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If goods don’t cross borders, armies will.

—Frederic Bastiat

The man who never alters his opinions is like standing water, and breeds reptiles of the mind.

—William Blake

Trust in Allah and tether your camel.

—Arab proverb


Preface

Shamima Begum was 15 years old when she left her London home in March 2015 to travel to Syria. Within a few weeks, she became the jihadi bride of a Dutch convert to Islam. They had two children. Both died. One of her babies from malnutrition.

She came to public attention again in February 2019 after fleeing from the Islamic Caliphate’s last stronghold in Baghuz. She was eight months pregnant. From a tent in the al-Roj refugee camp, she appealed through British newspapers to be allowed to return to England to have her baby. She showed no remorse for having run away to join ISIS.

In response, Home Secretary Sajid Javid revoked her British citizenship. He argued that she was the responsibility of Bangladesh, the birthplace of her parents. Geoffrey Robertson QC, a former United Nations judge, told the BBC that the United Kingdom was duty-bound to bring Shamima home and face charges of aiding terrorism. It was up to a judge – not a politician – to decide whether she deserved mercy or a prison term of up to ten years.

Shamima Begum, now aged 19, gave birth in mid-February. She named her little boy Jarrah. He was three weeks old when he died of breathing difficulties on 8 March. He was buried with two other children who had perished in a fire at the camp.

Even before the horror show of jihadi barbarism entered our living rooms on the evening news, disenchanted girls who had travelled to the Caliphate to marry jihadi killers were begging their families in Europe to bring them home. Many, perhaps the majority, knew they had made a mistake on the very day they arrived.

John Carney, a British ex-soldier with a close protection (CP) business in Iraq, was contacted through the security network in June 2016 with a request to smuggle a woman and her two children across the minefields surrounding the Caliphate to the safety of Kurdistan.

Against his better judgement, the assignment Carney took on became an unrelenting mission that continued for the next two years. With three Kurds, ex-soldiers like himself, he led perilous raids behind enemy lines to save the lives of hundreds of women and children: British, European, Syrian and Iraqi.

I was introduced to John Carney by a contact who said he had a unique story to tell. We met in a pub. We had sandwiches. John ordered a pint of cider and studied me across the table. He is a big man, modest to the core, with the soft voice of those who have seen the butchery and carnage of terrorism close up. Prodded by my questions, he talked about his role in the struggle against ISIS and it struck me that John Carney is a remarkably brave individual, a born soldier with a big heart bursting from his chest.

Are the young women who went to join ISIS and now have children of their own naïve girls who deserve a second chance? Or terrorists who should be locked up? This is the moral crisis facing Europe and the entire western world. Carney’s response was to put the politics to one side and act. As he said that day over our second round of drinks, every jihadi bride who wants to come home is proof that Islamic State is a failure.

John Carney’s story is moving, personable, heroic, an adrenaline-fuelled account of front-line combat against the death cult of Islamic State, the most terrifying army of modern times – a fallen army he predicts will rise again.

Clifford Thurlow

London, March 2019


CHAPTER 1

Rebel Bride

It was a perfect day on the Med, sea calm as a mirror. I could hear the kick and slap of flippers as my daughter dived down to the seabed to search for shells. Two fishing lines stretched from the back of the boat and the music played softly, eighties new wave, my wife’s choice. Kali was wearing a white bathing costume and a straw hat. Her bare feet tapped along to the music.

I snapped open a can of Mythos. This is what life’s all about. This is what I’ve worked for.

That’s what I was thinking when the phone rang.

‘Is that John Carney?’ Male, hesitant, non-English.

‘Who’s asking?’

‘I was given your number by Matthew Lambert,’ he replied, and my ears pricked up. ‘There’s a girl stuck in Mosul, a jihadi bride. He reckons you’d be able to get her out.’

‘From Mosul? You having a laugh?’

‘It’s desperate, Mr Carney. They’re being bombed for one thing, and she’s being beaten every day by her husband…’

‘The military can’t get into Mosul. I certainly can’t…’

‘It’s a matter of life and death…’

‘For about two million people.’

‘I’m only concerned with this one. Her name’s Laura…’

‘I’m sorry, mate. I can’t help you…’

The line went dead. It happens with satellite phones, especially on the water.

‘Everything all right?’ Kali asked, sitting up, and I nodded.

‘Just some chancer. Nothing’s going to come of it.’

A nervous look had entered her brown eyes. She knew what I did for a living, I’d been doing it long enough, but hearing the word ‘Mosul’ had put her on edge. It was June 2016, two years after Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had stepped into the pulpit of the Great Mosque of al-Nuri in Mosul to deliver a Ramadan sermon declaring himself the new Caliph. The jihadis had by then overrun vast stretches of Iraq and Syria, planting their black flags over the Islamic State and bringing beheadings to the evening news.

It seemed unlikely that anything was going to come of the call, except the contact was Matt Lambert, a Brit I had never met, but was considered reliable. On the security circuit in the Middle East, reputation is everything. If you don’t know someone, they’re probably not worth knowing.

I took a swig from the can of Mythos. I had grown to like Greek beer. It was one of the perks, but it wasn’t why I had chosen to make Crete my base. I had spent more than a decade working in and out of Iraq, and Baghdad as the crow flies is close without being too close. Ntileini surfaced with a cone-shaped shell. My daughter was 12 and in serious danger of turning into a fish. She handed me the shell, took a deep breath and I watched as she dived again.

A breeze had blown up. Clouds drifted along the horizon. The man who’d called was frightened. Genuine. Sure it was a matter of life and death. Every day in the territories held by ISIS was a matter of life and death. The jihadis caned women’s feet if they saw a glimpse of their faces and stoned girls to death if they were caught with a mobile phone. The Islamists had turned Iraq into a wasteland.

I had first arrived in Baghdad in 2003 after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein and blagged my way into a job as a bodyguard with CRG Security Solutions. I was 28 years old, a hard bastard with a lack of self-confidence and a chip on my shoulder. I was the bloke at the bar who asks: Are you looking at me? And when there was no action, I would stand on street corners taking on all-comers – something I wouldn’t advise on the streets of Doncaster. I was a fighting machine. From the age of eight, when my dad broke my front teeth with a back-hander, I had spent my entire life fighting myself.

After two years with CRG and some leave in the land of the living dead – Wiltshire – I returned to Iraq as a PSD (Protective Services Detail) with Aegis Defence Services, the controversial outfit run by Tim Spicer, a veteran of South Armagh like myself. I had never taken to military discipline, but six years in the Yorkshire Regiment had taught me everything I knew, and the moment I landed back at the shell-pocked airport in Baghdad, it felt as if I had arrived home.

When Aegis made me a team leader, it seemed incredible at first. Then it felt as if destiny was at work. I had always thought deep down that you could do and be anything you wanted. In a sand-coloured shirt and cargo pants, with Ray-Bans and a 9mm Glock in a thigh rig, I was in my own skin. Once I was given responsibility for the lives of others, I stopped looking for slights and started to get the best out of people. In private security, there are no ranks. You climb the pay scale, not by who you know, but by what you can do. It was an opportunity for ordinary squaddies to make a name for themselves and bank what they were worth – up to a $1,000 a day in the good times.

There is a misconception that military contractors are violent misfits who swagger about with a cocked machine gun and bandoleers of shells across their tattooed chests. For the cameras, maybe. In reality, the work requires patience, sensitivity and knowledge of the local culture. You drag a man from a car in front of his family at a road block and spreadeagle him in the dust for a body search, and you’ve just scored a new recruit for jihad.

In the Green Zone one day, I was lining up with my team at a pizza bar set up in one of Saddam’s old palaces. I heard marching boots in the corridor and a swarm of Americans from the Private Military Company Blackwater appeared. I was just about to order my pepperoni with black olives when a guy, broad as a boat with a red bandana, barged in front of me.

‘Shift your ass, buddy, captain on deck.’

He stared into my eyes. I stared back. This is how it starts. Your ego kicks in and you let fly. We had just escorted an American general down the BIAP – the Baghdad International Airport Highway, also known as Route Irish – a nerve-jangling experience with civilian vehicles changing lanes at speed, often on the wrong side of the road. I was thirsty, hungry, and it was my turn to order. I so wanted to floor Johnny Rambo in front of his squad, and I think this was the first time in my life that I backed down.

‘You want to go next?’ I said.

‘Damn right.’ He glanced back at an older man in civvies. ‘After you, sir, best pizza outside Chicago.’

The entire entourage followed while I took slow breaths through my nose. To use an apposite phrase, this was a Road to Damascus moment. I saw the light. I was taking to my new role as a team leader like an F-35 taking off from the tarmac. I had picked up some Arabic and had started to feel an affection for Iraq and its people.

After her successful day harvesting the seabed, Ntileini wanted to guide us back into port. The boat was a 31ft Sealine power cruiser with two big diesel engines, a lot of oomph for a 12-year-old, but she had learned how to handle it and I made an effort not to interfere.

I wanted my daughter to have the emotional support I’d never had. I ended up spending a year in reform school. Ntileini was at private school, where courtesy and confidence came naturally, and she had developed a firm sense of self. I was learning from her. Kali and I agreed on most things concerning our daughter. We only disagreed if she thought I was taking needless risks when my business was at a stage when it was no longer necessary.

After climbing the greasy pole at Aegis, I looked at myself in the mirror as I shaved every morning and said: John Boy, you’re not such a wanker after all. I had stopped clenching my fist except to hold a pen and my main concern was the lip of fat that had slipped over my belt. I had learned the security game from the bottom up, from boots on the ground to my arse in a chair.

American forces began to stand down in 2011 and executives from the oil companies began to arrive big time. Was the second war in Iraq about finding Saddam’s WMD – weapons of mass destruction – or the usual cause behind conflict: economics? It didn’t matter to me. The troop withdrawal left a gap in the security market and I opened shop providing CP, close protection, for the new breed of adventurers and entrepreneurs. With more luck than ability, in 12 months I had a turnover of £1 million with 100 expats and local Iraqis on the books.

Now I had some money for the first time in my life, I bought a pink villa on the edge of a conservation area outside Heraklion. It had three floors, a flat roof, a view across open country to the sea and an orchard of oranges, lemons, olives and avocados with the strangely magical taste that comes from fruit you pick from your own trees. The dogs patrolled the chain-link fence and every stray cat in Crete found its way into our compound.

It was a 20-minute drive from the port to the villa. As the building came into view, the lowering sun turned the plaster the colour of red coral and my heart beat faster. It was a reminder of how lucky we were and how perilous life was for people in Iraq and Syria.

Ntileini opened the gates. I drove in slowly, parked under the bamboo shade and stepped out into a welcoming committee, about 20 cats meowing and chasing their tails. They seemed pleased to see us and I was always pleased to see them. Animals are good for the spirit and the cats did a good job keeping the rodent population under control.

Several times I had been outside having breakfast – a bowl of fresh fruit with yoghurt – and my wife and daughter had run off screaming as Nikko, the big tabby, strolled up with a three-foot snake in his mouth, head bitten off, the wriggling remains between his teeth. Nikko was a fighter with a scarred right eye. He reminded me of me, but I don’t think Nikko had seen the light.

I went straight upstairs to the office. A barrel-load of emails pinged into the inbox when I opened the laptop. Inevitably, there was a message from the man who had called on the satphone. The girl he wanted me to rescue was named Laura Angela Hansen, aged 21, from Holland. She had married a Palestinian with Dutch papers she’d met on a Muslim dating site. They had left Amsterdam the previous year, in September 2015, and travelled through Turkey and Syria to get to Iraq. Laura wanted out and was bringing her two children aged four and one with her.

…Please, Mr Carney, they have no one else to turn to. This young mother and her children will die unless you help them…

I thought he’d told me he wanted to bring out one person. Now it was a package.

It was a joke. It was impossible. It couldn’t be done. ISIS didn’t arrest kaffirs – white faces, infidels. They cut off their heads. I sat back and stared at the big map of Iraq on the wall. Turkey shared 500 miles of frontier with the Caliphate and people-smugglers were making fortunes worming their human cargo through the leaky border. If you could get people in, there was some logic in the notion that you could get them out again.

Eight million people lived in the Islamic State, two million in Mosul. It was a stronghold of tunnels and narrow streets where the Assyrian masons had laid the first mud bricks 2,000 years before Christ. The Coalition bombing campaign had turned the city to rubble, but land forces had been unable to penetrate its defences.

My palms had become clammy. Fuck it, I said. Impossible.

On the desk was a photograph of Ntileini in her school uniform holding the certificate for her bronze Duke of Edinburgh Award. I picked up the frame and looked at my daughter. Kali and Natty were my life. I didn’t start out with ambitions. I didn’t know what I wanted. But I knew what I had. There was going to be a lot of slaughtered jihadi brides, a lot of dead children. You do what you can, but you can’t save the world. I glanced back at the map and shook my head. No. No way. Not interested. No can do.

That’s what was running through my mind and that was how I intended to respond to the email. I reached for the laptop. I pressed reply and as my big fingers tapped away on the tiny keys, I could barely believe that what came out was a delaying strategy, a request for further information and how this proposed task was going to be financed.

I hit send, then searched in my contact book for Matt Lambert. I left a message on his service, flicked through the pages and stopped at the name Hassan Ghazi, a Kurd as reliable as the sun shining on the desert, hard as nails with piercing grey eyes and a warrior moustache like Genghis Khan. I had no intention of trying to get into Mosul. That would have been suicide. I didn’t call Hassan. But the puzzle was intriguing and I had started to put the pieces together in my head. I was about to go down to the kitchen and grab another Mythos when the phone rang. It was Matt Lambert.

‘John, I got your call. You must have heard from the Dutch family?’

‘I did, mate. They want me to pop into Mosul and grab a girl and her kids when no one’s looking.’

‘Impossible, I imagine?’

‘You said it.’

‘It came up through some people I know. I thought I’d pass it on.’

‘I appreciate it.’

‘This is the first girl who wants to get out, as far as I know. There’s going to be a lot more.’

‘They were bloody idiots for going in the first place.’

‘Their families are aware of that, John.’ He paused. ‘Laura’s people have raised ten thousand dollars to bring her home.’

‘Ten thousand dollars,’ I repeated, and laughed. ‘Put another zero on that and they might get some mad bugger to do it.’

‘They’re modest people. They’ll never find that kind of money.’

I thought for a moment. ‘So, what’s in it for you?’

‘I know you’ve got the contacts. There’s not much chance, I know. The least I could do was put you in the picture.’

‘Who’s your contact in Holland, if that’s not classified?’

‘Thomas Kuntze. He’s a German academic. Works with the Muslim community, integration, that sort of thing. A decent chap.’

He sounded sincere. The bastard. I was being drawn in. I took a breath through my teeth.

‘So, this is the deal. These people want some nutter to plan, prepare and organise an escape from the most dangerous place in the world and they’re putting ten thousand dollars on the table?’

‘Like I said, John, I just wanted to put you in the picture.’

‘I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to make one phone call.’

‘That’s good of you. I don’t want to give you any hassle.’

‘What’s life without a bit of hassle?’

As we clicked off, an email pinged with an attachment.

It was a reply from Holland containing two images, a girl with big dark eyes who looked about 16, and two children standing in a cot, a small boy and a lively little girl with lots of curly dark hair and the biggest smile I had ever seen. She looked like Ntileini when she was that age.

The German doing the liaison confirmed that they had $10,000 that would be made available to a middleman in Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. The families of jihadi recruits in Europe were being monitored and could not make regular money transfers – it would be considered as aiding terrorists. They used instead what’s called the Arab bank – which is not a bank, but a system of trust among the ummah, fellow Muslims. How it works is that the family in Europe would give the cash to a cousin or close friend of the middleman in Iraq, who would in turn produce the equivalent sum or provide the necessary kit or service. The Arab bank was convenient to avoid taxes, buy property and finance holy war – jihad.

Everything was moving quickly. It usually does, and you get whirled along in the slipstream.

My address book was still open. I made the call I’d promised and Hassan gave a sinister laugh when I told him I wanted to get a girl and two children out of Mosul.

‘Mosul is an ants’ nest. You go in there and poke it with a stick and the whole Middle East could explode.’ I heard a hiss as he sucked breath through his teeth. ‘It is impossible, my friend.’

‘Nothing’s impossible.’

He laughed again and I pictured him rubbing his thumb and first finger together. ‘You are becoming more Arab than the Arabs,’ he said, and paused, a reminder that he was a Kurd. ‘There is no help for these people. You know what your governments say? Leave them there. Let them die.’

‘Yeah, but you don’t believe that.’

‘What I believe is of no matter.’ Again a long pause. ‘John, you are a very funny fellow. I always say that.’

‘I’m going to send you some pictures…’

‘Never mind pictures. You find a way to get the family to the border, I will find a way to bring them across.’

‘You’re a bloody star, you know that? What are we looking at?’

‘One vehicle, renting a house, some equipment…fifteen hundred dollars.’

That was cheap. He knew that. I knew that. I’d done him favours. Kurds have long memories.

‘I’ll be in touch. Thanks, mate.’

‘You are welcome, mate.’

I stood. The sun was going down over the sea and a pale silvery stripe lit the horizon. Hassan spoke good English, a bit old-fashioned. I wasn’t a funny fellow. I was a bloody idiot. There was no way I could get into Mosul. I was six inches taller than most Iraqis, with pale skin that turned pink after ten minutes in the sun. My family came originally from Donegal, though I grew up in Warminster, and the only thing I knew about Ireland was patrolling the streets of Crossmaglen with an assault rifle under a sign that read: ‘Snipers At Work’.

When you love someone and they love you, they read you like a book. They know your body language. They note your silences. They look into your eyes and see into your heart. Before Kali, my life had been aimless. She had given me direction as well as focus. After dinner, when Ntileini had left to go to her room, Kali stretched her arms across the table and we joined fingers.

‘Don’t go to Mosul, John.’

‘I’m not, darling, no way.’

‘Remember your promise.’

‘I’ll never lie to you, Kali. I’m not lying to you now.’ I stood. ‘I want to show you something.’

I took her hand as we climbed the stairs to my office. I brought the images of Laura and her children up on the computer screen.

‘There are bombs falling on their heads and the mother’s getting beaten up by her so-called husband.’

Tears welled into her eyes. ‘You’ve got a daughter as well. You’ve got us to worry about.’

‘I’m not going to Mosul. The family’s got ten grand to get them out. I’m going to make a few calls, that’s all. Get the girl and her kids down to the border. Safe as houses.’

She stared back into my eyes. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

‘What, me?’ I replied, and there was laughter in her tears.

‘You’re just a big softie,’ she said, and I held her tight as she laid her head against my shoulder.

It was game on. The German handed over 10K and I was informed that the funds would be released to me by the middleman. I was given the name Zabeer, an address in Erbil, a phone number and the code word INGLISCHE.

I spent three days emailing and phoning everyone I knew in Mosul. Matt Lambert and Hassan Ghazi did the same. Calls came back at all hours, when I was in the supermarket, waiting in the car outside my daughter’s school – the flood of girls spilling out at two o’clock a reminder, if it were needed, that we were playing for the lives of two little kids and their idiot of a mother.

The ten years I had spent networking had produced an extensive web of contacts: drivers, linguists, politicians, border guards, sheikhs, Iraqi staff in foreign embassies. Everyone is for sale and nothing is done in Iraq without baksheesh, a backhander. To pass an exam you pay the examiner. To post a package you tip the mailman. It is how it works, and understanding the intricacies of the bribe culture was crucial if you wanted to stay alive.

Islamic State ruled with a bloody fist, but there were a lot of people who had welcomed the sense of order the Islamists had brought when they first arrived, only to grow horrified by their perverse reading of the Quran. Women vanished from the streets. Men got 80 lashes if they were caught drinking a beer. I had seen footage of school teachers and doctors being crucified by jihadis draped in black and wearing gold death masks.

Journalists I had escorted around Iraq wrote about the Caliphate as being backward and the European-born recruits as ill-educated psychopaths from disaffected communities. What they failed to grasp was that ISIS is a death cult literally craving its own annihilation. The followers believe in a prophecy from the hadiths, or sayings, attributed to the Prophet that when Muslims across the world suffer injustice, first the apocalypse will come, then a Messiah will appear to usher in an Islamic utopia. Whether Muslims had faith in the prophecy or not, it is a lucid analysis of the scriptures and explains why those who felt oppressed or alienated were charging headlong into the abyss. Western intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq, torture, rendition and Guantánamo were all fuel to the flame of holy war.

It was useful having some context, not that it helped trace Laura. After dozens of calls that led nowhere, it occurred to me that finding one fully veiled girl in a teeming city of bombed houses and identically covered girls was impossible. Luckily, Laura must have reached the same conclusion. On the fourth day of our search, she made a 30-second phone call to her father and told him exactly where she was.

There was no mystery as to how she had managed to get her hands on a mobile phone. Laura’s husband had clearly had his fill of life in paradise and was fleeing with her.

This changed everything. Rescuing Laura from ISIS could result in legal complications – MI6 was aware of my activities; one operative often called me for intel – but at least in saving babies I would have one foot on the moral high ground. Not so extracting the Palestinian. He was an enemy of the state and my role in getting him out would be a clear case of facilitating terrorism.

When Laura’s location came through with a photo of her husband, I had a better idea why, on a grey day in rainy Amsterdam, she had fallen for him. He was a latter-day Che Guevara with a straggly beard and a dreamy look in his dark eyes. Bringing him out was a complication we didn’t need, but there was some consolation in the upside. Now he had joined the escape, we wouldn’t have to find and pay for a driver.

Earlier in the day, Kali had taken a long look over the tops of her eyes as I heaved several six-packs of Mythos into the supermarket trolley. She didn’t say anything, but I knew that look and felt guilty as I went to get another beer. I returned to the office, can in hand, and looked again at the picture of the two little kids in the cot. The girl with the curly hair had so much life in her face, how could I leave her in Mosul among those maniacs? Get them out first, worry about the law later, I said to myself.

I had done everything I could do from my desk in Crete and booked a flight to Erbil, leaving later that same day. I then Skyped Hassan to arrange a pick-up.

Customs waved me through at Erbil airport, a lucky call seeing how I carried a webbing holster in my luggage. You can get any weapon you want in Iraq – they sell old AK-47s at the market alongside lettuces and bags of onions – but a snug sheath for a 9mm is hard to find.

The immigration officer opened my passport, looked at my head shot, then back at me.

‘What is the purpose of your visit?’

‘Pleasure,’ I said.

He nodded his head as he glanced through the glass partition at Hassan, unmissable in his red and white checked shemagh, shades and impressive facial hair. He then stamped my passport. Was I expected? Had everything been arranged? I had no idea, but everyone in Erbil seemed to be related and every Kurd was linked by a common cause: the dream of an independent Kurdistan.

Hassan turned as I exited immigration and I followed him out to a white Toyota Land Cruiser. The driver fired the engine. I stepped into the front passenger seat. Hassan sat in the rear looking out of the back window as we pulled away.

As soon as we were on the open road, Hassan asked after my family. I did the same. All was well. We were lucky men. Praise be to Allah. The driver was Hassan’s nephew, Elind. It means dawn, he said. Elind grinned, teeth as shiny as the automobile. He was young and fit, muscles bursting from a black T-shirt with a Rolling Stones tongue on the front. He loved his music and bobbed up and down to the ouds and tablas pouring from the speakers.

I gave Elind the address as we hit the ring road and followed the signs to Ankawa, an upmarket suburb north of the city where the spires of Christian churches rose into the sky alongside the domes and minarets of the mosques.

While Hassan fingered his amber prayer beads, I telephoned Zabeer, the middleman holding the money. The German had scanned my photograph to him and had confirmed before I left Heraklion that Zabeer expected to hand the $10,000 in Iraqi dinars to me that day.

The line was dead. I tried again. Nothing. Even the clacking behind me had stopped.

‘We are nearly there,’ Hassan said.

I tried calling Zabeer again, several times, and all I got was the dead tone of disconnection. I stared out the window at the mountains rising in jagged slopes. We followed the GPS along a wide sweeping road lined with mature trees and pulled up at a villa with bougainvillea climbing the walls. I hit recall for Zabeer one last time. No reply. I didn’t expect one.

We debussed and spread out as we approached the building. Weeds seeped from under the high gates. We scaled the wall. The windows were shuttered. The garden was overrun and hummed with insects. There was nobody home. Nobody had been home for a long time. It could have been an address pulled from a hat as far as I knew. The German had been conned and I had blundered on, forgetting the cardinal rule in the Middle East: only trust the people you know personally.

Elind lit a cigarette. ‘No one here,’ he said.

‘I can see that, mate.’

Hassan picked a bloom from a pink tiger lily and stuck it behind his ear, a gesture that was enchanting and absurd. There were a lot of bad people in Iraq. I was lucky to know some of the good ones.

Now what?

I glanced up at the western hills. If you took the back roads and put your foot down, you’d hit Mosul in two hours. Was I going to leave Laura and her kids there to die? The girl had made a mistake. Everyone deserves a second chance. The wheels were in motion. Promises had been made. I would just have to suck it up and finance the escape myself.


CHAPTER 2

Bonding

I woke in a rusty metal-frame bed on a sunken mattress with a pain behind my eyes and drums pounding in my head. A chute of dazzling light pierced the barred window and I was already sweating.

It was a few moments before I remembered that I was in a safe house in Erbil.

I’d been screwed.

I swung my feet to the floor and stood up slowly like Lazarus rising from the dead. The room smelled of dust and dead insects. The solitary, high-set window needed glass and the walls were mottled with water stains. I glanced at my watch and couldn’t see the time.

‘Never again,’ I said. Of course, I’d said that before.

After failing to collect the money to finance the op, I had decided it was better to cover our arses and go first class rather than economy. I didn’t get the 10K so, fuck it, I thought, I’ll seek out every ATM in the city and spend whatever it costs. There was a girl and two children out there. If I didn’t bring them in, I’d never be able to live with myself.

I had asked Hassan to find two more men. He made a few calls and, later that evening, we’d met up with Dozan and Cano Ali in a kafenion in the old town. A folk band played the same jangly music that had accompanied our journey to Ankawa and Elind sat opposite me snapping his fingers.

‘You like this music, do you?’ I asked, and he punched the air.

‘I love it,’ he replied. ‘You like?’

‘Well, it’s not Fleetwood Mac, is it?’

Cano lit a fag from the dog end of the one he was smoking. I studied the grainy black and white photographs on the green-tiled walls – scenes of Erbil in the 1950s. Every table was occupied, mainly by men, but with a smattering of women with their faces uncovered and the confidence to look you in the eye. As I glanced around, it occurred to me that it must have been hard for the police to write up descriptions of suspects. Every man at the long trestle tables was swarthy, with wide shoulders, watchful dark eyes and moustaches like beloved pets they were fond of stroking.

Dozan Rostami was a former pilot who had trained with the Royal Air Force and spoke English with the clipped accent of old war movies. He had lived well under Saddam. Like many Sunni officers, he had lost everything when the Shias came to power in Baghdad. Cano Ali was a big bull of a man with a shiny bald head and a smile that could light up a room. These guys were as solid as blocks of granite, I expected no less from Hassan, and could put the drink away like there was no tomorrow, a sad reality for the people in Mosul.

The music droned on, every tune the same as the last one. A girl in red with a gold chainmail waistcoat appeared with a tray containing plates of dolma, vegetables wrapped in vine leaves, lamb baked in tomato and yogurt sauce, yellow rice and crispy naan, flatbreads good for wiping the bowls clean. It was similar to Greek food, but Erbil is 1,000 miles east of Athens and the dishes were more spicy.

Hassan poured shots of arak, a clear, aniseed-flavoured liquid that turns cloudy when you add water.

‘The milk of lions,’ he boomed, slapping the table.

We threw back the fiery liquid and refilled the glasses. Arak doesn’t taste like milk, it doesn’t even look like milk, but it made us roar like lions as we drank toasts to each other, our families and the Queen – for some reason, Kurds love the royal family. Finally, Cano added double hits to our glasses and tears came to his eyes as we drank to independence.

Everyone in the café stood for the toast. They raised clenched fists and the band broke into ‘Loy Loy Kurdistan’, a popular song belted out on ouds, tablas and a zurna, the whining wind instrument that tempts cobras from baskets and hums in your head like a dentist drill the following day.

In a way, every Kurd was a freedom fighter and, unlike in the rest of Iraq, or the rest of the Middle East, the fact that women were treated as equals here had created a society more at ease with itself. The Peshmerga – the army – had female regiments with 10,000 volunteers on the frontline. It was said the jihadis were terrified fighting girls because death at their hands meant there would be no place for them in heaven.

Twenty million Kurds live in an area that spans south-east Turkey, north-west Iran, and northern regions of Syria and Iraq. Their dream of a free Kurdistan is resisted by those countries and the closest they have come to their own state is the autonomous region of Iraq – with Erbil the capital and the Peshmerga an independent military – that had, to my mind, done more to combat Islamic State than any player in the conflict.

It was the day after the night before. I took a shower in cold water that dribbled out from a cistern fed by a hand pump. I drank eight cups of strong bitter coffee. Cano Ali chain smoked and Dozan twirled one side of his handlebar moustache as he jabbered into a mobile phone. He stabbed the off key and threw up his arms.

‘Women,’ he said, without explaining. We’d all been there.

Hassan appeared. I slipped on my Ray-Bans and we followed him out into a courtyard with a row of dusty palm trees and two Toyotas parked behind tall metal gates. Hassan had rented the house at ‘mate’s prices’, $25 a night. The building was boxy, with small windows and grey walls criss-crossed with cracks. It was tucked away in the back streets and had everything we needed except fast Wi-Fi, vital in modern warfare. Elind stayed behind to wait for the internet guy. When everything was up and running, he’d be going back to college, his part in the mission over. He closed the gates behind us and we set off in one vehicle on a shopping trip.

Between knocking back shots of arak at dinner, we had chatted about the operation and reached a decision regarding Laura’s husband. To avoid legal complications, if we managed to grab him, we would hand him straight to the Kurdish border officials. If we were able to separate him from Laura and the children, our plan was to take them to the safe house. This would serve two purposes: to acquire intel, but also to assure Laura before escorting her to the authorities that whatever she had to face, there were people on her side. She was the first jihadi bride trying to escape from ISIS and, as yet, we had no idea if she was going to be treated as a terrorist or a victim of terrorism.

Missions are like jigsaw puzzles. This one had so many missing parts there was no clear picture. Self-financing the show was the least of my worries. I didn’t like to admit it, but I was superstitious. I saw the German’s mishandling of the cash as a sign: when things go wrong, they don’t get better – they tend to get worse. My part was a balancing act along the high wire of international law – a Brit in Kurdistan with dubious authorization trying to bring a Dutch girl back to Europe. There were no precedents, no agreements, no protocols.

I was no stranger to bending the rules; it is the nature of security work. But attitudes had hardened. Six months before, on Friday 13 November 2015, ISIS-inspired terrorists had killed 130 people at the Bataclan concert hall, the Stade de France and on the streets of Paris. If I was suspected of facilitating terrorism, they’d lock me up and throw away the key.

Dozan, the pilot, was at the wheel. He turned right out of the compound and we bounced over a rutted track with loops of overhanging cables, evading the mangy dogs I would have fed if there were more time. I gazed out at the waking day unsure if the haze belonged to the city or my morning hangover. I sent a text to Kali: All OK. Kisses. We had a rule when I was away. She didn’t text or call me, but I checked in regularly.

Yellow taxis buzzed in and out of the traffic stream. Old men in baggy trousers stood on street corners chatting as they ran prayer beads through their fingers. It’s called komboloi in Greece, where the custom is dying out. Not so among the Kurds, where conversation is regularly punctuated by the clacking of beads.

Glass and marble high-rises were shooting up like new teeth among the ruins of adobe houses, and there were new mansions built by rich Kurds who had made money abroad and returned to invest in their homeland. Unlike Baghdad, or any large town in Iraq, I didn’t see policemen in body armour or security guards cradling assault rifles. There was an air of optimism and, for all its noise and chaos, Erbil was the calm heart of the Iraqi tempest.

The traffic clogged up as we skirted the Citadel, a towering jumble of ancient towers and turrets that look down from a steep-sided hilltop. It is a World Heritage site, apparently inhabited for the last 7,000 years, the longest continuously occupied settlement on the planet. I had always meant to climb the hill to visit but had never found the time.

We reached the Qaysari Bazaar, on the south side of the Citadel. Girls in short skirts from Mango wandered alongside by side with women head to toe in black niqabs. I saw tribal chiefs in intricate turbans and lads in skinny jeans and T-shirts. It wasn’t so different from many English cities, except for the donkey carts clattering along among the polished BMWs with tinted windows. Honking and leaning out of the car to wave his fist, the pilot snaked through the pedestrians and halted in a narrow lane beside a store displaying the sort of muskets and bolt-action rifles you might find in a museum.

A bell tinkled as if we were entering an old strawberries-and-cream tea shop in Cornwall, although, once inside, my eyes popped as I gazed upon shelf after shelf of modern, sophisticated weaponry. The owner took Hassan in an embrace and kissed his cheeks. You never see a man kiss a woman in the Middle East, but men do show affection to each other. He did the same with Dozan and Cano, then shook my hand.

There was no question of talking business. We removed our boots and sat cross-legged on low leather stools around a red and green carpet. A boy of about ten in a white dishdasha brought a plate of baklava and served chai in glasses that burned your fingertips. There were two rules for these occasions: never stretch out your legs towards another person, and don’t use your left hand to put food in your mouth.

They lit cigarettes and stroked their moustaches. Everyone’s family was well. Praise be to Allah. Aras, the shopkeeper, had twin daughters who were about to get married in a joint ceremony. It was going to cost him every penny he had and he looked to the heavens to thank Allah for the recent upsurge in trade.

‘I love my daughters. What can I do?’ he asked hopelessly.

Cano held up four fingers. ‘Four!’ he exclaimed. ‘I have four. Now they want to go to university.’

‘You must have a clever wife to have such clever daughters,’ Hassan said, and we laughed.

‘Pity the man cursed with a clever wife,’ Dozan said seriously, and Hassan took a
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