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The make-up artist

There is nothing to suggest that this day is different to any other.

The prisoner strikes a match, the light spilling across a dead man’s face, revealing bruised eye sockets and a livid burn that runs from the temple across the man’s cheek and down the side of his jaw. The match goes out. The prisoner strikes another, his hands trembling slightly. It takes several to light enough candles to work by.

He fills a plastic bowl with tepid water from the jerrycan that sits by the door and sprinkles a few soap flakes from a plastic bag on the surface. He reaches up for one of the rags hanging, like bat wings, from the clothesline that runs the length of the ceiling. The cloth is stiff as cardboard and he has to dip it into the soapy water several times before it is pliable enough to fit in the bowl. He stirs it in the water with his fingers and wrings it out several times. When he is ready he kneels on the floor by the body and says a short prayer before he begins, whispering so that the guards on the other side of the door do not hear him. He tries to approach each new body with care and tenderness, but there is little time and once he has started he works with unhesitating speed. He uses the damp cloth to wipe the grime and soot and crusts of dried blood from the man’s face and then his neck. He sees that the mouldy blue patina of livor mortis is beginning to creep up the sides of the man’s neck and over the roll of his shoulders.

He wrings out the cloth several times and the water in the bowl gradually turns black. He changes it once, pouring the wastewater into a drain in the nearest corner of the room, and refills the bowl from the jerrycan. While the power is out he tries to stay close to the door and the candles. He does not know what else is in the room.

He uses another rag to dry the man’s face, pressing the stiff, leathery cloth against the cold wet flesh until it softens and becomes absorbent. Preparations complete, he reaches for the plastic bag hanging from a nail on the wall that contains the tools of his craft: the cosmetics and the chopped-up pieces of sponge; the brushes and spatulas; the swabs, second-hand dentures and glass eyes. He begins with concealer. It comes in thick plastic tubes in two different colours. He squeezes it on to the man’s skin like paint and then uses small squares of sponge to distribute it evenly: yellow over the bruises and in the dark cups of the man’s eyes and green over the raw wound on the side of his face. Then he applies a layer of pancake, mixing it from a palette to match the man’s skin tone, spreading it on his cheeks, and then rubbing it into the eyes, the nose, the chin and throat. Over this he lays more make-up, using cotton swabs to add a touch of colour about the eyes and on the cheeks.

The electricity comes back on. He feels it first as an insect hum in the overhead strip lights that is followed by a sense of dreadful foreboding, and then the room is brutally illuminated.

The prisoner was an actor, a performer on stage and screen. He was, by profession, a storyteller. But the words in his vocabulary are insufficient to describe the horror of what he has seen.

There are twelve of them lying naked, with caved-in chests and shrivelled limbs, in a row on the concrete floor: nine men and three women. The women are the worst because he lives with the constant fear that one of them will be his wife.

Not today.

He sees that each one of them will be a challenge. One of the men has had his face skinned off, which will require a thick layer of the prison’s dwindling supplies of make-up. The guards will grumble and accuse him of being wasteful. Another man’s head is separated from his shoulders, but the decapitation was done with a minimum of sawing and he knows with the confidence of an expert that it’s just a question of fitting the parts back together.

He sees that a woman’s eye has been gouged out. Since he first saw such a thing he has been regularly visited in his dreams by a childhood toy, a teddy bear that was missing an eye, that he refused to let his mother replace. The teddy speaks to him with a chorus of voices. They are eager to share their secrets with him and he tries to listen but he can never remember them when he wakes.

He lives and works in a former Ottoman administrative building that is used for interrogation. When he first started this work there had only been one or two bodies a week and he had more time to disguise the wounds but now it feels like he is toiling on a gruesome factory line, forced to work at reckless speed, like an acrobat on a trapeze, always in danger of a spill. So many bodies, so much work – he often wonders what carnage must be going on outside to merit such a regular supply.

When he has finished all twelve the prisoner puts the tubes and the wooden palette box and his sponges and brushes back in the canvas bag and he knocks on the door.



The photographer is a large man who smells of cigarettes. He has a drooping moustache and a sallow, pockmarked face and he wears the same leather jacket every day. He carries an elderly Polaroid camera on a braided strap on his shoulder. His mood is much better when the electricity is working and he doesn’t have to use any of the precious supply of flashbulbs that he keeps loose in his pockets. He surveys the line. If the photographer is dissatisfied with some aspect of the prisoner’s work, he grunts without speaking and points at the area and the prisoner applies more make-up. When he is content the photographer takes a head-and-shoulders photo of each corpse in turn. It is the prisoner’s job to collect the photos as they spool out of the camera and wave them in the air until they dry.

He places them on the chest of each victim.

When they are done the photographer knocks on the door and they wait together for the medical examiner. They do not speak or make eye contact. The photographer lights a cigarette. He seems unnaturally agitated, frightened even.

The prisoner closes his eyes and attempts to inhale some small portion of the smoke as the photographer exhales.



The medical examiner is a small man in a white laboratory coat with an ink stain on his breast pocket. He hurries in with the usual preoccupied expression, carrying a handful of brown manila folders that he hands to the prisoner, one for each victim. The medical examiner stops beside each body, matches the photo to the face and hands it to the prisoner who paperclips it to the front page of the file. By the door, the photographer lights another cigarette.

When he is done checking, the medical examiner takes the folders back one by one, signs his name on the death certificates and in each case records: death by natural causes.

They are at the end of the line when the medical examiner starts to tremble. He looks up. Their eyes lock.

In a faltering voice he whispers, ‘Are you the Engineer?’

The prisoner is startled. He has not heard that name for years, not since he was last interrogated.

The medical examiner is shaking with fear. The prisoner glances at the photographer who is at the far end of the room and does not appear to have heard. Back when they used to torture him, it was the answer that they most wanted, first the Arabs (Egyptians, Iranians, Iraqis) and then a queue of other nations; the Americans, the Russians, the British: Yes, I am the Engineer!

And so, mostly for that reason, because the truth would be too difficult to explain, the prisoner turns back to the medical examiner and nods his head.



The guards escort the prisoner back to his cell in one of the sub-basements.

Occasionally a voice will call out to him as he is passing one of the other cells but he learned long ago not to answer. No one who is brought here lasts for long. Apart from the guards, he believes that he is the only long-term inhabitant of the building and even the guards don’t last for long.

Entering his cell, he is relieved to see that his bucket has been emptied of waste and there is a mug with black tea, and a bowl with boiled potatoes, olives and a crust of hard bread waiting for him on the stone shelf that serves as his bed. The door is bolted behind him.

He eats the potatoes and with his fingers, sucks on the bitter flesh of the olives and spits the stones on the floor. Afterwards he scrupulously wipes the bowl clean with the bread, which he has made easier to chew by dipping it in the tea. His teeth have loosened since he has been in prison. When he is finished, he puts the bowl on the floor and unfolds the rough blanket that he placed that morning under the kapok-filled pillow.

He blows out the candle, stretches out on the shelf and considers the strangeness of his day. He assumes that it was day rather than night though he cannot be sure. There are no clocks in the prison and no natural light. No one, not even the medical examiner, wears a watch. He just assumes that his work is conducted during the day. It makes sense to him that the interrogators are nocturnal beings; that they do their best work at night. The days are his to conceal their crimes. He equates the sound of the guards’ boots approaching in the corridor and the turning of the key in the lock with morning. It’s the routine that makes up his life. It’s astonishing really, he thinks: the human capacity to establish a sense of rhythm in the worst of circumstances. It is easier now than it was at the beginning. When he first came here he was in a cell closer to the surface and it was difficult to sleep. He was interrogated daily. And then they seemed to forget about him. Eventually, when they decided that he could be useful to them in a different way, they moved him down to the deepest underground level, where the walls are so thick that he does not have to listen to the screams or smell the burning flesh.

He has no idea how long he has been imprisoned. He does not know how many birthdays have passed, how many gatherings of uncles and aunts, nieces and nephews. He does not think he is wrong that he will not see any further such days. They are likely to take place in his absence. Only a fool would cling on to hope. There will come a time that he is not able to do anything to disguise a particular wound or the supplies of concealer will run out. Or someone, somewhere, will give up the ludicrous pretence that the victims of torture have died of natural causes. His usefulness will come to an end. He has accepted that he is as expendable as the corpses that queue each day for his attention. He has long assumed that his former identity has been forgotten. And so, he is utterly confounded by the medical examiner’s question.

Is there someone out there who remembers you? Is someone looking for you?

Then he feels the deep rumble of an earthquake shaking the walls and a rain of grit on his face. The outside world has come knocking.



It’s a turbulent revival. One moment the prisoner is staring into darkness and then the next his whole world is shaken on its axis and he is thrust, raw and new born, into blinding light.

The earthquake is followed by the sound of gunfire, clanging doors and boots in the corridor.

He sits up on the bed.

Someone is calling out. ‘Who is there? Who is there?’

‘I am a prisoner!’ he yells back. He lurches forward.

The door crashes open and hands grasp his elbows, bodies press against his. Someone is speaking but he cannot hear the words. He is dragged out of the cell and along the corridor and into startling daylight. He is confused for a moment, not just by the sunlight but because it seems like the air is filled with confetti and then he realises what he is seeing and feels a sudden rush of exultation.

Death certificates! All those death certificates turned to ash!

He is carried up a steep rubble slope past the twisted hulk of a truck chassis and bundled into the back of a pick-up that races out through the entrance into the ruined city beyond.

He sits sandwiched between two men and for the first time in more than a decade he catches sight of his reflection in the rear-view mirror and immediately looks away, preferring to witness the devastation of the world around.

They pass burned-out cars and festering rubbish, piles of bricks and rubble that clog the streets, centuries-old buildings that have been destroyed.

They drive past the ruin of the mosque where he worshipped at as child, past the empty bazaar with its ancient passageways now choked with fractured masonry, and past the shattered carcass of his elementary school with its abandoned playground.

He has returned to the stage and the chorus are chanting ‘Not to be born is best’.
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The Mountain of Languages

The Situational Awareness Group is located in an unlovely, utilitarian office block on the Albert Embankment that was built in the thirties and is mostly inhabited by non-governmental organisations and pressure groups. Jude has heard rumours before that it is occasionally used as spill-over capacity for Vauxhall Cross but this is the first confirmation.

Camilla is waiting for him at the entrance to the tube station, looking fierce and poised.

‘You’re late.’

He doesn’t tell her that’s he’s spent the last few minutes watching her from the raised walkway that leads to the traffic island or that, as much as it hurts, he loves the very sight of her. Neither does he share with her that, while he was watching, his yellow burner pinged. Another message from Yulia:

I must say, of the people I have encountered via that website, your behaviour is by far the most unpolished and un-gentlemanly

She’s right, of course. He feels tarnished and rude.

‘They’ve seconded a rain man from GCHQ to work with you,’ Camilla tells him as they cross Albert Embankment and pass rows of bicycle racks. They enter the building side by side and ride a lift in silence to the fifth floor. He follows her from the elevator bank along a corridor to a brushed steel door. She presses her thumb to the reader on the wall and the red light turns to green.

‘Nobody will disturb you here,’ she says, pushing the heavy door inward and holding it for him to enter. In the hallway beyond, there is scaffolding where someone has been inspecting ductwork, and rolls of new carpeting that are stacked like plastic-wrapped timber from a forestry block. He’s tempted to ask her why the secrecy is necessary but he can tell what kind of response that will yield.

He follows her through another door and into the brightly lit interior of an open-plan incident room. There are two women sitting in a partitioned workstation who turn to stare at him. The young woman is tattooed, her bare arms fully sleeved with geometric shapes – lightning flashes, mandalas, stars – and her blonde hair is slicked back and flares into a mullet behind her ears. She gets to her feet but seems at a loss as to what to do next. ‘I’m Gretchen,’ she says, glancing back and forth between Jude and Camilla without making eye contact or offering to shake hands.

‘Hello Gretchen.’

It seems that Camilla’s rain man is a woman. The rumour mill tells a story that GCHQ recruited several gifted analysts by means of a fiendishly complicated mathematical puzzle that was chalked out on selected pavements in Shoreditch over a series of weeks.

‘And this is Dr Falchikov,’ Gretchen tells them.

Sitting beside her is a small round woman with steel-grey hair drawn back in a bun. She has a great shelf of a bosom that is barely contained by a tweed suit jacket, and her tights are as dark as well-brewed tea.

‘Hello Dr Falchikov.’

She stares at Jude with eyes that sparkle with amusement in a face that is etched with wrinkles.

The whole of one office wall is taken up with tiled flatscreen monitors showing a single screengrab from the film of the prison break that is frozen like a shoot-’em-up game paused between levels. And in the far corner of the room, Jude sees that there is a gently humming Echelon database server in a steel cage, a proxy of the central server inside MI6, which is linked to databases at MI5, GCHQ and New Scotland Yard.

‘Take a seat.’ Gretchen points at a chair in front of the video wall. ‘You’ve seen the film?’

‘I have.’

‘This is not the first,’ Gretchen explains, and with the push of a button the wall displays a mosaic of screengrabs from different videos. ‘The videos have stylistic characteristics that suggest the same amateur filmmaker. Twenty-three others like this one have been posted on the extremist website Al-Amaq in the last seven years. The group making them call themselves ‘Breaking the Walls’ and we believe that they are a freelance unit who make their living by breaking jihadis out of prisons and selling them. They’re technically competent in their use of explosives and they have access to a ready supply of suicide bombers, including British nationals. Their weapons are typical of the types we see in the conflict: Eastern European Kalashnikov copies and Chinese RPGs. Geo-location data embedded in the videos means that we can plot their progress across Iraq and Syria. On that basis, we calculate that they have released more than a thousand imprisoned fighters who have gone on to swell the ranks of Islamic State.’

‘So, who are they?’

‘We don’t know,’ Gretchen tells him. ‘They deliberately disguise their faces and they rarely speak. We do know that they are not native Arabic speakers.’

Jude feels Camilla’s presence at his shoulder like a draught of cold air.

‘Go on,’ she says.

Gretchen taps on the keyboard and once again the entire wall is filled with smoke and debris.

She presses play.

Jude watches as the camera plunges into the smoking crater, following two of the fighters as they slide down its collapsing sides and advance into the ruptured tunnels. The film is near its end. Even after several viewings it is hard to distinguish any details because of the swirling dust and the shaky camerawork but again he catches the occasional glimpse of buckled cell doors and damp, glistening walls. The fighters call out for survivors and then, just when it seems that no one can be left alive, there’s a voice in the darkness.

‘Voice recognition?’ Jude asks.

Gretchen shakes her head. ‘The sound quality is not good enough.’

Then a glimpse of filthy matted hair and a holy man’s beard.

‘Facial recognition?’

‘Not a chance.’

She presses pause.

‘According to the members of the activist group who gained access to the site after Breaking the Walls had left, the fighters did not stay long, not more than thirty or forty minutes,’ Gretchen explains. ‘They came, they grabbed the surviving prisoner and they left.’

‘And what about the activists? Apart from the embarrassing faxes, what else did they find?’

‘Hundreds, possibly thousands, of death certificates – many more were probably destroyed in the explosion. They also found twelve recently deceased prisoners showing visible signs of torture. It will be difficult to calculate how many people died there. We Are Being Slaughtered have turned the papers they recovered over to Human Rights Watch who are posting them in batches online.’

‘Is Nasruddin’s amongst them?’ Camilla asks.

Gretchen shakes her head. ‘Not so far.’

‘So, we have to assume that he’s alive and they got him out,’ Camilla says.

Jude knows they wouldn’t be here if Queen Bee was convinced that Nasruddin was dead.

‘They were looking for a high-value target,’ Gretchen says.

‘How do you know that?’ Jude asks.

She scrolls back through the video.

‘There.’

The truck has just exploded at the entrance to the prison, killing Hamid.

She presses play.

The camera lunges forwards through drifting, yellowish smoke in which dark and menacing shapes loom and veer away. A sudden rent in the smoke reveals a rampart of rubble made from lumps of concrete and twisted steel. There are two men with Kalashnikovs crouching above, taking it in turns to rise up out of cover and fire their rifles. In a brief hiatus, they slide down towards the camera. In the tightening of the shot, the younger of the two leans in to the other and speaks to him. Gretchen presses pause, rewinds and plays the exchange again. It’s the point at which Jude paused on first viewing the video. It’s a short, sharp comment in a guttural language that he does not recognise.

‘This is the bit that is interesting. I’ve cleaned up the sound and cut out some of the background noise. Even so, it’s difficult to hear what they are saying.’

‘Voice analysis?’ Jude asks.

‘The language they are speaking is not recognised by the computer.’

‘What about the wolf’s head patch on their shoulders?’

Gretchen nods. ‘You’re on the right track. It’s an insignia of Chechen separatists,’ she explains. ‘But they are not speaking Chechen. The computer would have picked that up.’

‘So?’

‘It’s not the only language spoken in the Caucasus,’ Gretchen replies.

‘It is said that when god was distributing languages he tripped and spilled his basket in the Caucasus,’ Dr Falchikov says. ‘There are as many different languages as there are rocks.’

She has been so quiet that Jude had forgotten that she is sitting there.

‘Dr Falchikov is an ethnographer,’ Gretchen explains. ‘She’s a research fellow at SOAS.’

‘Okay,’ Jude replies, glancing at Camilla.

‘The Doctor is a specialist in the languages of the North Caucasus,’ Gretchen explains. ‘She has clearance to be here.’

‘The North Caucasus is the most ethno-linguistically diverse region in the world,’ Dr Falchikov says.

‘She has identified the language,’ Gretchen adds.

‘They are speaking a most complex language in the noun category,’ Dr Falchikov says, with satisfaction.

‘She says that it is spoken by just a few thousand people in a high-altitude ethnic group in the west of Dagestan,’ Gretchen says.

‘Nowhere is the North Caucasus more complex than in the autonomous Russian republic of Dagestan,’ Dr Falchikov says. ‘The Arabs called it the Mountain of Languages. The Greeks, the Mongols, the Persians all invaded at one time or another. Invasions, repulsions, migrations, each one gave birth to a new language.’

Jude and Camilla are staring at her expectantly.

Jude sighs. ‘Do you know what they are saying?’

Dr Falchikov smiles. ‘Of course. The younger one addresses the older one as “Colonel”. He tells him that the “Mighty Men” will make them both rich.’

‘The “Mighty Men”?’

‘As far as I can tell, it’s a reference to the Hadith,’ Gretchen tells them. ‘It goes: “The black flags will come from the East led by mighty men, with long hair and beards.” ’

‘Someone inside Islamic State is willing to pay for him,’ Jude says.

‘Thank you, Dr Falchikov, you have been most helpful,’ Camilla says, briskly. ‘Gretchen, please escort the Doctor back to reception and arrange for her to return to wherever she came from.’

‘I could do that,’ Gretchen replies, as if the request is both unexpected and somehow unfamiliar.

Dr Falchikov insists on shaking Jude’s hand before she leaves. She uses both hands, gripping his palm tightly with one hand and stroking the skin on the back of his hand with the other.

‘You should speak to Valery at the Russian Embassy,’ she tells him, frowning with concentration, as if she is reading something unexpected in his grip. ‘He is not an easy or likeable man. He is too quick to anger. But perhaps you know that? I’m sure that he will know more about Breaking the Walls. And the so-called “Mighty Men”. Perhaps also the man you are looking for.’ She looks across at Camilla. ‘Please send my regards to Samantha Burns.’

Camilla bristles with indignation. ‘Of course.’

They wait in silence while Gretchen accompanies the Doctor out the door.

‘She’s right, of course,’ Camilla says, when the door clicks shut. ‘You should definitely speak to Valery.’ He watches her lip curl. ‘You can compare notes on fucking his wife.’
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The Basra Ambush

Jude sits at a scratched laminated desk in a glass-walled office off the incident room and watches as another train rattles by. In the arches beneath the raised railway tracks there is a Portuguese deli, a deserted gay sauna, and a motorbike shop displaying rows of shiny bikes on the pavement. Camilla has gone but she has left him feeling ill at ease, buffeted by events that seem increasingly out of his control.

He opens the laptop and logs on. Once again, he resists the urge to give in to his curiosity and go searching for more information on Nasruddin’s rendition and the man sent to question him, Edward Malik. Instead he decides to seek reassurance in what he knows. To read the Basra Ambush file and remind himself why, despite his anger over the treatment of Nasruddin’s wife, he felt such a sense of satisfaction at his capture.

The Basra Ambush had caused the biggest single loss of life to the British Army in Iraq and sparked a massive manhunt for an elusive and erudite bomb-maker known only as the Engineer.

At that time in Iraq there were more than two thousand bomb attacks a month, using every means of initiation imaginable to set them off, including car alarms, wireless door bells, mobile phones, pagers and encrypted GMRS radios. Global jihadists from Chechnya, Afghanistan, the Balkans and the Middle East were sharing technologies, tactics and procedures at a dizzying pace, via the internet, clandestine training camps and CD-ROMs. What distinguished the Engineer was the complexity of his ambush, the multiple devices and means of initiation, his deftness at channelling and canalising coalition forces into a pre-prepared kill zone, and his unnerving ability to predict the location that would be used for the control point in the aftermath of incident.

Soon Jude has twenty tabs open on his screen, each one an item of evidence: the original warning order, the radio-logs and phone transcripts, helmet-cam footage, Red-Amber-Green assessments, NOTAMs and after-action reports including the forensic investigation by the Weapons Intelligence Section of 11 EOD Regiment. Carefully he reviews the sequence of events that led to the death of so many British soldiers.

The ambush was sprung with a night-time call to one of the Coalition confidential tip lines. The phone lines were a British innovation in Iraq, based on experience in Northern Ireland and set up in the face of considerable American scepticism. In the call centre, which was located in one of Saddam’s former palaces, police officers from Britain and Northern Ireland acted as mentors to the phone operators. An unidentified Iraqi caller gave information pointing to the whereabouts of a former senior regional official in Saddam’s Ba’ath Party. He wasn’t one of the top officials on the infamous deck of cards but there was a two-thousand-dollar price on his head.

A British policeman monitoring the call alerted the US Special Counterintelligence Directorate, a joint CIA and Department of Defense clearing house for informant data. They were overwhelmed and unwilling to respond to what they regarded as a low priority target. Next, he turned to Task Force 14, also known as Task Force Black, a British special forces unit who received immediate authorisation to launch an op. At the time, the British were keen to prove their worth to the better-resourced Americans.

Jude imagines them scrambling to get ready. Shrugging on their body armour and helmets. Loading weapons, checking the functionality of radios and electronic counter measures. Goggles fitted, engines fired. Everyone running through their last-minute mental lists, triple checking weapons, rehearsing ‘actions on’.

The target was north of Basra, an isolated farm compound in a bend of the Euphrates river with only one road to it that cut through a plantation of date palms. It was a large two-storey farmhouse surrounded by an expanse of sand, with the only cover a copse of king palms situated just inside the perimeter wall. Jude clicks on a video file and views the target through the green-and-black contrast of the night vision goggles worn by a helicopter pilot straining every sinew to avoid collision.

According to the records the airspace was crowded. There were ten air assets stacked up on each other: a group of Puma helicopters carrying the SAS troopers and their supporting Paras; and, below them, closest to the ground, Lynxes orbiting the target, each with a sniper looking out through the open side door. Flying at the top of the stack, a lumbering Hercules command aircraft banking in a figure-of-eight pattern was coordinating the air assets with the assault on the ground.

Ground forces from the Special Reconnaissance Regiment were approaching on the road from the south in a convoy of Humvees and souped-up Land Rovers.

As the Pumas put down and the assault teams disembarked, events began to run rapidly out of control. A child carrying what looked a baby wrapped in a blanket ran out of the farmhouse at the centre of the compound towards the approaching SAS troopers. He detonated the bomb too early to kill any of the soldiers but one of the Pumas was so low – about fifty feet – that the explosion caused the helicopter to lose control: it was blown upwards on a cushion of blast and then, for a split second, it dropped like a stone. Against the odds, the pilot managed to recover control briefly enough to perform a hard landing that resulted in a concussion and several fractures but no fatalities.

The explosion acted as a lure and an accelerant. Caught in the open between the helicopters and the building, the soldiers responded as expected.

They charged.

Jude is hunched against the monitor, watching a feed from one of the Lynxes, listening to the agitated commentary of the pilot and the shouts and barked commands of the soldiers as they break into the building and begin clearing the ground floor rooms.

The explosion whites out the screen.

Four SAS soldiers died in the blast.

Jude pauses the video feed and enlarges the post-blast analysis report. It was conducted by an ammunition technical officer named Franklin who recorded the events in clipped sentences packed with acronyms: he concluded that the bomb was at least a thousand kilograms in weight and, based on swabs recovered from the scene, made of a plasticised mixture of ammonium nitrate and aluminium paste. The bomb was located under the main stairwell and connected by means of an insulated copper wire to a radio-controlled firing switch situated in a sandy hollow about eighty metres north-east of the building, just outside the range of the Task Force’s electronic counter measures – the jammers that provided a bubble of safety, overwhelming any signal being transmitted.

An attached sketch map shows a second wire running from the firing point to the grove of king palms just south of the farmhouse adjacent to where the helicopters landed. Jude switches back to the video feeds. Three explosions in quick succession like popcorn puffing up on the video screen: improvised directional fragmentation mines packed full of shipyard confetti that, on detonation, eject overlapping cones of thousands of shards of molten metal. The nearest Puma was shredded. The pilot and loadmaster died instantly. The co-pilot was blinded. Another Puma was too damaged to take off again.

The next bombs went off as the convoy approached the farm compound through the date plantation. They were initiated by a passive infrared switch that detected the heat of the lead vehicle’s engine and fired shaped charges, concave copper discs packed with explosives, buried one hundred and fifty metres apart under the road. The explosives transformed the discs into fist-sized projectiles of molten copper, travelling at well over a kilometre a second. They punched straight through the tarmac. The first penetrated the underbelly of a Humvee, killing the driver and one of the passengers in the back, and slicing off the legs of the commander in the front passenger seat. The second went off just behind the rear vehicle in the convoy, flipping it over and dumping it in the ditch beside the road.

After that, the assault came to a sudden halt. Everybody was frozen in place. Denied permission to land and extract casualties, the helicopters soon ran out of flight-time and were recalled. The surviving soldiers did their best to keep their wounded comrades alive and hunkered down in the dust to wait.

It was dawn before a High-Risk Search Team from Joint Forces EOD group began to breach into the compound. Their work was painstakingly slow: their first discovery was a bomb made of a stack of six artillery rounds in a culvert just outside the compound gates; the second a fragmentation mine that had failed to detonate in the palm grove beside the hulks of the three downed Puma helicopters. An X-ray of the charge revealed that it was booby-trapped. The mine was linked by means of fishing wire and a Soviet-era MUV tripwire switch to a second more deeply buried mine. In each case the searchers called forward an IED technician to render the devices safe and then moved on. They opened up a route to the smoking ruin of the main house and around it until they found the command wire that led from the back of the house to the sandy hollow.

Rather than follow it, they bounced along the wire, coming in at it from right angles at irregular intervals. Five pressure-plate improvised devices with crush-bead necklaces, designed to explode when stepped on, were discovered beside the path. As soon as they were rendered safe the team began to gather forensic evidence from the firing point in the hollow, including the circuit board that acted as the bomb’s firing circuit and an Indian copy of a Nokia phone used as the receiver. Next was the point of initiation, a recently dug trench beside a small jetty alongside the Euphrates, another hundred metres beyond the firing point. In the bottom of the trench they found another phone, the transmitter, and several cigarette butts.

By this time, it was noon and the air was hot enough to strip paint. The commanding officer of 2 Para had arrived by Lynx and established an incident command point two kilometres south of the compound, at a crossroads. From there, he had coordinated the deployment of a cordon: two platoons of reinforcements in a rough semicircle on the outer edge of the plantation and a third on the far bank of the Euphrates, a wasteland of dried mud banks and deserted Marsh Arab villages that had been the bomber’s escape route. Once the cordon was secured he began the extraction of casualties through the safe lanes opened up by the searchers.

The final bomb went off beneath the centre of the crossroads just as a Puma was lifting off, carrying six casualties on stretchers and four of the walking wounded. It was as large as the bomb in the farmhouse and contained almost no metallic components. Forensics recovered fragments of a plastic casing and a barometric pressure switch from the crater. The explosion killed fifteen soldiers: two from the Parachute Regiment including their commanding officer, two pilots, a loadmaster from the Army Air Corps and the ten wounded passengers. Jude reads the transcript of the testimony of a major from 2 Para who was on the scene soon after the explosion. He described body parts scattered over the road and hanging from the rotor blades of the helicopter. A photo shows the entire area as a mass of twisted, dust-covered metal, shattered glass and debris. All that was recovered of the commanding officer was a single epaulet that was taken from the scene by the commander of British Forces in Iraq and shown to the cabinet a few days later at a security briefing in 10 Downing Street.

The bomber had known that the downdraft created by a fully-laden helicopter taking off was greater than that of an empty one landing and had set the pressure switch accordingly. He had correctly predicted the location of the command point and placed the bomb in such a way as to maximise casualties and disrupt their evacuation.

It was another five hours before the remaining casualties were extracted. In that time two others had died of their wounds.

The video claiming responsibility was released on a jihadi website on the night following the attack.

Jude checks on the server and Chuka is right, there is no personal file for Nasruddin al-Raqqah, not even a deletion report. There is no record of his place of birth or his early life, no birth certificate or school diploma or university degree, no clue as to the identity of his parents and siblings, no hint at the formative experiences that led him to embrace a virulent credo that threatens to destroy everything achieved in five hundred years of human progress.

But the video is available for all to see.

Jude clicks full screen and then play. He has seen this video before, more than once.

Nasruddin’s head and shoulders fill the screen as they did the cover of every British newspaper the day after the ambush. He is staring at the camera, his dark eyes blazing holes. He claims a great victory over the crusaders in unaccented English and it doesn’t take long for someone to notice that, in his final statement, he is paraphrasing Shakespeare’s Henry VI:

‘I will not pause, I will never stand still, until death has closed my eyes or I have had my revenge.’
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The lion’s den

A polite young man escorts Jude from the reception at Chelsea Harbour to the marina at the centre of the development. They walk down a floating wooden jetty between burnished white yachts beneath a reddish evening sky. All around them is the sound of water lapping against hulls and the soft slap of loosening halyards against masts.

A heavily muscled man in a tracksuit is standing waiting at the prow of the largest yacht with his legs stoutly apart. He walks the length of the boat as they approach and waits for them at the top of the gangway.

‘The Counsellor is waiting for you on board,’ the young man says. He nods and departs.

Jude stands at the bottom of the gangway and reflects on the series of events that have propelled him into a late-night encounter with a man he has so recently cuckolded.

‘You want to know about the Colonel and the Mighty Men,’ Camilla had told him by phone. ‘That’s it. Just that and what it might tell us about Nasruddin’s whereabouts.’

And of his personal safety, given that the man he is due to meet is neither easy nor likeable, and has reasonable grounds for murderous rage, not a word. He has never felt more expendable.

Fuck it, he thinks and advances up the gangway.

The muscle pats him down before he boards and relieves him of the fresh-from-the-packet burner phone that is the only means of communication that he is carrying. He leads Jude below deck to where the Counsellor is sitting at a table surrounded by a horseshoe-shaped cream leather banquette.

Valery Ermolaev is a large, round-shouldered man with a hanging gut, thick limbs and blunt extremities including a misshapen head. On the other side of the table, with his head between two gleaming brass portholes, there is a heavy-set Arab with sallow skin and a bushy salt-and-pepper moustache. Both of them have shot glasses in front of them. The Arab is wearing a white monogrammed bathrobe with navy blue piping and there are three bottles of triple-distilled Moskovskaya vodka midway between them.

‘Jude. You are very welcome here,’ Valery says. He speaks slowly and deliberately and Jude concludes that he is very drunk. ‘Come and sit with me.’

He pats the bench beside him.

As soon as he sits, Valery fills a glass and slides it across to him.

‘Drink that.’

Valery turns back to the Arab in the bathrobe. They speak in Russian while Jude sips the vodka and waits patiently for them to finish. The Arab considers Jude with bloodshot eyes and a couple of times Valery glances at him in a manner that suggests that they are talking about him. Eventually the Arab shrugs and waves at Jude.

‘Go on,’ he says, in English.

Valery rests a meaty hand on the back of Jude’s neck. ‘How is Queen Bee? I don’t think she likes to see her name so prominently displayed in newsprint.’

‘I think that’s a fair assumption,’ he replies.

‘Do you think that she will survive this?’

‘Why shouldn’t she?’

Valery smiles, as if at a private joke. He reaches for one of the bottles with his other hand and refills his glass. ‘You feed a crocodile, you run the risk of losing a hand. You should know that.’

‘Should I?’ Jude wonders.

Valery looks him in the eye. ‘You know what it says about you in your file, Jude?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘That they failed to neuter you at English boarding school and, as a consequence, you fuck other men’s wives.’

Jude feels the heft and span of Valery’s hand on his neck, the knuckles as large as walnuts, and imagines it tightening, crushing the life out of him. The Arab is watching him very closely.

‘How is Mrs Camilla Church?’ Valery asks.

‘She’s fine,’ he says, carefully.

Valery’s face creases in sudden laughter. ‘You should see your face.’ He lifts his hand from Jude’s neck and drains his glass of vodka. ‘So, Queen Bee has tasked you with finding the Engineer, am I right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘She doesn’t want him running around telling tales, I think.’

Jude doesn’t reply.

‘The question in my mind, Jude, is why she has chosen you? Of course, you are one of the few people to have met Nasruddin. Have I surprised you? I know that you were there on the tarmac in Karachi. I am thinking it’s more than that. I think maybe you have a reputation for discretion and for tackling jobs that others find unsavoury. I also think perhaps it is easy for her to disown you if this all goes wrong?’

‘I guess I better get it right then,’ Jude replies, deadpan.

And then, without fanfare, Yulia is standing by his side.

‘My darling,’ Valery greets her. ‘This is the handsome young man that Queen Bee has sent to us. Jude, this is my wife Yulia.’

‘Hello, handsome young man,’ she says. There are mischievous lights dancing in her eyes. ‘Budge up.’

Valery shifts his bulk further along the bench and Jude follows. He is now sitting wedged between Yulia on one side and her husband on the other.

‘You know the way I usually conduct business?’ Valery says with a dismissive wave of the hand. ‘Not with Russians you understand, but with foreigners. I promise a favour for a favour. Documents for documents, that kind of thing, but when I get the documents I tell them to go fuck themselves.’

‘Please, darling,’ Yulia says.

‘All right, all right, you are in luck, Jude. On this occasion, I’m not going to tell you to go fuck yourself. It is in neither of our interests for chaos to succeed. Islamic terrorism is as much, if not more, of a threat to Russia as it is to you. And for Freddie here it is a matter of national survival. Isn’t that right, Freddie?’

The Arab in the bathrobe nods ponderously without speaking.

‘What my husband means to say is that we’re going to help you out, Jude,’ Yulia tells him. This is not the Yulia of restaurants and hotels, of expensive lunches followed by carnal afternoons, who expressed nothing but disdain for her brutish husband’s tedious occupation: ‘whisper whisper here, whisper whisper there. It’s all so tedious, darling.’ His sense of jeopardy is increasing exponentially.

‘My superiors will be pleased to hear that,’ Jude replies, willing Valery not to look down at his lap where Yulia’s hand is now resting on his thigh.

‘You have no idea, Jude, how happy Queen Bee will be,’ Yulia says.

There is something about the ambiguity of that statement, the inference that Yulia knows Queen Bee’s state of mind better than he does, that further alarms him.

‘I have been told to find out what you expect in return?’ Jude says. He’s been warned to expect an outrageous list of demands, and right now would not be surprised if it included his body dumped in a canal, but when it comes the price is surprisingly low. At least on face value it is. ‘We simply want regular updates on your progress,’ Valery tells him.

‘Okay.’

‘But you will bring these to us in person,’ Yulia tells him. ‘Only you. Nobody else. You must tell Queen Bee that.’

Jude hesitates. Under the table, Yulia’s fingers are caressing his inner thigh. ‘Why me?’

Valery shrugs his shoulders and stares moodily into his vodka glass. ‘That’s the price, Jude.’

‘I’ll tell her.’

‘Good man,’ Yulia says with a smile for everyone at the table. ‘So, to business, what can we do for you?’

‘What can you tell me about the armed group that call themselves Breaking the Walls?

‘For that, I regret to admit, you have come to the right place, Jude,’ Yulia says, running a finger up the central seam of his trousers, tracing his cock. ‘These bandits are undoubtedly from Russia. They are not true Russians, of course. They are mountain people, unruly and criminal in nature. Nonetheless they were born within the borders of our federal state.’

‘Their leader is referred to as “the Colonel”,’ Jude says. ‘We speculate that he may have served in the Soviet Army?’

‘No. I can tell you for sure that he was not a colonel in the Soviet Army,’ Valery replies, shaking his head. ‘He was not a product of the Soviet Union but rather a product of its collapse. Of course, he completed his compulsory military service but as a firefighter in Siberia. His kind was not allowed to serve in active combat. Even then he had a certain talent for enriching himself at others’ expense. His unit extorted money from local businesses in return for not setting fires. He honed his skills in the turmoil that followed. He fought in the wars in Karabakh and Abkhazia. He made himself and those around him rich by looting abandoned homes and he rose to be a senior commander in the Confederation of Mountain Peoples of the Caucasus. He fought against Russia in the first and second Chechen wars and we put a price on his head. In 1999, he led a thousand fighters into Dagestan, the place of his birth, in a failed attempt to ignite an uprising and seize control of the republic. We came very close to capturing him. After that he fled the region.’

There are times, when having sex, that Jude has envisioned a brick wall in an effort to prolong the act. He’s doing something similar now with the grain of the table while Yulia squeezes and strokes, and Valery continues talking. ‘We have reports that suggest that he fought with al-Qaeda’s 055 Brigade alongside the Taliban against the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan. Then he turned his ire against the American occupiers in Afghanistan and then Iraq. For the last seven years he has been leading a ragtag army of fellow outlaws from the Caucasus, breaking prisoners out of prisons in Iraq and Syria, and selling them on to al-Qaeda affiliates and latterly Islamic State and its offshoots. I do not know whether Nasruddin was snatched to order or whether it was an opportunistic move. Either way I do not think it will be long before the Mighty Men seek to acquire him.’

‘And what do you know of the Mighty Men?’ Jude manages.

Valery and Freddie exchange a look that he cannot interpret.

‘Rumours,’ Valery says with a shrug, ‘tall tales. Unverifiable evidence. Some say that they are a myth, an ogre to frighten us.’

‘They were as real as you and me,’ Freddie says.

‘Their name certainly features in one of the founding myths of Islamic State in Syria,’ Valery explains. ‘We’ve heard it from a hundred different sources. In 2012, one year into the Syrian revolution, twelve men carrying black flags were sent into Syria to establish Islamic State. It is said that only one of them is still alive.’

‘The Sheikh al-Jabal,’ Freddie adds.

Yulia abruptly stops stroking and Jude stifles a gasp.

‘It means “the Old Man of the Mountain”,’ Valery explains, apparently oblivious. ‘There are no photos of him. He is mentioned in intercepts but there is no voice track to identify him. He is said to have been a mentor to al-Zarqawi, the psychopath who ran al-Qaeda in Iraq. He is an Arab. It is said that he is a leader of one of their murderous tribes. Isn’t that right, Freddie?’

Freddie nods.

‘Some say that he believes that he is a prophet. He surrounds himself with brutalised orphans, extreme fanatics and the zealous remnants of Saddam’s intelligence apparatus. He commands fierce loyalty amongst those who serve him.’ He glances at Freddie. ‘Our friends in the Syrian intelligence services have not been able to penetrate his inner circle.’

‘You think that chasing Nasruddin is going to lead to the Old Man?’ Jude asks.

‘Perhaps.’

‘And your friends in Syria want to be rid of the Old Man?’

‘As you and Queen Bee want to be rid of Nasruddin. In this, all our interests coincide. Yes? Freddie here doesn’t care if it is a Russian bomb or a Syrian bullet or an American missile. He seeks only an end to his enemies and those who harbour them.’

Freddie nods.

‘So where do I start?’ Jude asks.

‘Leave the Colonel and his gang to us,’ Valery says. Jude is pretty sure that Queen Bee isn’t going to be happy to hear that. Nasruddin in the hands of the Russians isn’t likely to be any more appealing to her than having him in the hands of the Old Man.

‘In that case, what do you want from me?’ he asks.

‘We cannot be sure that we will succeed,’ Valery says.

‘There are other avenues,’ Yulia adds, squeezing and stroking again. ‘Nasruddin’s wife, for instance. It is possible that he will reach out to her. She was released from prison not long after the Americans flew her to Syria and shortly before her child was born. She returned to her family home near Dar’a in the south of Syria. We understand that she stayed there through the early years of the conflict, however we have information that she has recently crossed into Jordan and is now in one of the camps, beyond our reach and that of our friends.’

‘We know that you have good friends in Amman.’ Valery says. ‘They are your allies not ours. Perhaps they can help you find her? That is good cooperation, yes? Tell Queen Bee that is the best course of action. It is good that we work together now?’

‘Yes,’ Jude replies.

‘But we are odd bedfellows nonetheless?’

‘Yes.’

Across the table Freddie is gently snoring.

‘I’m just surprised that we have not met before.’ Valery leans in close and whispers in his ear just as Yulia withdraws her hand and Jude barely contains a climactic shudder. ‘It may interest you to learn that you are on a list that we have of potential recruits.’

‘Thanks, but no thanks.’

‘Please,’ Yulia says. ‘We’re in no hurry for an answer.’

‘I’m not interested.’

‘Of course not,’ Valery says. And for a fleeting moment the mask slips, and Jude gets a sense of the hatred lurking beneath. ‘You are a man of loyalty.’

‘Is that everything?’ Jude asks.

Valery smiles, but his eyes are cold. ‘For now, yes, Jude. Isn’t that right, my darling?’

‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘But don’t be a stranger.’



Camilla calls him on the burner as he is hurrying past the auction houses on the Lots Road, feeling rattled and unnerved.

‘You better tell Queen Bee that the Russians are also hunting for Nasruddin,’ he tells her.

‘What?’ she demands.

‘They say he’s going to lead them to a member of Islamic State called the Sheikh al-Jabal, the Old Man of the Mountain. Have you heard that name?’

There is silence at the end of the line.

‘Apparently, he was one of the Mighty Men, the founders of Islamic State in Syria.’ He ought to tell her that Yulia was there and in more than a supporting role, that Yulia must be aware of the sting operation against her, that Yulia and Valery are clearly working together as a team, but he can imagine the crisis that it will provoke at Vauxhall Cross. Besides he doesn’t yet know what it means. Fuck! Can it be possible that, however close their working relationship may be, Valery doesn’t know about his wife’s affair?

‘They’ve made it clear that they are only prepared to deal with me,’ he adds.

Camilla is immediately suspicious. ‘Why?’

‘I think Valery wants to recruit me.’

‘Are you being sarcastic?’

‘He gave me one piece of potentially useful information,’ Jude tells her. ‘They think Nasruddin’s wife has crossed into Jordan. She’s from the very south of Syria and according to Valery she went back there after she was released from prison. The town’s been under attack by government forces since the start of the revolution. There’s nowhere to escape to but Jordan. That’s the place to start looking.’

‘There are a million Syrian refugees in Jordan, Jude.’

‘Obviously it’s not going to be easy.’

‘But you have your friend in Jordanian intelligence.’

‘Yes.’

‘So, you want me to go to Queen Bee and tell her you need authorisation to travel to Jordan?’

‘That’s about it.’

She cuts the connection.

He’s in the back of a cab heading for Shoreditch when the burner vibrates. A text message from an unfamiliar number:

Imagine my surprise! By rights, I should be FURIOUS, there’s no denying that you have deceived me, but I can’t help but be intrigued and excited by the prospect of working together. Bravo!



He immediately instructs the driver to pull over. He gets out and stamps on the burner before dumping it in a pavement waste bin. The last thing he needs is for Russian intelligence to know where he lives.

Back in Sanjay’s apartment he throws his coat over the back of the sofa and fills a tumbler with cold water from the fridge. He drinks it in one go and then refills the tumbler. He walks over to the window and presses his forehead to the cold glass. He can still feel Valery’s massive hand tightening on the back of his neck.

Five minutes later, a black Range Rover pulls up at the end of the cul-de-sac and Yulia gets out of the back wearing a black mink coat that he’d wager she’s naked beneath.

You’re an idiot. Of course her husband knows.

He watches as she slips out of her Louboutins and sashays towards him on the cobbles, shiny as a fishing fly concealing a hook.
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Out of the frying pan

After prayers, Nasruddin climbs the ramparts of the ancient fort to watch the sunrise. Cross-legged on the top of the wall, he is struck by the sheer stubborn survivability of life. Ten years in a hole without the sun. His limbs have been starved to the point of emaciation and his whole body is covered in the pimple-like rash caused by crusted scabies, but it’s hard not to feel some shade of hope watching the tide of light glide swiftly westwards across the desert floor. He had not expected to see the outside world ever again; to watch a sunrise or feel the wind on his face, to walk the world’s stage or deliver a monologue. He had resigned himself to execution when the make-up ran out.

It is as if he has been re-animated: a revenant risen from the dead in violent upheaval and gifted a sacred task. That task is clear. He must find his wife and the child that he has never seen or cradled in his arms.

He is not naive. He understands the obstacles that now stand in his way. There’s no such thing as Free Syria, though there might have been once. A brief flowering of compassion and collaborative thinking, but it has long since been bombed back into the Dark Ages. The handcuffs that he is wearing and the cell that he is kept locked inside during daylight hours show that he has merely swapped one form of imprisonment with another. His new captors operate in a market place that places a cash value on human life. And they seem to think that he is valuable.

They were on the move for several days after the prison break, driving by night and laying up under camouflage netting during the daylight hours, only stopping briefly at night for meals and to fill the car with petrol from the bowser truck that trundles along at the back of the convoy. Now they have set up camp beside a crossroads on the plains that Nasruddin believes are somewhere south of the Euphrates river. There is no habitation for miles around and no vegetation except for a stand of wasted date palms leaning like drunks against each other and no water other than a rusty trickle in a narrow defile midway up a solitary hill.

At the top of the hill Roman ruins overlook the crossroads, and the crumbling gypsum ramparts provide shelter from the sun and the enemy planes that occasionally fly overhead, etching contrails in the deep blue sky.

Soon they will come for him and take him back down to the cell that is his new place of confinement in the bowels of the fort.

There are twenty or so of them and their expressions are coloured by every hue of grimness and fatigue and determination. They are dressed in frayed camouflage with a distinctive wolf’s head badge on the left shoulder, and a motley
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