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Prologue


He knew it was the last time he would be there.


He stepped through the double door of the administration building, held open for him, and the sinking afternoon sun blasted against his face. He blinked hard, momentarily blinded, and stopped disorientated in his tracks. He lowered the glasses from the crown of his head on to the bridge of his nose. They were all around him, crowded in the doorway, and they were his friends – more than just the people he did business with, true friends.


The car was waiting. The driver stood beside the rear door and smiled at him with respect. The technicians, engineers and managers pressed close to him to shake his hand, hold his arms and brush-kiss his cheeks. The women who worked at the computers and the design benches were behind the men and their eyes beneath their close-wrapped headscarves were lit with warmth, but they did not touch him or speak. The friendships had been nurtured over many years. When he had left the office of the project manager, three or four minutes before, he had started a stuttering progress down a shadowed, cool corridor, stopping by each door to make his farewells. He had been wished a good journey, a safe return home, and he had been told how welcome he would be when he came back the next time.


He knew there would not be a next time.


The sun, full and gold turning to scarlet, hit his face and pierced the protection of his darkened glasses. He grinned and responded to the friendship and trust that was shown him. He had betrayed their trust. The project manager took his arm, led him towards the car, murmured appreciation that he had fallen in with the change of schedule, and squeezed his arm in implicit thanks for the present of a Toshiba laptop. On each visit, three times a year, he brought many presents with him to the complex, and they had a sliding scale of value dependent on the position in the complex of his friends. He brought with him computer equipment and gold or sterling-silver ink pens, toilet soaps and packs of toothpaste. He had come, as always, five days before, his bags weighted with the gifts that cemented the friendship and bound the trust. The vomit was in his throat, and he swallowed hard. As their friend, each time he came, he was invited to restaurants to eat battered prawns or shrimps, or whitefish, and he was invited to their homes. It had taken years of visits to build the friendship and the trust that were a sham.


The driver opened the door of the car. The project manager was flicking the buttons of a personal organizer, a secondary present from the previous visit, to confirm the date on which he would next return. He looked past the project manager at the straggling line by the double doors, all smiling and waving. He said it again, as he had said it many times in the last five days: it had been no problem for him to change his schedule and come a week earlier than originally planned. He wished them well. He did not know what would happen to them. It was the mark of their friendship, their trust, that they had left the cool air-conditioned offices and design rooms to stand in the ferocity of the sunlight to see him on his way, and he had betrayed them. He could not look into their faces or into the eyes of the project manager.


Before he ducked down into the car, a last time, he raked the buildings, scarred by the sun and the salt carried from the sea by the winds, as if it were important that he should remember each final detail.


What Gavin Hughes saw . . . The complex was a series of wire-fenced compounds. Above the wire-mesh fences around each compound were the silver- and rust-coloured coils of razor wire. At the gates to each compound were sandbagged sentry points that were covered with decaying canvas to give shade from the sun. The watchtowers at the corners of the compounds were built on weathered wood stilts, and the dipping sunlight caught the barrels of the machine-guns jutting above the parapets. Between the compounds were four anti-aircraft defence positions, two with multiple-barrel Oerlikon guns and two housing a cluster of squat ground-to-air missiles. If it had not been for the friendship and the trust, Gavin Hughes, who was a salesman in engineering machinery, would never have gained access to the complex . . . He saw the entrance tunnel to the building with the buried concrete walls and bomb-proof ceiling, and that was Project 193. He saw the dun-painted building, into which he had never been admitted, that housed Project 1478. He saw the building where the hot-die forge was installed, where heated metal for the warhead cone was compressed and then cooled for turning and grinding and milling, the home of Project 972. The buildings were spread out across the bright sand, scattered inside the complex perimeter that stretched three kilometres in length and two kilometres in width, and contained the lathes, mixers, presses and machine tools. He would be asked the day after, or the day after that at the latest, what he had seen, what was different from before.


He dropped down into the back of the car and the driver closed the door behind him. He wound down the window and reached out to shake the project manager’s hand, but still could not look into his eyes. He freed his hand and waved at the crowd by the double doors as the car pulled away.


They drove past the three-storey dormitory block that was used by the Chinese. He had never met them; he had seen them from a distance; they worked on Project 193, where the lathes shaped the solid fuel charges . . . and past the tennis courts, which were floodlit in the cooler evenings and had been built for the Russians, to whom he had never spoken. He had passed them in corridors but his friends had never made the introductions; they worked on Project 1478 where the machines he had supplied mixed the coating capable of withstanding the temperature of 3,000 degrees generated in the core of the missile tube . . . and past the volleyball court scraped from the coarse sand and stone by the North Koreans and played on in the half-light of dawn.


The driver slowed as they approached the main gate of the complex. Gavin Hughes was sweating and he loosened his tie. He twisted and looked through the rear window, back at the small group still standing by the main doors of the administration building, toy figures waving him on his way.


Two guards came forward. When he had first come to the complex they had scowled and taken their time over studying his papers. Now they grinned and saluted, their automatic rifles slung casually on their shoulders. Three visits before he had brought one a Zippo liquid-fuel lighter with a Harley Davidson motif. On the last visit he had brought the other a carton of Marlboro cigarettes.


This would be his final visit. He would never see these men again. It had been made plain, at the last briefing. In a discreet second-floor room of a Georgian house behind the line of gentlemen’s clubs in Pall Mall, the satellite photographs of the complex had been mounted on a display-board. The images of the roofs of the buildings were pinpoint sharp and the entrances to the underground workshops, the tennis courts, even the volleyball area, and the positions of the anti-aircraft defences.


This was Gavin Hughes’s kingdom. He had access. He was a salesman for standard engineering machines and could tell them what they needed to know when the images failed them. At the last briefing, the night before he had flown, over the tired sandwiches and the stewed coffee, he had told them why his visit had been moved forward a week, what was happening at the complex on the days that he should have visited if the original schedule had been maintained. None of their satellites and high-optic lenses could provide them with that kernel of detail. The meeting had been suspended. For two hours he had been left in the room with only his controller, an ungiving and aloof woman, younger than himself, for company. When the meeting had resumed, the senior man requested he repeat the ground covered earlier, why his visit had been put forward. In the second session two new men had been present. An American, perspiring in a suit of brown herringbone tweed, had sat behind him and to his right, and never spoken. A leather-faced Israeli, a Star of David in gold hanging in the chest hair under an open-necked shirt, had been equally silent.


Afterwards, the controller had walked him back to his hotel, and warned her agent to go carefully on this visit, take no risks. Her last words, before they parted, reiterated what would be his fate and his death if he created suspicion . . . as if Gavin Hughes did not know.


As the guards shouted their farewells, the barrier at the gate was lifted and the car powered away on the straight road through the dunes. It would be half an hour to the airport and then the feeder flight without formalities to the capital.


If . . . if he made it through the security check, another car, another driver, would be waiting the next morning for him when he came off the flight at Heathrow, to ferry him to another briefing. If they knew the depth of his betrayal and were waiting for him at the final security check then they would hang Gavin Hughes, as his controller had told him, from the highest crane . . . He didn’t know what would happen at this place in the next few hours or days, and hadn’t an idea what his own future held.










Chapter 1


The harrier contorted to clean the clammy mud from underneath its wing feathers. It worked hard at the clinging dirt as if its primitive, wild mind demanded cleanliness before the start of the day’s long flight north. The dawn sunshine glossed the rusted gold of the feathers. The bird worked at them with its vicious curved, sharpened beak, pecked at the mud, spat and coughed it down into the marsh water below the perch on a dead, stark tree. At first light it had hunted. It had dived on a brightly crested duck, the bone-stripped carcass of which was now wedged in a fork of the dead tree. The mud had speckled the underneath of the wings when it had fallen, stone fast, on to the unsuspecting prey.


Abruptly, without warning, it flapped with a slow wing-beat away from the perch and abandoned its kill. It headed north, away from the hot wet wintering grounds of west Africa.


It would fly all day, without rest, on an unerring course that retraced its first migratory route. As a killing bird, a predator, the harrier had no sense of threat or hazard.


 


They had been right over the tent camp, bucking in the strength of the gale, before they had seen it. They had searched all morning for it, forced lower by the lessening visibility from the whipped-up sand. The pilot of the lead helicopter had been sweating, and he was supposed to be the best with many hours of desert flying experience, good enough in Desert Storm to have flown behind the lines into Iraq to supply the Special Forces. They had been down to a hundred feet where the wind was most treacherous and the wipers in front of him were clogged by grains of sand. Only a minute after he had rapped his gloved fist on the fuel gauge and muttered into their earphones that they had little time left, the Marine Corps major had spotted the camp, tapped the pilot’s shoulder, and pointed down. The colonel of the National Guard had softly mouthed his thanks to his God.


Duane Littelbaum had heard the excited voices on his headset and thought this might be a good game for kids, reckoning himself too old for this sort of serious shit. They had put down beside the tents. The two following helicopters, which were also flown by Americans, were talked in and disgorged the local National Guardsmen. The rotors lifted away two of the camp’s seven tents, but the pilots had refused, no argument accepted, to cut their engines. They wanted out and soonest.


As the thirty National Guardsmen corralled the camp, the rotors and the wind threw the fine grains in stinging clouds into their faces. The two tents had come to rest in bushes of low scrub thorn a hundred yards from the camp, but the bedding that had been with them, and the clothes, were still in loose flight, scudding over the sand. The pilots broke their huddle. They shouted into the ear of the Marine Corps major: the storm was not lifting, the gusting sand would infiltrate every aperture in the helicopters’ engines, they should get the fuck out – not negotiable – now. It was already clear to them, to the Saudi colonel, to the men of the Saudi Arabian National Guard and to Duane Littelbaum that the raid had failed.


The man they sought had evaded them.


Littelbaum felt it keenest. He stood in the centre of the camp, huddled against the wind and the blast of the rotors, the sand crusting on his face, and gazed around him. The information had been good. It had come from the interception of the signal of a digital mobile telephone. The antennae on the eastern coast had identified the position across the Gulf from which the call had been initiated, and the position in the Empty Quarter where it had been received. It should have led them to the man Duane Littelbaum hunted.


There was one prisoner. The man was heavy-set, jowled, and he lay on his stomach with his arms bound behind him at the wrist and his ankles tied sharply. He wore the clothes of a Bedouin tribesman, but his physique and stomach were too gross for him to have been from this group of camel herdsmen. Littelbaum knew the face of the prisoner from the files, knew he came from Riyadh, was a courier for the man he tracked.


The tribesmen huddled on their haunches around a dead fire surrounded by scorched stones. The colonel yelled at them, kicked them and they keeled away from him. Twice he whipped them with the barrel of his pistol, but none cried out even when they bled. They were small men with twig-thin bodies, impassive in the face of his anger. They could be shown the blade of a sword or the barrel of a gun but they never talked.


The camels were hobbled to pegs and kept their heads away from the force of the wind. Littelbaum thought the nameless, faceless man would have ridden on a camel into the blast of the driven sand. There would be no tracks and no chance of pursuit from the air. He knew only the man’s reputation, which was why he sought him as if he were the Grail.


The patience of the lead pilot was exhausted. He was gesticulating to the colonel, pointing at his watch, at his helicopter, and back into the eye of the storm. The colonel gave his orders. The prisoner was dragged, helpless, towards a fuselage hatch. Above the scream of the wind, Duane Littelbaum heard behind him the crash of gunfire then the camels screaming. Without their animals the Bedouin would either starve or die of thirst or exposure in the wilderness of the Empty Quarter. It was a shit country, to which he was posted, with a shit little war, and he had failed to find his enemy.


Perhaps it was because one of the emaciated tribesmen ducked to avoid the blow of a rifle butt, but for a brief second the dead embers of the fire were no longer protected against the wind. Littelbaum saw black shreds of paper lifting in the gusts between the charred wood. He scrambled through the Bedouin and the National Guardsmen, fell to his knees, whipping out the little plastic bags that were always in his hip pocket.


Carefully, as he had been taught at the Academy at Quantico more than two decades ago, he slipped the scraps into the bags. As he squinted down, he fancied that there were still faint traces of arabic characters on the fragments.


He was the last into the helicopter, holding his bags as if they were the relics of a saint. They lifted, and the camp in which he had placed such hope disappeared in the storm of driven sand.


 


‘No.’


‘I appreciate that this is a difficult moment for you, but what I am telling you is based on information gathered within the last month.’


‘No.’


‘Of course, it’s a difficult situation for you to absorb.’


‘No.’


‘Difficult, but inescapable. It’s not a problem that can be ignored.’


‘No.’


‘They’re serious people, Mr Perry. You know it, we know it. Nothing has changed . . . For God’s sake, you were in Iran as often as I’m in the supermarket. I cannot conceive that you are incredulous to what I’m saying. But this is not accountancy or commerce, where you would have the right to expect definitive statements. I can’t give you detail. It is intelligence, the putting together of mosaic scraps of information, then analysing the little that presents itself. I am not at liberty to divulge the detail that provided the analysis . . . You have been there, you know those people . . . If they find you then they will seek to kill you.’


Geoff Markham stood by the door watching Fenton doing the talking and recognizing already that Fenton had made a right maggot of it. The man, Perry, had his back to them and was gazing out of the front window as the late winter rain lashed the panes. As the senior operative, Fenton ought to have made a better fist of it. He should have sat Perry down, gone to the sideboard, routed for a whisky bottle, poured generously and put the glass into Perry’s hand. He should have communicated warmth and commitment and concern; instead, he had trampled with the finesse of a buffalo into Perry’s home. Now it was fast going sour. And as it went sour, so Fenton’s voice rose to a shrill bark.


Geoff Markham stood by the door and remained silent. It was not his place to intervene when his superior fouled up. He could see Perry’s hunched shoulders tighten with each new assault.


Perry’s voice was low and muffled, and Markham had to strain to hear the words.


‘You’re not listening to me . . . No.’


‘I cannot see what other option you have.’


‘My option is to say what I have said . . . No.’


‘That isn’t an option . . . Listen, you’re in shock. You are also being wilfully obstinate, refusing to face reality—’


‘No. Not again. I won’t run.’


He heard the hiss of his superior’s exasperation. He glanced down at his watch. Christ, they had not even been in the house for fifteen minutes. They had driven down from London, come unannounced, had parked the car on the far side of the green on to which the house faced. Fenton had smiled in satisfaction because there were lights on inside. They had seen the face at the window upstairs as they had opened the low wicket-gate and gone up the path to the door. He had seen Perry’s face and he had thought there was already a recognition of their business before they reached the door. They wore their London suits. Fenton had a martinet’s moustache, painstakingly trimmed, a brown trilby and a briefcase with the faded gold of the EIIR symbol.


There was no porch over the front door, and Perry would have recognized them for what they were, a senior and a junior from the Security Service, before they had even wiped their feet on the doormat. He made them wait and allowed the rain to spatter their backs before opening the door . . . Fenton was not often out of Thames House: he was a section head, consumed by the reading of reports and attendance at meetings. In Geoff Markham’s opinion, Fenton had long ago lost touch with the great mass of people who surged back and forth each day along the Thames embankment under the high walls of the building on Millbank. To Fenton, they would have been a damn bloody nuisance, an impediment to the pure world of counter-espionage . . . Markham wondered how he would have reacted if strangers had pitched up at his door, flashed their IDs, muscled into his home, started to talk of life and death.


Fenton snapped, ‘We have conduits of information, some more reliable than others. I have to tell you, the information we are acting upon is first-class. The threat is a fact—’


‘I won’t run again.’


Fenton’s right fist slammed into the palm of his left hand. ‘We’re not urging this course of action lightly. Look, you did it before—’.


‘No.’


‘You can do it a second time.’


‘No.’


‘I have the impression that you wish to delude yourself on the strength of the threat. Well, let us understand each other. I am not accustomed to leaving my desk for a day, journeying into this sort of backwater, for my own amusement—’


‘I won’t run again – final.’


Fenton brayed, at the back of Perry’s head, ‘There is evidence of a very considerable danger. Got me? Hard evidence, real danger . . .’


From where he stood at the door, Geoff Markham thought that Perry’s silhouetted shoulders drooped slightly, as if he’d been cudgelled. Then they stiffened and straightened.


‘I won’t run again.’


Fenton ground on relentlessly, ‘Look, it’s a pretty straightforward process. Getting there is something we’re expert at. You move on, you take a new identity . . . A cash sum to tide you over the incidental expenses. Just leave it to us. New national insurance, new NHS number, new Inland Revenue coding—’


‘Not again. No.’


‘Bloody hell, Mr Perry, do me the courtesy of hearing me out. They have your name, not the old one, they have Frank Perry – get that into your skull. If they have the name, then I have to examine the probability that they have the location . . .’


Perry turned from the window. There was a pallor now to his cheeks, and his jaw muscles seemed to flex, slacken and flex again. There was weariness in his eyes. He didn’t cower. He stood his full height. He gazed back at Fenton. Geoff Markham didn’t know the details on Perry’s file, had not been shown it, but if he deserved the threat, then there was something in his past that required raw toughness.


‘It’s your problem.’


‘Wrong, Mr Perry. It’s your problem because it’s your life.’


‘Your problem and you deal with it.’


‘That’s ridiculous.’


The voice was a whisper: ‘Men like you, they came, they told me of the threat, they told me to quit, run. I listened, I quit, I ran. I’m not spending the rest of my life, every day that remains of my life, like a chicken in a coop wondering if the fox has found me. It is your responsibility, it’s owed me. If the fox comes, shoot it. Understand me? Shoot it . . . What did you ever do for your country?’


Geoff Markham heard Fenton’s snort, then the cut of the sarcasm. ‘Oh, we’re there,-are we? Playing the patriot’s card. A man of letters once said that patriotism is the last refuge of scoundrels.’


‘I worked for my country. My head was on the block for it.’


‘While lining a damn deep pocket . . .’


‘I am staying, this is my home.’


It was a good room, Geoff Markham thought. There was decent furniture, a solid sideboard and a chest of dark wood, low tables. It suited the room, which was lived-in. He could see it was a home. When he was not sleeping at Vicky’s, he lived in an anonymous, sterile, one-bedroomed apartment in west London. Here, a child’s books were on the floor, an opened technical magazine, and a cotton bag from which peeped a woman’s embroidery. Invitations to drinks and social functions stood on the mantelpiece above the fireplace. If it had been Markham’s, he, too, would have tried to cling to it . . . But he had seen bodies, in Ireland, of men who had not covered their tracks, had made themselves available to their killers. He had seen their white, dead faces, the dried blood pools below their cheeks, and hair matted with brain tissue and bone fragments . . . They could whistle up the removals company; there were people who did discreet business for them. They could have him loaded within twenty-four hours, gone, lost.


Fenton jabbed his finger at Perry. ‘You won’t get the sources from me, but I can tell you they have given this matter – your life, your death – a very considerable priority. Are you listening?’


‘I am not leaving my home.’


‘They are starting on a journey. We don’t know when they began it, could be a couple of weeks ago. For them, Mr Perry, it is a long road, but you can be certain that at the end of it you are their target . . .’


 


The dhow had brought dried fish and cotton bales across the Gulf. The cargo for the return journey was boxes of dates, packaged video-cassette recorders and television sets from the Abu Dhabi warehouses, cooking spices bought from Indian traders, and the man. The dhow’s large sail was furled, and it was driven by a powerful engine. The man was the important cargo and the engine was at full throttle. He sat alone at the bow and stared down into the foaming water. The previous night, each of the five crewmen had seen him come aboard in the darkness, slipping silently down the quayside ladder. Only the boat’s owner had spoken with him, then immediately given the order for the ropes to be cast off, the engine to be started. He had been left alone since the start of the journey. The call to his mobile telephone had come just after the crewmen had seen him lean forward and peer down to watch the dark shape of a shark, large enough to take a man, swimming under the bow wave before it dived.


None of the crew approached him except to offer him a plastic bottle of water and a bag of dried dates. Then the man had lifted his face. The scarred redness around his eyes, the upper part of his cheeks and his forehead were raw. The crewmen, swabbing the deck, stowing ropes, taking turns at the wheel, understood: he had come through the stinging ferocity of a sandstorm. He had talked quietly into his telephone and none of them could hear his words in the several minutes the call had taken. It would be late afternoon before he would see the raised outline of the city’s buildings, the mosque minarets and the angled, idle cranes of the port. They did not know his name, but they could recognize his importance because they had sailed with their hold half empty, at night, to bring him home.


He wore the torn, dirtied clothes of a tribesman, he smelt of camels’ filth, but the crewmen and the owner – simple, devout men who had sailed through the worst gale storms of the Gulf waters – would have said that they held this quiet man in fear.


Later, when they had a good view of the buildings, minarets and cranes of Bandar Abbas, a fast speedboat of the pasdaran intercepted them, took him off and ferried him towards the closed military section of the port used by the Revolutionary Guards. They felt then as if a chill winter shadow was no longer on their dhow, and they tried to forget his face, his eyes.


 


‘The last time I did what I was told to do.’


‘For your own good. You were sensible, Mr Perry.’


‘I had only two suitcases of clothes. I even cleared out the dirty washing from the bathroom basket and took that with me.’


‘Self-pity is always degrading.’


‘The men in bloody raincoats, they packed all my work papers, said I wouldn’t need them again, said they’d lose them. Where did my work life go – into a landfill?’


‘Dredging history rarely helps.’


‘I had six hours to pack. The men in raincoats were crawling all through my house. My wife—’


‘As I understand, about to divorce you, and with a “friend” to comfort her.’


‘There was my son. He’s seventeen now. I haven’t seen him since – I don’t know what exams he’s passed and failed, where he’s going, what he’s doing . . .’


‘Always better, Mr Perry, not to sink into sentimentality.’


‘I had damn good friends there, never said goodbye, not to any of them, just walked away . . .’


‘I don’t recall from the file that you were under duress.’


‘It was a good company I worked for, but I wasn’t allowed to clear my desk. The raincoats did that.’


Fenton sneered, ‘The directors of that company were lucky, from what I’ve read, not to face a Customs and Excise prosecution, as you were lucky.’


‘You bastard!’


‘Obscenities, Mr Perry, in my experience are seldom substitutes for common sense.’


‘I gave up everything!’


‘Life, my friend, is not merely a photograph album to be pulled out each Christmas Day for the relations to gawp at. Little to be gained from wallowing in the past. Life is for living. Your choice – move on and live or stay and write your own funeral service. That’s the truth, Mr Perry, and the truth should be faced.’


The rain was heavier outside, beating a drum roll on the window panes. The darkening cloud came out of the east, off the sea. Geoff Markham stayed by the door. He could have reached beside him to switch on the lights to break the gloom, but he did not.


Markham knew his superior’s performance was a disaster. He doubted Fenton had the sensitivity to appreciate the castration of a life – Perry had run away from a wife who no longer loved him, a son, friends and neighbours, even his office, the banter and excitement of the sales section, everything that was past. Frank Perry was a damned ordinary name. If there had been six hours for him to quit his house, then the time allotted to choosing a new name would have been about three short minutes. Maybe the raincoats had saddled him with it.


Perry had turned back to the window, and Fenton paced as if he did not know what else to say . . . Markham wondered whether Perry had gone, a year or two later, to watch a school gate, from the far side of the street, to see the boy come out from school, a leggy youth, with his shirt hanging out, his tie loosened. Maybe the kid would have been alone, still traumatized, from his father’s disappearance. The raincoats would have told him that kids couldn’t handle secrets, that they blabbed, that he endangered himself and the kid if he made contact . . . They would have tracked Frank Perry’s former footsteps, his one-time life, until they were convinced that the trail was broken. Fenton wouldn’t have understood.


‘You have to face facts, and facts dictate that you move on.’


‘And my new home, new family, new life, new friends?’


‘Start again.’


‘Dump my new home, put my new family through the hoop?’


‘They’ll cope. There’s no alternative.’


‘And in a year, or three years, do it all again? And again after that, and again. Do it for ever – peer over my shoulder, wetting myself, keeping the bags packed. Is that a life worth living?’


‘It’s what you’ve got, Mr Perry.’ Fenton rubbed his fingernail against the brush of his moustache. Despite the gloom, Markham could see the flush on his superior’s cheeks. He didn’t think Fenton was an evil man or a bully, just insensitive . . . He’d do a memo – they liked memos back at Thames House – to Administration, on the need for counselling courses in sensitivity. They could set up a sensitivity sub-committee and they could call in outside consultants. There could be a paper – ‘Sensitivity (Dealing with Obstinate, Bloody-minded, Pig-headed “Ordinary” Members of the Public)’. There could be two-day courses in sensitivity for all senior executive officers.


Fenton beat a path between the toys and the embroidery.


‘I won’t do it.’


‘You’re a fool, Mr Perry.’


‘It’s your privilege to say so, but I’m not going to run, not again.’


Fenton picked up his coat from the arm of a chair, and shrugged himself into it, covered his neatly combed hair with his hat. Geoff Markham turned and quietly opened the living-room door.


Fenton’s voice was raised: ‘I hope it’s what you want, but we’re going into an area of unpredictability . . .’


 


It would be in the third week of its migration. The bird would have left its sub-Saharan wintering grounds around twenty days earlier, have stored weight, strength and fat in the wetlands of Senegal or Mauretania. It would have rested that last night in the southern extreme of the Charente Maritime, and hunted at dawn.


He sold insurance for a Paris-based company – annuities, fire and theft, household and motor, life and accident policies, in a quadrangle of territory between La Rochelle in the north, Rochefort in the south, Niort and Cognac in the west. The trade to be gained at a weekend, when clients were at home and not tired, was the most fruitful, but in March and October he never worked weekends. Instead, early in the morning, he left his home at Loulay with his liver-white spaniel and drove a dozen kilometres into the winter-flooded marshland of the Charente Maritime. In the boot of his car was his most prized possession: an Armi Bettinsoli, over and under, shotgun. Every Saturday and Sunday morning, in the early spring and the late autumn, he parked his car and carried the shotgun, wrapped in sacking, a kilometre away. His sport, as practised by his father and grandfather, was now opposed by the city bastards who claimed to protect the birds. It was necessary to be covert, to move after each shot, because the bastards looked for men enjoying legal sport, to interfere. In the remaining months, he shot pheasants, partridges, rabbits and foxes, but the sport he craved was in March, when the birds migrated north, and October, when they returned south to escape the winter.


That Sunday morning in late March, he saw the bird first as a speck and swung his binoculars up from his chest to make the distant identification. He had already fired and moved twice that morning. The dog had retrieved a swallow, crushed by the weight of shot, and a spotted redshank, which had been alive. He had twisted its neck.


The swallows flew in tight, fast groups and were easy to down. The spotted redshanks came in clusters and were not too difficult to shoot. But the bird coming now, from the south, low over the reed-beds, was a true target for a marksman. He knew the markings of the harrier, could recognize them with his binoculars at half a kilometre’s distance. It was a worthy target: those birds always flew singly, low, at near to fifty kilometres per hour, a ground speed of 140 metres in ten seconds. A marsh harrier would pay for his weekend’s cartridges: his friend, Pierre, the amateur taxidermist, always paid well for a raptor, and top price for a marsh harrier. He crouched, his breath coming in short spurts. The bird had such good sight, but he was low down and hidden by the marsh fronds.


He rose and aimed. The bird was straight ahead and would pass directly over him. He could see the ginger-capped crown of the bird and the ruff at its neck. It would be a juvenile, but it had fed well in the African winter. He fired. For a moment the bird dipped, bucked, then fell. The dog bounded forward, splashing into the marsh water. He fired the second barrel and shouted, urging the dog forward into the wall of reeds. He was still reloading when the bird came past him, within five metres. Its flight was level to his head, and then it was past. It had a laboured, fractured flight, the wings beat unevenly. His hands shook and a cartridge dropped from his fingers into the water. He howled in frustration. When the gun was loaded and the dog was back beside him, he swung. The bird was beyond range but he heard its scream. He watched it for a long time, with his eyes, then with the binoculars. It went north, for La Rochelle. If it had the strength, it would pass by the estuary at Nantes and the river at Rennes, then reach the Channel coast. He thought his pellets had hit the muscle, ligament or tendons in the wing, but not the bone: bone fracture would have brought it down. From the look of it, the bird would not survive a crossing of the Channel to an English landfall.


 


They were crowded in the hallway, pressed close together against hanging coats. The family’s boots were scattered on the tiled floor. There were tennis rackets in the corner, a bright plastic beach bucket and spade, a chaos of stones from the shore. It was the same comforting clutter that Geoff Markham knew from his own parents’ home.


Perry reached past them and pulled the door open. There was an old bolt on it and a new lock. Geoff Markham shuddered – in Belfast the psychopaths had sledgehammered through doors to do their killing.


Fenton tried a last time. ‘Is it that you’re frightened of telling her?’


‘Who? What?’


‘Frightened of telling your wife what you did. Is that the problem?’


‘They never told me what I’d done. Said it was better I didn’t know.’


‘She doesn’t know about before?’


‘She didn’t need to know.’


‘Lived with the secret, did you? Festering, is it?’


‘Get out.’


‘My advice, Mr Perry, is to come clean with her, then fall into line.’


‘Tell them, back where you came from, no.’


‘So much better, Mr Perry, if you’d had the guts to be honest with your wife. Isn’t she just common-law?’


Fenton was on his way to the gate when his feet slipped on the wet brick of the path. He stumbled and cursed.


Geoff Markham was going after him when his sleeve was grabbed. The rain ran on Perry’s face. He hissed, ‘This is mine. It’s all I have. I’m not running again. Tell them that. This is my home, where I live with the woman I love. I am among friends – true, good friends. I won’t spend the rest of my life hiding, a rat in a hole. This is where I stand, with my woman and my friends . . . Do you know what it’s like to be alone and running? They don’t stay with you, the raincoats, did you know that? With you for a week, ten days, then gone. A contact telephone number for a month, then discontinued. You are so bloody alone. Tell them, whoever sent you, that I’m sorry if it’s not convenient but I won’t run again.’


Fenton was at the car, crouched behind it to protect himself from the rain. Markham reached it and opened the door for his superior.


He looked back. Perry’s door was already shut.










Chapter 2


Behind the cottage homes of brick and flint stone, where climber roses trailed and the honeysuckle was not yet in leaf, the ornamental trees in the gardens were shredded of colour and the sea was slate grey, with white flecks. Between the houses and through the trees, he saw it stretching away, limitless. A solitary cargo ship nudged along the horizon, maybe out of Felixstowe. The sea was like a great wall against which the village sheltered, a barrier that had no end to its width and to its depth.


‘God, don’t spare the horses.’


It was the reason he’d been fetched out for the day. Fenton wouldn’t have wanted to drive or have to face the vagaries of train timetables and a waiting taxi. Geoff Markham’s function was to drive, not to play a part in what should have been a reassuring and businesslike making of arrangements for the removal van’s arrival. He had the wipers going but the back window was a disaster, as if a filled bucket had been tipped on it. He reversed cautiously, couldn’t see a damn thing in his mirror, then swung the wheel hard. The car surged forward. Fenton was writhing out of his dripping coat and nudged Markham’s arm so that he swerved. He veered towards a woman in a plastic cape pushing her bicycle. Before he’d straightened up, the tyres sluiced the puddle over her legs. There was a shout of abuse.


Fenton grinned. ‘First sign of life we’ve seen . . .’


Markham should have stopped to apologize but kept going: he wanted away from the place. He knew nothing of the sea and it held no particular attraction for him. He thought it chill and threatening.


They went past a small shop with pottery and postcards in the window from which faces peered. They would have heard the woman’s protest. There was a tearoom beside the shop, shuttered for the winter. They swept past the village hall, a low-set building with an old Morris outside. Then there was a pub with an empty car park.


‘Thank the Lord, the open road beckons. Could you live here, Geoff, in this dead end?’


They’d both seen it. The estate agents’ for-sale sign was propped in an untrimmed hedge beside a crazily hanging gate with the faded name on it, Rose Cottage. Beyond was a small overgrown garden, then a darkened cottage with the curtains drawn, no lights showing. The rainwater cascaded from the blocked gutters, and tiles were missing from the roof. It would be ‘three bedrooms, bathroom, two reception, kitchen, in need of modernization’. And it would also be, down here on the Suffolk coast, ninety thousand pounds before the builders went in. But all that was irrelevant to Markham. He was wondering how Perry was facing up to the devastation they’d left behind them.


‘. . . Sort of place, Geoff, where the major entertainment off-season would be screwing your sister or your daughter or your niece. Eh?’


Not since he had come back from Ireland and gone to work on the Mid East (Islamic) Desk, had he heard his superior utter anything as crude. He was shocked, wouldn’t have believed Fenton capable of such vulgarity. The bitter little confrontation with Perry had rattled him.


They went up a long, straight road, first flanked by terraced houses, then, as he accelerated, by larger houses oozing prosperity, set back in gardens with tarpaulin-covered yachts in the driveways. The church was on their right. Geoff Markham was good on churches, liked to walk around them, and this one, through his side window, looked to be worth a quarter of an hour; a fine tower, solid as a fortress, a wide nave, safe as a refuge. Beyond it was a stark façade of flint ruins, the clerestory windows open to the concrete grey of the cloud. He turned his head to see the ruins better. There was a chuckle beside him.


‘About as dead as the rest of the wretched place.’


Fenton, he knew, lived in Beaconsfield, not on his own salary but on family money; couldn’t have managed Beaconsfield, the restaurants, the delicatessens and the bijou clothes shops where his wife went on a desk head’s wage. Money was seldom far from Geoff Markham’s thoughts, nagging like a dripping tap. Vicky and his future were about money. He was driving faster.


It was strange, but he hadn’t seemed to register the village when they came into it, less than an hour before. It had not seemed a part of the present and the future. The village was history, to be left behind once the removal van had arrived. But no removal van was coming, and the village – its layout, entry and exit route, topography, community – was as important as any of those isolated white-walled farmhouses in South Armagh, Fermanagh and East Tyrone.


Fenton was again massaging his moustache and showed no interest in what was around him. Through the trees was the shimmer of silver grey from stretching inland water. The road in front was straight and empty, he had no need to concentrate. Markham’s mind was on the landscape, as it would have been if he had been driving in Ireland.


They reached the crossroads, and the main road for Ipswich, Colchester and London. He paused for traffic with the right of way, and the smile brightened on Fenton’s face. He checked the distance they had come since leaving the house.


‘About bloody time. You never said – could you live there? Damn sure I couldn’t.’


It wasn’t for Markham to pick a pointless argument with his superior. ‘I couldn’t, but it’s right for him.’


‘Come again?’


‘He chose well, Perry did.’


‘Don’t give me riddles.’


Markham pulled out into the main road and slashed his way through the gears for speed.


‘He wants to make a stand, he won’t run . . . It’s good ground for him. One road in and the same road out. The sea is behind and it can be monitored. Natural barriers of flooded marshland to the north and the south with no vehicle access. If you were in a city street or a town’s suburban road, you couldn’t get protection like that. He chose well, if he’s really staying.’


They would be back in London, on Millbank, in three hours. Then the bells would start clamouring and the calls would go out for the meeting.


 


He went, like a sleepwalker, around the ground floor of his house, and seemed not to recognize the possessions they had collected over four years. Frank Perry felt a stranger in his house. He had made himself three cups of instant coffee, sat with them, drunk them, then paced again.


Of course he knew the reality of the threat. Whatever had been done with the information he’d given in the briefings at the house behind Pall Mall, he would have made a lasting enemy of the authorities in Iran. He’d assumed that the information had been used to block sales of equipment and chemicals from the factories of the old Eastern bloc and from Western Europe, from the works of his old company in Newbury. There would have been expulsions of Iranian trade attachés, the loss of their precious foreign-exchange resources, and the programme would have been delayed. Of course the threat was real, and he’d known it.


However hard he had tried to put the past behind him, it had stayed with him. Sometimes it was a light zephyr wind on his face; sometimes it was a gale beating against his back. For four years, it had always been there. He had never been able, and God he’d tried, to escape the past.


Through those years, Frank Perry had been waiting for them. He couldn’t have put features to their faces, but he’d known they’d come in suits, with polished shoes, with a briefcase that wouldn’t be opened, with knowledge that would be only partially shared. They’d be so recognizable and predictable. From the moment he’d seen them run from the car to his front door he’d known who they were and what they would tell him. He had rehearsed, more times than he could count, what he would say to them, and had finally said it.


He stopped pacing. He stared out of the window, across the green. His fists were clenched. Everything he could see, the homes of his friends, the shop, the hall and the pub at the end of the road, were as normal and unremarkable as they had been before the men from London had come. It was hard for Frank Perry to believe that anything had changed, but it had and he knew it.


His fingernails pressed hard into the palms of his hands. He would fight to hold everything that was precious to him.


 


Meryl Perry held the umbrella over the child’s head and sheltered him all the way from the car, through the gate, up the path to the front door. The child shivered as they waited for the door to be opened. The Carstairs lived in a fine house on the main street, the only road through the village. They both worked and had good positions; she would only just have reached home, and he wouldn’t be back for an hour. The child bolted through the open door.


‘You’re a saint, Meryl. Thanks ever so.’


‘Don’t worry about it, Emma, wouldn’t let him get soaked.’


‘You wouldn’t, others might. Look, you’re drenched. You’re a sweetheart.’


‘I’m doing tomorrow, and you’re doing the rest of the week, right?’


‘Actually, Meryl, I was going to ask you – can you do all this week? It’s a real bash at work, and Barry’s in too early to take them. I’ll make it up the week after.’


‘No problem, what friends are for.’


‘You’re brilliant – don’t know what I’d do without you.’


The door closed on her. Her ankles were sodden, her stockings clammy. She liked Emma Carstairs, and Frank was Barry’s best friend. They had good times together. The school-run to Halesworth had been their first touchpoint. She hadn’t had friends, not like Emma and Barry, before she had moved to the village. She hurried back to the car, the rain lashing her while she furled the umbrella. Off again, taking Donna home. She turned by the village hall, then went back past the church and up the lane to the council houses. She dropped Donna at her front gate.


‘Thanks so much, Mrs Perry.’


‘You’d have drowned at the bus stop.’


‘Vince didn’t stop, nor that stuck-up Mary Wroughton.’


‘Leave off, Donna – probably they didn’t see you.’


‘I’d have ruined my hair, you’re really kind.’


‘And I’ll see you next week, when Frank and I are out.’


‘Always enjoy babysitting at yours, Mrs Perry. Thanks again.’


The girl was out of the car and running for her front door. Her Stephen was scowling beside her, but he was eight and any child of that age objected to babysitters. She poked him, he put his tongue out at her, and they both laughed. He’d had behavioural problems in the city, but not since they had moved to the village; the best thing she could have done for Stephen was bring him here. She drove back into the village. There were no cars in front of Mrs Fairbrother’s, no guests checked in. Past the Martindales’ pub, too early to be open. Vince’s van was outside his terraced house, strange that he hadn’t seen Donna at the bus stop. Dominic Evans, he was always nice to her, was running back into his shop with the ice-cream sign, probably going to shut up early, he was always helpful, and Euan. She parked as close as possible to their front gate and Stephen scampered for the door. Peggy’s bicycle was askew against the Wroughtons’ garage door. Meryl was locking her car, umbrella perched over her head, as Peggy came down the Wroughtons’ path.


‘Meryl, hold on.’


‘Yes, Peggy.’


‘I’ve that typing for you – you said you would?’


‘Of course I did.’


‘For the Red Cross and the Wildlife.’


‘No problem.’


‘Can’t thank you enough, don’t know what I did before you came. Oh, Meryl, you couldn’t manage the Institute’s minutes? Fanny’s got an awful cold – I think there’s a lot of it about.’


‘I’ll do it.’


‘Thanks, Meryl.’


‘You should get on home, Peggy. You look like a hose has been turned on you.’


‘I tell you, Meryl, those people seeing Frank when you were out – they drove right through a puddle, could have avoided it. I used the F-word and all. Quite made my day, using the F-word.’


Stephen had left the door open and the rain was driving on to the hall tiles. She took off her coat and shook it hard outside. She called, ‘Frank, we’re home.’


‘I’m in the kitchen.’


There was no light on downstairs. Stephen would have gone straight to his room, for his books and his toys. She went into the kitchen. He sat at the kitchen table, but it was too dark for her to see his face.


‘You all right, love?’


‘Fine.’


‘Had a busy day?’


‘No.’


‘Visitors?’


‘No, no visitors.’


It was the first time in the four years she had known him that she could have proved he had lied. She said she would make a pot of tea, and switched on the light.


 


Kicking a cat would have been too easy, and beating his balding head against a wall would have been poor satisfaction. Littelbaum wondered if they knew in Audubon, west Iowa, the good, solidly ignorant folk, as they scratched a living and paid taxes, where their sweat money went. Did they know in California or South Carolina where it ended? In Texas? In Montana? If it were not for the tax money, Saddam Hussein might have been in Dhahran and the ayatollahs might have made it to Riyadh. And they treated him, the representative of those taxpayers, like a dog’s turd, but he kept smiling. All day he had waited at the guarded headquarters of General Intelligence, and been shuffled between various air-conditioned offices. They offered him fruit juice and cake, polite talk, and he had achieved nothing.


The prisoner – for Littelbaum he was a number, 87/41 – had most probably been below him all through that day, in the basement holding-cells. It was the fifth time he had tried to win access to the prisoner, without success. The man would be in the cells, and maybe his mother would not recognize him. Maybe he was without fingernails. Maybe a fine cord had been knotted tightly round his penis while water was poured down his throat.


Littelbaum did not have the name of the man he hunted, nor the face. He had footprints. The prisoner might have told him the name, described the face.


His driver took him back to the embassy. He could demand time of the ambassador and shout a bit, and the ambassador would shrug and mouth sympathy. He could send another protest signal to the Hoover building, and it would be filed along with the rest.


Later, he would be in his windowless office behind the bombproof door guarded by the young Marine, and he would stand in front of the big wall map of the region, with his herringbone jacket loose on his shoulders, and look at the footprints, at the bright-headed pins. It took two weeks, from the event, for Littelbaum to be able to put another pin in the map, to mark another footprint. From the pins hung little paper flags, carrying a date. For two and a half years he had followed the footprints, and they made a pattern for him.


There was a digital mobile telephone that made scrambled, voice-protected calls from and to an office in Tehran of the Ministry of Information and Security. The computers could not break through the scrambled conversations but they could locate and identify the position from which the call had originated or been answered. His pins, with their carefully dated flags, were scattered over the map surface of Iran and Saudi Arabia. It was two and a half years since the explosion at the National Guard barracks in Riyadh in which five of his countrymen had died; the pin was there and dated the day before it happened. Two years since the lorry bomb at the Khobar Tower airforce base outside Dhahran had killed nineteen Americans, and that date pin was there, the day before the massacre. Each atrocity enabled him to track a man without a name and without a face.


It took two weeks for the computer to log the locations. There was a pin in the Empty Quarter, dated forty-three days back, and he had bypassed every bureaucratic instruction, ignored every standing order, worked the contact game, won the one-time favour, tasked the Marine Corps helicopters and the Saudi National Guardsmen, and still been too damned late. And there was a pin in international waters along the trade route between Abu Dhabi and the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas.


No name, no face, only footprints for Duane Littelbaum to follow as if he were a shambling, slow-going bloodhound.


Mary-Ellen brought him the day’s communications from the cypher section, and coffee. Sometimes she put whiskey in it, which, in this arrogant, ungrateful, corrupt country, was almost a beheading offence. She was blue chip, with a Ph.D., old money off Long Island, and she seemed to regard it as her life’s work to look after a middle-aged man from poor farm stock out of Audubon in west Iowa.


It took sixteen days from the time the antennae or the dishes sucked in the streams of digital information for the computers to locate the positioning of the receiver, and transmit it to Duane Littelbaum. She passed him two pins and two dated flags. Mary-Ellen was too short to reach that far up the wall map into northern Iran. He grunted and stretched. He drove home the pins where there were two tight clusters.


He drank the coffee.


She said, and he did not need her to tell him, ‘It’s where he always goes. He calls from Alamut, then the next day from Qasvin, then silence, then the call again, then the killing. It’s what he always does . . .’


‘That paper we got, the burned paper, what did Quantico scratch out of that?’


She shrugged, as if the Hoover building hadn’t bothered to report back what the forensics at Quantico had learned.


‘He’s going for a killing, yes?’


‘It’s what the footprints say. He calls from Qasvin and the day before from Alamut, like it’s his ritual. Then he moves and then he kills.’


 


Hasan-i-Sabah had called for a volunteer to strike down a vizier. A young man without fear had stepped forward and Nizam al-Mulk was stabbed to death as he was carried in a litter to his wives’ tent. Hasan-i-Sabah had inscribed, ‘The killing of this devil is the beginning of bliss.’


The words had been written 906 years before, in the place where the man now sat. Every wall of the mountain fortress constructed by Hasan-i-Sabah was now broken. It was the eighth time he had climbed the mountain, taken the narrow path used only by the sheep, wild goats and foraging wolves over the scree slope. The drop beneath him did not frighten him, but if he had slipped on any of those climbs he would have died. He was two thousand metres above sea level, perched on a small rock high over the valley. It was where he found strength.


Among the fallen stones of the fortress, it was difficult for him to imagine it as it had been. In the valley had been the Garden of Paradise. In the fortress had been the discipline of self-sacrifice and obedience. The young men who gazed down on the garden and learned their skills in the fortress were the Fida’is. Their trade was killing. They understood their duty, and the personal sacrifice it required. They yearned for their reward, a place in the Garden of Paradise, where there were groves of sweet fruit trees, clear tumbling streams and women of great beauty. He had slept in a tent by a small fire, and at dawn had packed up and started his climb on the path over the scree. Whether in sunshine, or in the winter’s mists, whether the snow had fallen and the path was treacherous, he made that pilgrimage to the destroyed fortress. He would reach it and sit for hours with the silence of the valley below him and consider the mission he had been given, the requirement for obedience and self-sacrifice, and the reward of a martyr’s glory. When the sun lowered or the clouds darkened, he would make the call on the digital phone given him by the man who was like a father to him, like Hasan-i-Sabah had been to the Fida’is, and he would start the descent. He would reach the four-wheel-drive vehicle as darkness fell and drive back to the camp at Qasvin. From Qasvin, he would start on his journey as, long ago, the Fida’is had started theirs.


 


‘What’s the matter with it?’


He put down his fork noisily.


‘Isn’t it good enough for you?’


He pushed away the plate. Now he looked down at the table mat.


‘It’s not much – it’s what Stephen likes. A bit late to start complaining, you’ve had it before.’


He’d cut through half a sausage and eaten it. He’d forked a few chips, and hardly any of the beans.


‘What’s the problem, Frank?’


Her boy had cleared his plate. He had a muted fear in his eyes, a child’s loathing of adults’ argument.


‘All right, it’s not much, but I had a long day. I did that typing . . . Come on, Frank, what’s it about?’


He shook his head, jerked it from side to side.


‘Are you ill? Do you want an aspirin?’


Again he shook his head, more slowly.


‘For God’s sake, Frank, what is going on?’


There was the violent scrape of Stephen’s chair as the boy fled the kitchen, the clatter of his feet on the stairs. Then his bedroom door slammed.


‘You know what? He did really well in his English assessment, better than he’s done before. He was bubbling to tell you but he didn’t have the chance, did he? Come on, Frank, you’re always so good with him.’


His head was sunk in his hands.


They hadn’t spoken, not properly, since she had come home and had recognized the lie. She had been in the kitchen, doing the typing for Peggy before cooking supper, and he had been in the living room.


He still hadn’t put a light on. He had turned his chair away from the unlit fire and the television so that he could sit and stare out of the window. Dusk had come early and he hadn’t drawn the curtains. He gazed out on to the green and the street light on the far side. He had not listened to the news bulletin, as he usually did, or opened the paper she had brought him.


Meryl had never known him lie, and she felt a desperate anxiety. When she had met Frank Perry, four years before, she had been a single mother without a name for her son’s father, working in a small company in east London, pushing paper, when he had come to advise on the engineering required for the heating system in the old factory floor. He’d made her laugh, and, God, it had been a long time since anyone else had. Next week, when Donna came to babysit, they were going out to celebrate the fourth anniversary, 3 April, since she and Stephen had come to the village with their cases, all that they owned, and moved into the house that she and Frank had found. Living here, with him, she would have said, had given her and Stephen the best years of their lives.


She touched and tugged at her fair hair nervously. ‘Is it about me?’


‘No.’


She took Stephen’s plate, stacked it under hers. ‘Is it about him? Has he said something – done something?’


‘No.’


‘It’s about you?’


‘My problem,’ he said. His words were muffled through his hands.


‘Aren’t you going to tell me?’


‘When I’m ready.’


She was up from the table, carrying away the plates. ‘Of course, we’re not husband and wife. We’re only man and woman with a bastard child. Makes a difference, doesn’t it?’


‘Don’t talk such rubbish, don’t hurt yourself.’


‘Frank, look at me. Is it what we don’t talk about? Is it that forbidden area, the past? Two men came, and you lied. Did they come out of the past?’


He pushed back his chair, took the plates from her and put them in the sink. He held her close against him and his hands were gentle on her hair. He kissed her eyes as tears welled. ‘Just give me time, please . . . I have to have time.’ He gave her his handkerchief, then went upstairs to Stephen’s room to ask about his English assessment.


She tipped the food from his plate into the bin, wiped the table, then went back to typing the Institute’s minutes and the details of the Wildlife Field Day and the Red Cross bring-and-buy morning.


She heard him talking with her boy. Because two men had come from the past and he had lied, she thought, somewhere in the darkness outside the window there was danger.


 


The previous evening, four men and a woman from the Mujahiddin-e-Khalq had been brought in a closed lorry to the camp at Qasvin. Normally it was the corpses of executed criminals – rapists, drug-dealers and murderers – that were dumped at the Abyek camp, but because the four men and one woman were filth and apostates they were alive. He had heard them singing in their cell in the night, low, chanting voices.


They had headed north from the training base in southern Iraq and crossed the frontier in the mountains between Saqqez and Mahabad, and been ambushed by the pasdars. Most of the raiding party had fled, but five had been captured. After interrogation, trial and sentence, they had been brought to the Abyek camp at Qasvin.


Normally the corpses were propped against bare wood chairs or low walls of sandbags but once, when an airforce officer had been found guilty of spying for the Great Satan, he had been offered as live target practice.


It was not a camp like a military compound but was constructed as a small town, on the outskirts of Qasvin. It was a miniature Babel, for the recruits spoke in many dialects, with a sprawl of concrete houses and shops, a market that sold vegetables, meat and rice, and a mosque. For many years the Abyek camp had deceived the spy satellites of the Americans, but no longer. Now there was stricter security around the perimeter and greater caution on all methods of communication. Only the best, the most determined, of the Palestinians, Lebanese, Turks, Saudis, Algerians and Egyptians were brought to the camp to finish their training.


Many came to watch, marshalled by their instructors into small groups of their own nationality. In front of them, in the sandscape that stretched to the perimeter wire and then the open country, were the low heaps of sandbags and the chairs. He wore a scarf across his face. Even the most dedicated and determined of the recruits might be captured, interrogated, might not have the resolve of those who had gone from the mountain at Alamut. He did not cock his Kalashnikov automatic rifle until the terrorists were brought out from their cell and were within hearing range of the metal scrape. They were not blindfolded.


They were led to the chairs and the sandbags. Their ankles were not tied. The airforce officer who had spied for the Great Satan had tried to run, which had made for a better shot. It would be good if some of them ran. They were between thirty metres and a hundred metres from him. They were denounced by the commander of the camp, who read from a page of text. There was a silence and the sun caught their bared faces. He shot two with a short burst and saw them spill over, dead. He fired a long burst into another, a dozen rounds, and watched as the body kicked in spasm. He used many shots on the fourth man, but his mind was clear enough to reckon when he had one bullet left. She was furthest away, the last. She stared back at him. None of the men had given him the satisfaction of running, and neither did she. He shot her in the forehead, and she fell backwards. There was applause. He cleared his weapon, and walked away.


As the recruits blasted at the corpses – it hardened them to fire at real bodies – he made a call on his digital telephone. He was ready to begin his journey.


 


‘I cannot fashion it out of nothing. I can only pass on what I’ve been given by the Americans, and I’ve done that. I’ve gone to the edge of my remit. If you can’t shift him, that’s your problem.’


Penny Flowers had cycled over from Vauxhall Cross to Thames House; a rucksack and a mauve helmet sat beside her chair. It was the end of her day and she was tired, Geoff Markham thought. She wanted out and the ride home. She was older than him, and more senior. She didn’t acknowledge his presence. He sat at the far end of the table and took the minutes of the meeting.


‘May I just go over the ground once more. Stop me if I’m wrong. We have FBI material . . . on a raid into the Saudi desert, following an intercepted but scrambled telephone link. They miss their target but retrieve sheets of burned paper, which are sent to their laboratories for examination.’


Barnaby Cox was a high-flier, and Geoff Markham had heard it said often enough that promotion had come too fast for his slender ability. He headed G Branch, with responsibility for the prevention of Islamic terrorism and subversive activity in the United Kingdom. His route to survival, as Markham had heard it, was a dogged pursuit of detail and a fierce avoidance of decision-taking. The weight of responsibility had prematurely aged his features and greyed his hair.


‘Which is what I told you yesterday afternoon, Barney. Their forensics came up with the name of Frank Perry, in capitals, Roman characters, a date and time, and a wharf number in the port at Abu Dhabi, in Arabic. There was a secondary call the next day from a position located as mid-Gulf, between Abu Dhabi and Bandar Abbas. The Americans checked the name – Frank Perry – with their own computers, drew blank, tried us. We registered, it’s what I told you yesterday.’


It was not Harry Fenton’s style to show deference to the younger man who had leapfrogged him on the advancement ladder. Fenton was back on tried and trusted home territory. He had private means and didn’t care about the pension, but he had failed that day and there was an exaggerated edge to his voice. Geoff Markham doodled on his pad, waiting for something of value to note.


‘Unless I’m given facts from which a threat-level assessment can be made, there’s not really much point in me sitting here. Resources don’t grow on trees. Frankly, it’s pathetic that a man at risk cannot be persuaded to move to a safer berth.’ The superintendent from Special Branch spoke. He had come into the room and jerked off his jacket, ready for a fight. He was already bored. Geoff Markham knew the spat for influence between the Branch and the Services was already explosive. It amused him to watch.


‘Fatal, the use of businessmen, never worth it,’ Cox mumbled.


‘He’s simply a silly little man without the wit to know when he’s being offered common sense,’ Harry Fenton said. ‘But we, dammit, are obliged to react.’


‘I’ll need some facts, if it’s to come out of my budget,’ the superintendent shot back.


So, pass the load to Geoff Markham. The junior would write a report, and decisions could be suspended until it was circulated. Beside his doodles of Victorian gravestones, with a couple of church steeples, he wrote down Penny Flowers’s extension number at Vauxhall Cross and the policeman’s number at Scotland Yard. He left them, as a whisky bottle was lifted out of the cabinet, and went back to his cubby-hole between the partitions on the outer walls of the open-plan area used by G/4.


There was a photograph, blown up by the copier, above his desk. The Ayatollah Khomeini glowered down at him, fixed him with a cold, unwavering stare. It was good to have the picture. It helped him to understand: the image on the wall was better than anything he read or was told. It was a snapshot of suspicion and hostility. He rang Vicky to tell her he couldn’t make dinner. She was giving him the treatment, and he put the phone down on her, didn’t bother to continue a scrap with her. He opened the file on his desk and gazed at the three useless sheets of paper that dealt with an identity change five years previously. Nothing was in the file about a life and a name before that change. They’d gone down to the country at half cock, underprepared, the familiar story. He rang Vicky back, made his peace, and said at what time he would meet her.


He wrote on a sheet of paper the questions he would have to answer if he were to write a decent report. What was the history of Frank Perry? What had he done and when did he do it? What were the consequences of Frank Perry’s actions? What should be the threat-level assessment? What was the source of the American information? What was the timetable for an attempt at a killing? The one thing he wouldn’t write was that he’d rather liked Frank Perry.


The area was quiet, the partitioned sections either side of him empty. The face above him peered down. The eyes, long dead, preserved in the photograph, were without mercy. He rang Registry, told them what he needed. Geoff Markham lived a good safe life, and he wondered how it would be if he were alone and threatened by the enmity of those eyes.


 


He walked along Main Street. The rain had eased, left only a trace in the gathering wind. There were few street lights and no cars moving. He did not know what he would tell her or when. He could recall each day and each hour, five years back, of the first month after he had left the cul-de-sac house in Newbury with his two suitcases; two days with the minders in an empty officer’s quarters in the garrison camp at Warminster; four days with the minders in a furnished house at the Clifton end of Bristol; five days with the minders in a hotel on hard times outside Norwich, after which they had left. Two more days, alone, in that hotel, then three weeks in a guest house in Bournemouth, then the start of the search for something permanent, and the absorption of the new identity, the move to a flat in south-east London. In those first days, he had felt a desperate sense of shamed loneliness, had yearned to call his wife and son, the partners at the office, the customers in his appointments diary. In those endless briefings on his new identity, for hour after hour, Penny Flowers had demanded he put the old life behind him. She had no small talk, but emphasized coldly, and reiterated, that if he broke cover he would be found, and if he were found he would be killed. And then she’d gone with the minders, had cut him off, left him, and the night they had gone he, a grown man, had wept on his bed.


‘Evening, Frank.’


He spun, coiled, tense. He gazed at the shadow.


‘Only me – seen a ghost? Sorry, did I startle you? It’s Dominic.’


‘Afraid you did – obvious, was it?’


‘Like I was going to shoot you. Just taking the dog out . . . I hear Peggy’s lumbered Meryl with the typing for the Wildlife Field Day. It’s very good of her. I was doing the group’s accounts this evening – your donation was really generous, thanks. Prefer to say it myself than just send a little letter.’


‘Don’t think about it.’


‘It’s worth saying. It was a good day when you and Meryl came here – wish all the “foreigners” slotted in as easily.’


‘We love it here.’


‘Can’t beat friends, can you?’


‘No, I don’t think you can.’


‘Well, we’ve had our little piddle, time to be getting back, and sorry I startled you – Oh, did Meryl tell you about the field day, for the Wildlife, in May? And the RSPB lecture we’ve got coming up? Hope you can come to both. We’re doing the marsh harriers on Southmarsh for the field day – any time now they’re back from Africa. It’s an incredible migration – fierce little brutes, killers, but beautiful with it. Better be getting back. Goodnight, Frank.’


The footsteps shuffled away into the night. Dominic seemed to love the dog as much as he did Euan. Perry walked on and took the path beside the course of the old river, now silted and narrow, and across the north edge of Southmarsh. He climbed, slipping and sliding, over the huge barrier of stones the sea had thrown up and went down on to the beach. His feet gouged in the sand, wet from the receding tide. From between the fast cloud that carried the last of the slashing rain moonlight pierced the darkness around him. The silence was broken only by the hissing of the sea on the shingle. He scanned for a ship’s lights, but there was nothing. He did not know what he would tell her of the past, nor what she should know of the future.


He walked in the darkness, grinding his feet into the fine pebbles and the emptied shells. He turned his back to the sea. The great black holes of Southmarsh and Northmarsh were around the clustered lights of the village. He felt a sense of safety, of belonging. It was his home. He moved on, retraced his steps, and came back into the village. Brisk footsteps were hurrying towards him, a bouncing torchbeam lit the pavement, then soared and found his face.


‘Hello, Frank, it’s Basil. Choir practice drifted on, why I’m late out, and – same as you, I suppose – I felt like a prisoner in the vicarage with that dreadful rain today. Got to get out, get a bit of air before bed.’


‘Evening, Mr Hackett.’


‘Please, Frank, not the formality, not among friends – even those, forgive me, whom I do not see on Sundays!’


‘A deserved slap on the wrist.’


‘Not to worry – it’s what people do that matters, not where they’re seen to be. If all my worshippers were as involved in the welfare of the village as you and Meryl, I’d be a happier man . . . You look a bit drawn, had bad news?’


‘Everything’s fine.’


‘Before I forget, I hear Meryl’s visiting Mrs Hopkins. She’s very kind, a great help to that lady, awful when arthritis cripples an active woman – and I’ve got you down for churchyard grass-cutting this summer, on my rota.’


‘No problem.’


‘Well, bed beckons. ‘Night, Frank.’


‘Goodnight.’


He walked across the wet grass of the green towards the light above the front door and his home. He still did not know what he would tell her, or when.










Chapter 3


The atmosphere hung like gas, poisoned, in the house, and had for three days and three evenings. It clung to the rooms, eddied into each corner, was inescapable. They went their own ways, as if the atmosphere dictated that they should separate themselves from each other. The stench of the silence they carried with them was in the furniture, in their clothes, and had seeped into their minds.


He stood on the green, beyond his front gate, and gazed out over the rooftops towards the expanse of the gunmetal grey sea.


Stephen came down the stairs each morning, gulped half of his usual breakfast, and waited by the door for his mother to take him to school, or by the gate for the other half of the school-run to collect him. He came home in the afternoons and bolted for his room, came down for supper, then fled upstairs again. The atmosphere between his mother and his stepfather had filtered into his room. Twice, from the bottom of the stairs, Perry had heard him weeping.


It was a bright morning, there would be rain later, and the wind brought a chill from the east.


Since he had pleaded for time Meryl had not spoken of his problem. She was brisk with him, and busy. She called shrilly to him for his meals, dumped his food in front of him, made sharp, meaningless conversation while they ate. It was as if they competed to be the first to finish what she had cooked so that the charade of normality might be over more quickly. If he spread work papers on the table in the kitchen then she was in the living room with her embroidery. If she had an excuse to be out, she took it, spent all of one of the three days helping with the nursery class and staying late at school to scrub the floor. He knew that she loved the house and the village, and that she feared that both were being pulled, by the poison, from her. They slept at night in the same bed, back to back, apart. The space between them was cold. She had looked into his face once, the only time that her eyes had flared in anger, when she’d pushed him aside and run up the stairs to her son’s room, in answer to his weeping.


He watched the gulls flying lazily over the sea, and felt jealous that such matters did not trouble them.


His life, many times, in those three days, played in Frank Perry’s mind. He remembered his many friends at Shiraz, where the gases were mixed, before the project’s move to Bandar Abbas, where the warheads were constructed, and more friends there. They had entertained him and kissed his cheeks when he gave them gifts, and were deceived. At the thought of his betrayal, he screamed silently across the winter-yellowed grass of the green, and the rooftops where the first smoke of the day crawled from the chimneys, and the open depth of the sea. It was not his fault: he hadn’t been given a chance to do otherwise.


Emma Carstairs drove up, smiling and chirpy. She pushed the door open and belted her horn. Stephen ran past, without looking at him, and dived for the car as if to escape.


Frank heard Meryl’s brisk shout behind him. The car drove away. There was a call for him. The Home Office in London. He went back into the house and heard her washing up the breakfast things. She hadn’t asked him why the Home Office had rung. He picked up the telephone.


 


He felt like a Philby or a George Blake. Bettany, who had rotted in gaol on an Official Secrets Act sentence, would have felt like this when he’d made his first communication with the Soviets. He took the phone card from his wallet. Geoff Markham had come out of Thames House, doubled back behind the building, scurried up Horseferry Road for the first bank of telephones. The brewery answered, through to Marketing, a shout for Vicky. He felt he was breaking faith, and the furtiveness exhilarated him. He told her that the bank was giving him an interview for a place in investment brokerage; his application had been shortlisted down to the last three. She squealed, she said he was brilliant. He gave her the details. She growled that she would bloody murder him if he blew it and started on about her teaching him interview technique. She had wanted him out of what she called that creepy job and into proper work since they’d first shared a bed. He rang off. He wouldn’t have dared make that call inside Thames House. He felt elation that he had been short-listed, and the same sense of shame as when he’d sent off the application to the bank with the necessarily limited personal background. It was what Vicky had told him to do – she had torn the job advertisement from the Situations Vacant.
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