deep into that mine of facial features and biographies that his memory carried. They had been Irish when he had started, then Cold War diplomats and couriers from eastern Europe, but now the operations of A4 were almost exclusively aimed at the jihadis.

Originally it had been intended to give him a self-assembly greenhouse. But he’d heard a rumour that such a purchase would outstrip the budget available: he would be presented with a John Lewis voucher as reward for a lifetime at the Security Service.

He knew the face, recognised him. Could put a name to it, and a mother’s address, and an age.

“It’s Winston, yes?”

He heard the suck of breath beside him, and a head that had been held low jerked up. The moment coincided with headlights U-turning in the traffic and catching the Burghers on their plinth, lingering on the boy’s face, then moving on. Quite an interesting moment for Jonas . . . Back where he worked, where just a few more minutes of employment existed, the sight of Winston Gunn – son of Ben Gunn, a Caucasian lorry driver, and Farida, Quetta born of solid Pakistani stock, and a very fractured family as a result of a pregnancy with a white-skinned Briton – would register interest. Dad was long gone. Mum had brought up the boy – listed as resentful, hostile to the world around him, excellent recruiting material. Jonas doubted that any of the other analysts in the work area would have identified the boy’s olive-coloured features without rifling through a laptop’s archive.

“Bit off your beaten track, Winston?”

And back there, in that work area, if they knew, there would have been an organisational stampede at the presence of young Winston – supposedly drawn into the activist net while serving eighteen months’ imprisonment, theft with violence, in HMP Pentonville – within a stone’s throw, or a hand grenade’s, from the Palace of Westminster, Mother of Parliaments, the beating heart of democracy . . . all that crap. Ringed now with dragons’ teeth, and barricades of concrete and police clutching H&K machine pistols, the illuminated edifices represented the High Value Target of the nation’s government . . . No chance Winston’s presence was innocent. They’d be calling up additional firearms units, alerting the ambulance service, warning ministers, planning evacuations, and demanding the immediate presence of the psychology team and behavioural experts. How to proceed? It would be batted around, as the clock ticked. Jonas was not a policeman, nor a paramedic, nor an elected Secretary, nor a psychologist or psychiatrist; he was the little man with an ugly mole on his chin and pebble-lens spectacles who was now getting out from A4 Branch, surplus to requirements. Seemed pretty damned obvious. The team would have been gripped by a fear of “getting it wrong”: he could remember those days in the aftermath of an atrocity when it had been plain as a pikestaff that a jihadi who had reached a target and done his suicide had been fully signed up to a blip on the radar. They would be passing the parcel, hoping the decision – whatever it might be – would be made by someone else. Damned obvious, what to do, and he’d get on with it.

“Don’t worry about me, Winston, I’m just the original nobody.”

The boy wore a big anorak but, as Jonas remembered him from the surveillance snaps, he would have been spare built, no flesh on his bones. The jacket, black and with a couple of paint smears on it, seemed worn and ready for disposal – as was intended. But the boy shivered as if the cold wind off the river reached inside it and hugged him. His breath came in little spurts. No one there to hold his hand. Young and frightened, and the words of encouragement they’d have used would be draining fast from his head.

“Did they volunteer you, Winston? Tell you that your name would be remembered year after year? That one day a plaque would go up on a wall for you, and crowds would say prayers on this day?”

His calm matter-of-fact questions were not answered: he did not expect them to be and did not want them to be. Jonas thought it best to keep a drip-feed in the boy’s ear, to smother his resolve. He was intrigued that Winston had not reacted angrily, exasperated at the use of his old name. The file said he was now called Salah, had been since his recruitment. Pretty much everyone else who came into and went out of the A4 area had experienced being close to those they tracked, had the chance – sometimes for continuous hours – to watch their movements. Not Jonas. He had never made the time to slip out of Thames House, take a bus down to Ludgate Circus, wander into the public gallery at the Old Bailey and sit in on a trial: he maintained the letter of his job description. Now with new-found mischief he shed familiar manacles. His knowledge of Winston, and any of the rest of them, was from what he absorbed from his screen and then stored in the paper files he alone maintained. The breathing next to him accelerated and eyes flashed at him in the gloom, and twice more the wristwatch was checked. To be expected. Just a few minutes to seven o’clock, and the traffic around Westminster was near solid, and the boats were doing good noisy trade. Jonas should be in the atrium with the smattering of colleagues and standing smartly for the arrival of AssDepDG . . . Also on the hour the shift of armed police around Westminster changed. It had been learned from phone intercepts that the perceived jihadi wisdom was to attack a protected target just before the relief team showed up, and when the guards’ concentration was drifting.

“I suppose you did a video, Winston. Usually takes several attempts to get it word-perfect. I suppose they wrote it for you? Treating you like a pack animal really. Just a donkey, there to carry the load. Did you wonder, Winston, when they were coaching you for the video, why their own kids and their own nephews never seemed to be asked to wear the vest? Look after their own, don’t they? Sometimes, they don’t think the donkey will go the whole mile, and might bug out, so then they sit a little distance away and watch and have their own electronic firing trigger. Unlikely they’ll have put real trust in you, Winston. Could be observing us now, could be about to . . . Don’t mind me.”

He reached across the shadow shape, slipped a fist inside the Velcro fastening of the anorak, felt the boy squirm away from him. It was a moment of maximum risk. The boy would have had his hand on a button deep in his pocket. Might press it, might not. Jonas’s fingers found a mess of wires and his grip closed on them. It would not have been part of the boy’s induction to martyrdom to receive a lesson in defusing the beast. The back of Jonas’s hand brushed against metal builders’ nails, ball-bearings and assorted junk for shrapnel wounds, and worse. The boy did not resist, not yet . . . If Jonas had not chosen that bench Winston would now be walking, like a trance had trapped him, towards an entrance to the Palace of Westminster where the public milled and officials and politicians would be leaving and the armed police were stationed. But he had unwittingly chosen that bench. The boy did not fight him, did not detonate, did not flash a blade at him, just wriggled, his breath coming faster. Jonas had not an idea in his head as to the detail of the potential wiring, and whether it would blow when he tugged.

“I’m thinking how it was, Winston, when they dropped you off. Driven you up from Peckham or wherever they had you in the countdown. A few words of encouragement, but not many. A little slap on the back and a bit of a lecture on the evils of the Crusaders. The door opened for you and you step out, and it slams behind you, and you might just have seen the tail-lights disappearing . . . But one of them might still be watching – getting agitated now because you’re running late. Except the scattering of your body parts here, and mine, is hardly a big deal. But a bit of a waste after all the time and resources invested in you, Winston.”

He had a tension on the wires, and gulped. Jonas had never attempted anything that ticked the box marked Danger, had never considered an action labelled as Extreme Danger, and the last time he had witnessed a fight outside Waterloo station he had not thought of intervening but had crossed the road, looked the other way . . . They would be, by now, in the atrium. The prosecco would be uncorked, nibbles laid out, and the chorus would have started, and the AssDepDG would be coming down in the elevator carrying an envelope with the voucher in it, and a piece of paper with something anodyne written on it . . . A blur of conversations and impatience. “Little sod, he’s buggered off home . . . I’m not hanging about, not kicking my heels here . . . A waste of space, no idea of the reality of keeping the streets safe . . . Just a cursor pusher . . . We had a result today, brilliant eyeball . . . you might have noticed there was nothing from him, sitting at his bloody desk – no praise, no cojones, nothing – how rude can a guy get?” His fault that he had no friend there? Their fault that he was outside the loop? But, whatever Vera said, past caring.

“I’m wondering, Winston, if you had the chance to call your mum, or didn’t they allow that? An opportunity for a little cuddle before you went off to Paradise and all those virgins waiting for you. I think your mum would have been properly upset when the police came to break down her front door, tell her what you’d done, show her the video. Better this way, lad. What I always say, rather be safe than sorry. So we don’t have an accident.”

Believe that? Not really . . . He pulled. His mouth sagged open. Nothing happened except that the motion dragged the boy half across his lap. The wires came away, and a small household battery with them. His hands shook and the boy gasped, and there was no flash and no thunder roar and no spiralling up of body parts. Horns trumpeted in the traffic and a party on a boat was raucous.

“Just lift your arms up, Winston, please. Don’t think of bolting back where you came from, because they won’t love you. They’ll speak badly of you. Yes, arms up.”

Docile, obedient. It was how, long ago out on the Surrey hills on a sunny Sunday, he might have worked a cardigan from Vera’s shoulders – without much hope of action to follow. The boy raised his arms and Jonas eased off his anorak. The rain had come on harder and the air was chilled and the boy’s shiver was worse. A length of knotted string tied the vest around the boy’s chest. Took a bit of fiddling to loosen it. Then Jonas lifted clear the vest, and heard the nails rattle and the ball-bearings tinkle, and he smelled the explosive and choked on it. Because he had never been out in a siege or stand-off he did not know the weight of a bulletproof vest loaded with Kevlar plates. Unthinking, a natural gesture, he tapped the boy’s frail shoulder, as if he were a pupil who had done well. He stood and walked towards the low embankment wall. He trembled, thought he might faint, raised it, chucked it. He heard the splash, peered over the parapet and saw the disturbed water.

“Come on, Winston, let’s be on our way.”

No children had blessed the marriage of Jonas and Vera Merrick, but he supposed he spoke with the tone and charity that parents used on an errant child. He felt sympathy for the boy. They walked together, the two of them, as if leaving a bad place where neither knew true loyalty. Something a schoolmaster way back had read to the class, the words of a wartime pilot. Those that I fight I do not hate, Those that I guard I do not love . . . The boy, in trust, held Jonas’s hand. He did not hate the boy, nor love the revellers on the river. They walked over the sodden grass and reached a pavement and crossed a main road and left the target area behind them, and the loaded weapons of the police, and negotiated a roundabout.

Many evenings on reaching home, he would complain to Vera of the way he was distanced by those he worked with, ignored and seldom praised, and she might cock her head, grimace, and tell him that “The problem is, Jonas, you’re not, never have been, won’t ever be, a team player, and you’re never in before dawn in crisis time, and you catch the 5.49 back regardless of whether the ceiling is collapsing on the streets of London. You don’t give enough back. Always the victim, never to blame, Jonas, but go look in the mirror. They want to be heroes, do something special. And you? Your tea’s ready.” Ahead of them was the facade of Thames House.

He took Winston to a café in a neighbouring street, left him there and went back to his one-time workplace. The atrium was empty but a few empty bottles stood on a table. There was a sealed envelope on his desk: that would be his retirement gift. He called a duty officer, identified himself, and briskly reported an explosive device that could be found on a mud spit at the next low tide, and told of Winston Gunn, alone, frightened, sitting in a nearby café nursing a coffee and needing immediate attention, and kindness . . . A barrage of questions assaulted Jonas, but he put the phone down and went to the side door. His access ID would be electronically shredded when he passed through, like a flame being snuffed, even an Eternal Flame. A hero? He laughed, rare for him, and stepped on to the pavement.


Chapter 1

He stepped out on to his front path.

He passed the rose bed, only three bushes, then walked between the parked car and the caravan, and reached the pavement. He ducked his head without looking back but the gesture would have been enough for Vera to know that he was grateful for the sandwiches she had prepared for him, in a plastic box at the bottom of his briefcase, wedged between paper files. He bent the Thames House rules about taking documents outside the building and bringing them home, but few rules at his place of work seemed now to apply to him. The caravan looked well and had come through the winter in reasonable shape, the paintwork in fair condition. He and Vera had been talking only the previous evening about whether to splash out and buy a new cooker or whether to make do for another year with the current one which had been in use for the last eighteen years . . . If he had retired when it was intended he should, 34 months ago, then a new cooker would have been at the top of their shopping list.

A neighbour was leaving from two doors down: Derbyshire, who sold double glazing for conservatories.

“Morning, Jonas.”

“And a good morning to you.”

He smiled, perfunctory, and walked on. Other front gates along this south London suburban street were clicking open and shut. Jonas Merrick knew most of his neighbours by sight and could exchange banalities: the rising cost of fuel, the number of potholes in the road, the increasingly erratic attendance of the refuse carts, or the weather forecasts for the coming weekend. They knew little, next to nothing, of him. They would have reckoned to have known Vera, been on something better than nodding terms with her, but not been close. Easy to imagine the gossip in the street when Christmas drinks were being served or summer barbecues pitched smoke and fumes over the back fences. “Funny old cove, never know what he’s thinking . . . Perhaps not thinking of anything, perhaps as dull as he looks . . . Never been in his house with him there, no invites, never accepted one from us . . . She’s all right, quiet and decent, but he’s a proper wet rag . . . I feel for her, don’t know why she sticks with him . . . Do you know what he does? No, I don’t – pushes paper in Whitehall, but that’s only a guess . . . God fucking help us if the likes of Jonas Merrick are looking after our pensions or whatever . . .” He remained an enigma to them and supposed they regarded him as a source of mild amusement. It was good that they knew little of him and the nature of his employment, and Vera was always disciplined and coy when other wives pestered her for details of where he worked and what he did. It was that time of year when the gardens in front of the mock-Tudor semi-detached homes in the street were starting to sprout daffodils and in some the crocuses were pushing up, and at Number 49, the snowdrops still held their shape and colour. He always walked the length of the street, through all the seasons, leaving home each weekday morning at the same time, 48 minutes past six. It could be snowing, raining, blowing a gale or balmy, and he would be on foot, never suggesting that Vera drive him to the station. And whatever the conditions he would adopt the same dress code – neither smart nor casual, not formal and not dressed down. This early spring morning he wore grey flannel trousers and dark brown shoes, his shirt had a soft check on it and his tie was a wool weave, and his jacket had a quiet fleck in it, and enveloping him was a heavy mackintosh, old-fashioned but still with plenty of wear in it, and with a fastened belt, and on his sparse hair was a trilby that was losing its shape but was good enough to keep his cheeks dry or his face in shadow. He walked briskly because he had a schedule and would not deviate from it.

Because the raincoat was a size too large for him, the sleeves amply covered his wrists. They hid the watch on his left wrist, and also the metal attachment fastened on his right wrist from which a fine chain ran to the handle of his briefcase. The concession that he should be permitted to take home sensitive documents had been made on the very strict guarantee that the chain would always be in place when he travelled. The practice was frowned upon by those of senior rank but was allowed and none of the rest of the hordes who packed into Thames House each morning were afforded a matching privilege, except perhaps the Assistant Deputy Director General, AssDepDG, and the handful of men and women at the heart of authority in the building. He had owned that briefcase – a present from Vera, then his fiancée – for 34 of the 38 years he had worked for the Security Service, which had the Latin title of Regnum Defende. The task of defending the kingdom was, generally accepted by those who cared to know of such matters, about as bloody difficult – that day, yesterday, tomorrow, each hour of each week in each month – as it had been at any time since he had joined the Service with the rank of a junior clerk. As he turned out of his own street, left behind the last of the trees that were coming into bud and might if the cold eased soon be in blossom, Vera would be closing the front door behind her, leaving her with only the presence of their mutually beloved youngster – a Norwegian Forest cat asleep on a kitchen chair. Vera worked in a small gallery in Motspur Park that sold watercolour paintings from the previous century. She, also, those months ago, had expected to retire, had rescinded her notice, had stayed on.

Jonas had a season ticket. He would catch a train from Raynes Park that would take him to Waterloo in 26 minutes. The journey would take the same time as it had more than three decades earlier when he and Vera had scraped together the deposit on their home: they had not moved since and the train timetable had not altered. He could usually rely on getting a seat on that train, in the fifth carriage, and might have to use his elbows, but most mornings he could squirm through the waiting passengers on the platform. There were at least half a dozen other commuters from his street arriving at the station at the same time but he acknowledged none of them. Familiar faces would be in the carriage, some of whom he had travelled alongside for a quarter of a century, but he would keep his head down and rely on the journey to provide an opportunity for reflection. He knew the developing landmarks along the route, through Wimbledon where the stampede started, and then Clapham, knew every new building sandwiched into minimal space, and although the carriage was always overheated he would keep his mackintosh on and the right sleeve would mask the wrist attachment to the chain of tempered steel and the old frayed briefcase that carried no label and most certainly not the insignia of EII in faded gold. He was anonymous, unknown. Jonas Merrick carried huge responsibility on his rather bowed shoulders, and he wore no uniform and none of those squashed around him would have realised that they were pressed close to an individual on whom responsibilities and burdens weighed heavily . . . His job was to keep them safe, and the threat was greater each day and never diminished . . . It was good to have some quiet time to think, put himself in their minds, anticipate their moves.

 

He pulled up, parked the van on the grass verge.

Behind him he heard whispers, nervous giggles and gasps of anticipation. He switched off the engine, opened his window. Silence nestled around them.

On the files he was Cameron Jilkes, aged 25. The photographs would include ones of him as a child, then as a teenager at school, and one captured almost four years before at an airport departure gate. To his one-time friends, he had been Kami al-Britani. To his mum, whom he had loved, who had been a source of comfort in the years he had been away, to whom he had not spoken nor written since he had taken the plane out, he was Cammy.

He took a cigarette from the pack in his breast-pocket. The packet showed images of rampant cancers that were supposed to deter smokers. Where Cammy had been and what he had seen and what he had done, and the price he had paid, the ravages of terminal illness were a low priority. Behind him, the group he had driven from Bordeaux were climbing down from the van and were stretching; they seemed to have caught his mood and their voices were stifled and the children were hushed. Cammy had an old lighter, one that produced a surge of flame when the fuel was high but now the supply was near exhausted. He had to cup his free hand around the flame against the wind and hold the lighter close to his chest, risk singeing his anorak and the stubble around his mouth, and the places where the sun had burned patches where the hair barely grew, and places where the cold had scraped the growth further. He dragged on the cigarette and then spat the nicotine fumes clear. He imagined that behind him they clustered close to each other, their hair riffling and their clothing tugged by the wind. They might have realised then that the sum of their journey was nothing in comparison with what they now faced; it was the same for Cammy.

He had been travelling almost a year. They had been on the move – so they had told him – half of that time. Cammy had come from a point on the Euphrates, where it marked the border between Syrian and Iraqi territory. They had started out from the Iranian city of Tabriz, far to the north and to the east of Tehran. They both had a goal.

He smoked and gazed out. They were a little beyond first light. It was common sense to travel at night. They were 500 miles from Bordeaux, and he had done the journey in three legs. They were attached to him, could have been chained to him, seemed terrified they would suddenly lose sight of him and he would be gone. It had started in a café down by the docks, across the Garonne, and his money was used up and he had no documentation. He had been in the café because it was warm, and he was chilled, hungry. The patron had been making noises about throwing him out. If a hand had been laid on him by the heavily built, middle-aged manager, if an attempt had been made to propel him to the door and chuck him into the street then he would probably have resisted: had Cammy resisted then there was a strong prospect that he would have chopped the heel of his right hand into the man’s neck and paralysed him, probably killed him. It was not difficult for him to take a life if he was minded to.

They had pushed through the door. They were Iranians. Two men, two women, two children. Migrants who had reached France and needed help in edging closer to what would have been a “jump off point”. When the café man had challenged him, the Iranians had been sitting at an adjacent table and the kids had been given the menu, and a wad of euros was on the table. He was challenged . . . Was he ordering coffee, alcohol, food? No response from Cammy. The café was not a tram-stop shelter he was told . . . He had spat back, not loud but distinct, in English, that the man could “Go fuck yourself”. One of the Iranian men had spoken up. Cammy was to be included on their tab . . . Why? He had spoken in English. Did he drive? He could drive: could have driven a motorcycle, a car, a pick-up, an armoured personnel carrier, could have driven a tractor around which half-inch-thick steel plating had been welded. Yes, he could drive.

He noted the wind and sensed that the children shivered, and fear might be competing with the cold. They had taken a chance. It would have been something to do with his appearance: rugged, uncomplicated, ravaged, and something to do with the clarity of his eyes and the fact he did not blink and did not look away but held their gaze and stared right back into their own eyes, and something to do with the slow and steady and winning smile. The proposition had been made. Would he take them north? He had said yes, that was where he, too, was headed.

One of the men had said, “But we have to go across by subterfuge, not through any legal route, and . . .”

Cammy had said softly, no drama, “And me.”

Puzzlement. “But you are going back to your own country. Why do you need to go as we do?”

A little shrug, not necessary for them to know the answer. He was told they had a contact name in the north, on the coast, a man who would facilitate a crossing if he were paid sufficiently. Cammy had eaten with them. He had told them that they should be on the street corner in 25 minutes, had left them. Had gone to a parking lot, had done a hot wire, had come back with a van that had sliding doors and two rows of seats behind the driver. Had driven them away from Bordeaux and had taken the minor roads where any vehicle recognition plate system was unlikely.

The wind was bad. And the wind’s force mattered.

For that moment, Cammy ignored his Iranian fellow travellers. They were useful to him. They had money, were headed in the same direction. But he denied them affection or friendship . . . They knew nothing of him, unless they had made educated guesses, but were obviously in awe of him. They suited his purpose. They hung behind him. He was alone. The only people in his recent life to whom he had given his loyalty, his love and his respect, were all gone. There had been six of them, all taken. When his anger was hot it exploded in his head and when it was cold then he could plan what he would do, think through the programme of it and comprehend the mayhem. It might have been the force of the wind that came off the sea and flattened the dune grass and blew sand in his eyes, or it might have been the anger and the loss that wet his cheeks. He threw down the cigarette. There had been himself and his six friends, and there had been the emir who was their nominal commander but gave them free rein. He had gone first in the break-out after it was clear that the battle was lost.

 

The six of them, and Cammy, were due to go on the next evening, but their emir was off and away by dusk.

He was Ruhan, an Iraqi, sophisticated and worldly, he had taken this flotsam group under his wing.

There was talk now, among the foreign fighters, of a last stand. An Alamo sited on the west bank of the great Euphrates river, or a bit of Custer. Men boasted of how they would fall in combat and their black-cloaked women egged them on with declarations of the glory of dying in the name of the cause and, between the incessant air strikes, the children ran wild, and screamed in fear or in hunger. Common to all of them in the group was an adoration of the thrill of combat, a delight in their new freedom, a brotherhood, and a belief set in hard, old stone that it was only “others” who would be hurt.

They were Tomas and Pieter and Mikki and Dwayne and Stanislau and Ulrike – and the unspoken first among equals was Cammy. They had drifted away from homes as far away from each other as Canada’s Algonquin lakes and the northern extremities of Estonia, had come to fight under the black flag. At first it had been a series of victories, almost in the realms of amusement, then had come the serious fighting which had tested each of them, then the defeats and the retreats. Like an alarm on a wristwatch, it seemed the right time to find another corner in which to fight . . . leave the zealots and the bigots to martyrdom or the shame of surrender. Ruhan moved amongst them and there were kisses and hugs and slapped backs, and talk of a reunion but not where. Yemen, Afghanistan, Libya? Anywhere that brothers were welcome.

The tide had turned. The aircraft came again and again, went back to a carrier or an airstrip to refuel and rearm, and came again. There was no food in the enclave, and no medical capability, and the wounded screamed and cried in the night . . . Time to move on. They would be together, could depend on each other, were brothers.

They regarded Ruhan as the ultimate fighter, trusted and believed in him. He was older than they were, had taught Cammy everything he knew of small unit warfare, and of security, and staying safe from both the bombers and the internal security bastards who patrolled to prevent desertion but were never in the front line. Ruhan said, that “sometime” there would be a meet-up in a bar, “someplace”, and it could be in the Gulf, a five-star joint with Chivas Regal or old malt . . . He had been a hard man in his time. Now, he was only interested in winning and had no time for being herded into the enclave by the river. Tells others to fight on, tells his young brothers to ship out. Himself, he would be going home, back to the town in Anbar to his wife and his kids. He was indestructible, since winning a place on Saddam Hussein’s protection detail, had once been a colonel in air force intelligence. Had been an emir with control of a battalion of foreign fighters. He told them where they should go the next evening, how it was safe in that sector of the perimeter. How he loved them, told them also that they were shit and without him would not have known how to wipe their arses, and Ulrike laughed as much as the boys, and big bombs lasered down, and the bombardment of artillery was constant. They watched him go.

Another night. Another day. Another stack of confirmation signals that the little corner by the river was doomed. Another hopeless hunt for food and water.  Another clutch of hours waiting for the wounded to die and shut the fuck up.

They would take all the ammunition they could carry . . . Might just move on into the Syrian desert and fight there alongside the clever boys who had ditched the women, the kids and the camp followers, and would start it again but in a lower key. Might . . . Ruhan had been specific on the route they should take out through the front line, and where the intelligence guys said the enemy were sparse.

Edging through bunkers and foxholes and craters and keeping clear of the fires burning. Worse than anything before. The right time to go. That part of a dream lost.

Cammy was in the centre of the line, and Mikki was in front of him and Ulrike was behind, and Pieter, Tomas led and Stanislau was back-marker. They followed a route given them by Ruhan, drifted forward in the darkness. Stepped around a child, silent and beseeching who was not yet dead but was disembowelled, and passed a woman who clung to a baby and both were dead but unmarked. An officer in the dying caliphate screamed at them to go to the left where the trenches needed shoring, and another cried for more ammunition to be taken forward. All ignored . . . they went where Ruhan had instructed them.

And they came to him, recognised him.

Ruhan had been quality at cruelty but had liked and trusted this gang of misfits. Years before he had cheated death on the scaffold at Abu Graib gaol because his beaten-up Peugeot had had a flat front tyre. He had fixed it at the side of a dirt track and then driven along an avenue of palms. The Black Hawk helicopters had been loading up, preparing for the lift, and he had caught a fleeting glimpse of the big man, the man he was supposed to protect. Another of the fugitive President’s bodyguards had been captured, had gone through harsh interrogation, had coughed up Saddam’s hiding place in the dirt. If the tyre had not emptied Ruhan would likely have been trapped in the net himself: he liked to tell that story. He had not cheated again.

Once he had owned a powerful and impressive face, a jutting chin and strong bones and a trimmed beard and deep eyes. Always he carried the webbing slots that could take eight, even ten, loaded magazines for his rifle. The weapon and the ammunition had not helped him and his face was distorted because of what had been shoved into his mouth . . . His camouflage trousers were at his ankles and his grey underpants were at his knees and his groin was a mess of dried blood and already insects were feasting.

Cammy said, a hoarse whisper and passed on ahead by Mikki and behind by Ulrike, “But he was not us.  We go forward, we stay strong. We are together. We have each other.”

 

They were a typical family living in the estate high on the hill above the village of Sturry, looking out over the Kent countryside, with a landmark view of the tower of Canterbury Cathedral. It was that time in the morning when they all headed for work or college. Dad was an accountant’s gofer, did the heavy lifting that the partners avoided. Mum did the cash till at a pet food outlet on the way into the city and had once been judged Employee of the Month. Bradley was their elder child and had a job on a building site while he waited to hear whether the Royal Navy would accept him and train him in weapons electronics, and their youngest was Karen, who was at sixth form college and wanted to be a dental nurse. They were out all day, came home knackered, but tried to manage a family event at the weekend. They were the Hunters, and financially ahead of the Just About Managing households in the brick semi-detached homes below them, going down the hill. Nothing to be complacent about but coping well with the difficult times.

Trace would drive and drop Bradley at the builder’s yard where he learned about scaffolding then Karen at college, and last would be Dave, letting him off at the bus-stop on the main drag into the city, and then she would go to the pet food store’s parking lot. Always late, always a bit frantic – and Dave delaying them today because he couldn’t find his phone, and . . . then he was in the car, and Trace pulled out of the carport, but had to brake sharply because the neighbour over the road pulling her shopping basket behind her, didn’t see them. Trace braked. They all stared out. Sadie might have been a mile away, or might have been half asleep, or might have been . . . What Trace always said, in her youth Sadie must have been a great looking girl and had the relic of a lovely face but, God, time had not treated her well. What Dave always said, they should have made a bigger effort with Sadie because, years before, she had been the best and most popular and reliable childminder or babysitter they’d ever had.

Dave had his window down. “Morning, Sadie, don’t seem to have seen much of you. You doing all right?”

Trace leaned across him. “Bit hectic at the moment, Sadie, but when we straighten up you must come round for a coffee . . . Late, sorry – see you soon, Sadie.”

They were rewarded with a distant smile that gave little away of her thoughts, and a bit of a shrug. Then they were accelerating and their neighbour was trudging the last steps to her front door, negotiating the long grass. They always called her Sadie. Did not know whether she was Mrs Jilkes or Miss Jilkes, did not know much more than her name, Sadie, and that her life was tough, tougher by a long mile than anything the Hunters had experienced. She always looked as if she had been put through a mangle, the colour gone from her face, and the flesh squeezed off her body, and a vacant stare in her eyes.

“We should make a bigger effort,” Karen said.

“One son banged up, her daughter gone on an overdose,” Bradley said. “I don’t know what we used to talk about . . . As for Cameron, well, he’s . . .”

“We’ll try and be a bit more sociable – not a bed of roses, her life. That kid, what he’s done to her . . .” Dave said.

The talk moved on and the view of Sadie Jilkes lugging her shopping bag up the road was pushed back, out of sight and out of mind. Plenty of everything else to talk about. Hadn’t been at the time, not when her youngest – Cameron – had brought the full apparatus of the Security Service and the Counter Terrorism Command crammed into their little road.

“. . . as for that kid, little Cameron – excuse my language – bloody good riddance. What he did to his Ma, it was shameful.”

 

Thames House, on the north side of the Thames, had been built 90 years ago, constructed of clean Portland stone and granite. Now, the lower windows have reinforced glass, proof against explosives and high-velocity gunfire, and are shuttered; higher windows have blinds through which dull light filters, but the faces of those inside are never visible. It is a building protected by Acts of Parliament and is heavily guarded. It is the workplace of those charged with being in the front line of the defence of the realm. Good days have been seen there and bad ones . . . There have been the numbing reactions when the “enemy” has won and bombers have attacked underground trains, concerts, buses, restaurants and bistros and the mayhem has been brutal and the inquests open and savage; and there have also been successes, of which few are trumpeted, when catastrophe has been averted. It is said among the psychologists who patrol the corridors and give counsel, welcome or not, that stress levels inside the fortress are as acute as those found in any military front line where direct combat is joined. The defenders have their own private army offering a separate layer of security around Thames House . . .

Kev and Leroy had been newcomers to the police protection detail assigned to the headquarters building of the Security Service on a particular wintry evening three years before. Easy for them to remember it. Should have been an underwhelming leaver’s drink in the atrium with one glass of cheap Spanish or Italian bubbles, maximum two, and a parting gift handed over, and a speech of gracious thanks that would have been hustled through. Except that the leaver had not shown, and the press-ganged guests had gone on their way and the atrium had emptied; was silent, deserted, when the guy himself had turned up, a little tongue-tied by way of explanations, and had dumped a job on them. A miserable little wretch was sitting in a café around the corner, and they were to get there soonest and take him into custody. They had watched him hawk-like and their index fingers had never been further than a centimetre off the triggers of their H&Ks. The guy had left the building and the would-be jihadi boy had covered his face with his handcuffed arms, might have wept, crumpled and defeated, and no explanation was given to Kev and Leroy, except that it was “all being sorted”. The guy had left through the internal gates, had fed in his access ID, and the red light had flashed and a buzzer had warbled – the sign that the card had been electronically destroyed – and he’d gone into the night. A duty officer had shown up, flustered, and that was hardly going to be forgotten. And – the guy’s ID had been cancelled, he had no access to the building, but he was back a few hours later, just before their shift ended, and . . . never an explanation. They had learned, Kev and Leroy, that they could set their watches by the time this guy came into work. Not long now, about fourteen minutes, rain or shine, never varied.

An unremarkable guy, hardly a bag of laughs. About once a week they had a smile off him. Had never heard his name, and had never seen anyone greet him – with the one exception of that first morning after the ID cancellation, then Deidre on Reception had picked up a phone as soon as he was through the outer door and buzzed upstairs, and one of the officer toffs from an upper floor had come scrambling out of a lift to greet him, and had done a big charm bit – and the guy had seemed barely grateful. Not easily forgotten but they still knew nothing of him, nor what section he worked in. Kev had been a corporal in the Parachute Regiment, and Leroy had risen to sergeant in a fusilier battalion, and both had done Afghanistan tours and each reckoned himself a good judge of a man: neither could make head nor tail of this fellow . . .

He was always in early, beat the main rush: if he was late then that would have been the fault of the signals or the points on the track. And another thing that distinguished him was the attachment on his right wrist and the chain to his briefcase that played bloody havoc with the metal detector arch. Always good to see that rather familiar face, though neither had any idea of what he did inside the building.

 

That day, the points were good and the signals worked, and the train was on time. Jonas Merrick was swept out of the carriage, and planted on the platform and needed to walk briskly or he would have been knocked flat in the crush to get clear of Waterloo. No one gave him a glance. He hurried, keeping a tight hold on the fraying handle of his briefcase, and the chain hung sleek inside his shirtsleeve.

The same route was taken every working day. If the pavements had not been made of weathered concrete, and the roads he crossed not of hammered down tarmacadam, there would have been a pattern of his footprints . . . down the steps of the main entrance to the station, past the place where the train robber once ran a flower stall, down Lambeth Palace Road, head down and with purpose, too concerned with his thoughts to glance at the A&E structures of St Thomas’ hospital. He did not concern himself with health matters, seemed to be lasting well, and Vera had no problems that she’d bothered to broach with him. By the time he was in sight of Lambeth Palace he could smell the river, unique and pungent, then over Lambeth Bridge.

The wind cut across him. There was rain in the air and it stung his cheeks. With his free hand he held his trilby, had no wish to see it cartwheel from his head and be swallowed by the river or fall onto a barge’s deck. He was thinking of his day and was oblivious to the presence of those around him who also headed for Thames House: Jonas knew very few of them. He kept to himself. The building was ahead of him; his desk was on the third floor, next to a masked window.

If it had not been for the events of that night, he would have been consigned to retirement and this trek from the station would have been part of his past. Not that Jonas would have attended any of those Christmas lunches for retired staff where the Director General gave a résumé of the problems faced by the Service in the previous year. Nothing classified, of course.

His memory was powerful with clear recall of that night. He had gone home. Had sat on the train, later than usual. Had walked up his street, past the Derbyshires’ house from which a TV blared, had unlocked his own door. Had gone inside. Had faced his wife.

How had it gone? Jonas had shrugged.

Was there a good turnout? He’d grimaced.

A decent speech from the big man? Gave a gesture that meant he could not answer directly.

Were the right things said? Just a lift of the eyebrows.

What had they given him? Thirty-five years’ work, what was the present? He had muttered that he didn’t know what the retirement gift was, had not been there when it should have been presented, then had turned away from her as if the interrogation irritated him.

What had happened? Where had he been? Was there a “difficulty”? Raincoat off and on the hook, and the wrist bracelet unlocked and the briefcase, empty but for his sandwich box, stowed away under the hall table, and his hat slotted above his coat. No explanation offered. Except that he was rather tired, and needed a lie down, and a cup of tea would be welcome. Halfway up the stairs he had stopped. He had not turned to face her but had spoken from the side of his mouth. “It was a funny old evening, dear. An unpredictable one, and sort of made a bit of a nonsense of the timetable. What was planned didn’t happen. I’ll tell you what occurred, but that’ll be ‘one day’, not tomorrow. Think the best place for me is bed.” She had not pestered him. He’d undressed, put on his pyjamas, had brushed his teeth, and flopped on the bed, had stared at the ceiling, had reflected on the evening and his contact with Winston Gunn. The events had played in his mind and he’d remembered each of the heartbeats in his chest when he’d taken the vest and lobbed it over the retaining wall and heard it plummet into the water. Still awake when Vera had come up, he’d seen her shadow movements as she laid her clothes on the chair and put on her usual long nightdress, and she’d slipped into bed and had turned away and had seemed to sleep, or try to. No conversation, nothing said.

There was a clock in a church over to the west from the centre of Raynes Park that struck the hour. Her pretence at sleep was poor . . . she was a good wife for a man working in the Service, did not expect to be briefed on the classified work he carried out at Thames House. Trouble was that he was wider awake than he had been when getting into bed, and the latest worry was whether the alarm had been switched off. He did not have to be up at ten minutes to six the next morning, and Vera would not need to be in the kitchen, making his sandwiches and filling his flask . . . A car crawled along the road. He thought it stopped outside the Derbyshires’, then nudged forward, then dawdled. He heard a door open and a murmur of voices. He was good at recognising speech. He switched on the bedside light, told Vera to stay upstairs, went down and unlocked and opened the front door. The Assistant Deputy Director General was coming up his path. It was past four. Jonas felt foul, limp, and without energy. He had always reckoned that the AssDepDG rather despised him, might have been the originator of the Eternal Flame jibe, and the speech in the atrium would have been short, the minimum that courtesy demanded.

On the doormat, he was told, “You have my very sincere congratulations, Jonas. You are something of an example to us all, we are in your debt. What is particularly impressive is that you made a device safe when normal procedure would have called for a mass evacuation of Westminster, Parliament, all those jokers who mill about there. And on top of that would have been a lockdown while little Master Gunn would have been surrounded by marksmen and have the chance to go to God like any good martyr. Instead he is alive and singing with a canary’s full vocal strength . . . Would there be any chance of a cup of tea for me and Harry? I’ve underestimated you, Jonas, and I feel ashamed to admit it. You showed tonight an instinct of how to react that very few in that great heap of a building could have matched. I’m making a rather humble request, Jonas. These are stark times, as you know damn well – I want you there. Want you back at your desk. Sorry, too valuable to be retired . . . Put it another way: if that little beggar had detonated, then the reputation of the Service would have been shredded, credibility gone. A generation of officers would have been damaged. Back at your desk, Jonas – please. Sorry to ask again, but a cup of tea if that’s possible for Harry and me.” It was then that Jonas had realised that Vera was at the bottom of the stairs, and she’d said something about him being rude in not inviting his guests inside.

They’d sat around the kitchen table. Vera had made tea and put some biscuits on a plate. Harry was a pool driver and had stayed silent, and Vera had only queried whether milk and sugar went with the tea, and Jonas had bitten his lower lip, and remembered sneers and mocking insults, but – of course – had accepted.

Jonas had said later, “They want me to go back, to cancel retirement. It’s because of something that happened tonight. They want me to keep working.”

Vera had said, “Thank God for that.”

They were still talking and the cat had come in through the flap, and the alarm had gone off upstairs. He had showered and shaved, and dressed, and Vera had done toast and cereal for them all, and Jonas had talked about his filing system, its value, and what he looked for . . . At that time in the morning it was a fast run into London, and it was comfortable in the car and smooth with Harry at the wheel. But Jonas Merrick, true to form, had played contrary and allowed them to take him only as far as the station. Had travelled to Waterloo in his own style and in his own time, with his briefcase and with a filled sandwich box. Inside the building, at the outer desk, a fresh ID card awaited him.

Now, nearly three year, later, Jonas Merrick slipped into the café by the side door of Thames House, and had his latte and a Danish. He’d savour them, and perhaps take a turn around the garden further down Horseferry Road before presenting his card and going to work. The agenda said nothing about when he might expect that belated retirement . . . His own opinion, the threat level was the highest he could remember in all his years with the Service.

 

It would have been his third cigarette. He flicked it away, had only smoked half of it.

Be thou my guardian and my guide.

The look on his face, if they could have seen it, was sour, resentful, brimming with hatred. Cammy grinned, rueful. He thought it was the younger man who had started to sing.

And hear me when I call.

Cammy had sung to himself; on the first night as they had navigated the minor roads going north from Bordeaux.

Let not my slippery footsteps slide.

The relaxation on his features was momentary. The group had joined in.

And hold me lest I fall.

Beyond the dunes, a ferry was crossing the Channel, France to Britain. To have boarded a ferry Cammy would have needed a passport and a ticket; his group would have needed the same, and also valid visas. He did not have either; nor did they. He had, sort of, taken it on himself to get them across, get them over the Channel. So different to when he had gone in the reverse direction. He had raided his mother’s biscuit tin, kept under her bed, where she kept cash for “dire emergencies”, had gone to Gatwick, had taken a flight to Vienna. Would have been around 10,000 feet over the white cliffs and the narrow channel, and then the French beaches and the dunes – where he stood now. There was no joy in coming to this point and staring out at the sea and knowing that home, the final stage of his journey, was within touching distance.

The world, the flesh, and Satan dwell.

All of them sang. He supposed it was his favourite hymn. Isaac Williams, 1802–1865, had died young by today’s standards of expectation, except where Cammy had been – when he was Kami al-Britani. There, at the Kobane assault, the expectation could have been a few hours. It had become a meat grinder for the foreign boys, as it was shaping up at Barghuz before they, he and his blood brothers, had done the bug out. Cammy had a good voice, not good enough for the standards set earlier in his life, but pleasant. Isaac Williams’ words were from Hymns Ancient and Modern, number 116. He liked it best of all the ones he had once known by heart.

Around the path I tread.

He had sung softly to himself driving north from Bordeaux and the voices behind him had picked up the hymn. Nervous to start, and then gaining confidence, and singing firmly – though not in tune – but finally in a chorus. And explained . . . they were Christians. They had felt the isolation of persecution. They had run from their country, believed that the men among them faced harassment, arrest, torture in physical and psychological form, then imprisonment, and the kids would be denied higher education, and the women would face arrest, perhaps, or being turfed out of their homes and facing hunger. Astonishingly they had known the words of the hymn . . . if he had not hummed that tune and mouthed those words then they would have not admitted their faith. A chorus now and the wind whipped the grasses of the dunes.

O save me from the snares of hell.

Cammy had sung when he was with the brothers, when the small unit was indestructible, untouchable and safe; when they were far from the ears and reach of the masked security police, dressed in black, those who did not do the fighting, as he had and those with him. It was a good tune and the words were important, and summed up their existence as they had been pushed back and finally had become lodged on the banks of the Euphrates. The big word was “snares”, like a fine wire tightening around an ankle, intended to strangle a rabbit coming clear of its warren. The village of Barghuz and the enclave was a “snare”, and it had become “hell” as the bombers had lazily circled in impunity then dumped the payload, and the drones had criss-crossed the skies, and the artillery had plastered shells on them, as it had been on the evening they had left, and had found the body of their mentor, the emir, killed by the perimeter guards as punishment for desertion. They had all been jolted that this man, strong and a fighter, had been caught and killed, his testicles and penis shoved into his mouth so that his cheeks bulged, been trapped in the “snares of hell”.

Thou quickener of the dead.

He bit on his lip and killed his voice. They started another verse behind him, but he did not lead and by the third line their voices had stuttered and died.

And if I tempted am to sin,

And outwards things are strong . . .

Cammy had no education achievements. Sitting behind him, were a high school teacher and a man who had worked as a psychologist in the principal hospital of Tabriz. The women were not shrunken violets, they spoke good English and seemed aware of the basic tenets of international politics, and the kids were bright, chirpy, and perpetually queried him. He had said nothing of his role as a platoon commander in an international battalion under the black flag, nor said where his home was nor why he would try to cross the Channel with them, and what he intended once he had arrived. They were clever people and he thought them gentle and dignified. Cammy did not regard himself as clever, nor gentle, and had no dignity that he knew of . . . He thought that when they looked at him the black mood settled on his face; they were frightened of him and went quiet.

He walked away from them. They hung back. He went into the dunes and the ground ducked down and they would have lost sight of him. They did not follow him and would have feared annoying, irritating, angering him, would also have known that without him they would not cross the Channel. His anger was bad and he was alone.

 

Jonas nodded the briefest of recognition to the pair of armed police on the pavement, then wiped his face and satisfied himself that no crumbs were stuck around his lips.

He passed through the security gate and
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