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SUMMER, 2014

There were three of them, squatting uneasily on the stone-littered, reddish-brown soil while the sun blazed down. There was no mercy in the heat of the Syrian afternoon. Sweat beaded the faces of the prisoners, who had their heads bowed, hands bound behind their backs. Dark emerald cypress trees stood to attention like servile guards flanking the figure of a young gunman. He was tall and lean, his oversized combat jacket hanging loosely on his slight frame.

‘Well, Majid,’ his commander chuckled, ‘what do we do with these three? Any thoughts?’

Majid stared blankly at the man everybody knew as Omar. He was short and wiry with shaggy, black hair and a thick, untrimmed beard. There was a hidden meaning prowling behind his words.

‘You look confused, Majid. Have you forgotten what they are doing here? Look at them. They bore arms against us.’

Omar kicked at their abandoned weapons and Majid instinctively raised his XM15 semi-automatic rifle to his chest, as if presenting it for inspection. What was he meant to do? Omar was still trying to prise the correct response out of his young comrade.

‘In taking sides against the mujahideen of the Islamic State, they have declared themselves apostates. They are false Muslims. Don’t you agree, Majid?’

For just a moment, Majid’s gaze strayed to his left as he examined the faces of his fellow fighters. They were outwardly impassive, but he could read the raw fright in their eyes. He had fought alongside the captured men. He saw them as comrades in a common struggle.

‘Did they not turn their weapons on us, Majid?’

Majid remembered the sudden firefight as a messy dispute about territory, an outbreak of hostilities with no clear cause, no obvious right or wrong. He had been hoping it would be easily resolved. What was the point of brothers’ blood being shed in anger? One of Omar’s most trusted fighters was leaning against a lone chinaberry tree, recording the scene with a hand-held camcorder. Now Majid got it. This was a test. He nodded briefly.

‘Did they not kill two of your comrades?’

The answer was yes. Their bodies lay barely twenty metres away, crumpled on the parched earth, eyes staring up at the sky.

‘Then you know what to do.’

Majid mustered a protest. ‘I came here to heal, not to kill my brothers.’

‘Only God can truly heal, Majid. If you want to save lives, you must do what is necessary.’

A man at the back of the group murmured something inaudible. Omar turned. His finger stroked the trigger of his automatic weapon.

‘Something to say?’

There was no reply. Only a fool would argue with Omar. He stared at the watching fighters, eyes alive with pent-up rage. Everybody knew Omar was pressing Majid’s buttons, trying to get a reaction, but they didn’t know why. The scene was still being recorded. Omar turned his attention back to Majid.

‘Is there a problem?’

By way of reply, Majid pressed the muzzle of his rifle against the back of the first captive’s head.

‘No problem.’

He knew that to refuse Omar was to die. Majid struggled to keep his grip firm. His hand was shaking. His mind screamed, but he dared not put his thoughts into words. Majid’s finger was still lingering over the trigger when something attracted his attention, a silvery grey dart in the flawless, azure sky. The roar of an engine alerted the men to one of the regime’s MiG-29 jet fighters.

The first of the aircraft’s rockets was on its way before anyone could move. Flame flickered in the trail of dark smoke. There was the chatter of small arms fire and cries of ‘Allahu Akbar’ then the world exploded in smoke and fire. Like a tidal wave, a blast of raw energy swept over the landscape. An ear-splitting thunderclap announced a direct hit on the fighters’ exposed position. The camera recording the scene continued to run.

When the smoke cleared not one man was left standing.
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WEDNESDAY, 29TH JUNE

Amir is alone. He has got used to his own company. After all, what is the alternative? This is what his dad means by a new start, life without his friends. He has lived in a bubble of resentment for over a year now, as the family moved from flat to dingy flat. A crow distracts him, flapping clumsily over the yard then vanishing over the rooftops. He notices the boy in the black hoodie, sagging against the chain-link fencing. They are in the same set for English and Maths.

What are you looking at? Amir wonders. Do you know something?

Nikel has been watching Amir for some time. He wants to come over, but he is shy. His school uniform is dry-cleaned, his tie neatly knotted. Most of the kids have theirs pulled loose in protest at the school’s latest attempt to impose a dress code. Yes, Nikel’s a good boy, follows the rules, obeys his parents. Amir’s dad would approve.

‘Do you want something?’

Nikel looks startled.

‘Well, do you?’

Nikel shrugs and comes over, takes a seat on the bench next to Amir and turns to look at him.

‘You’ve been here a couple of months.’

Amir pulls a face. ‘Observant, aren’t you?’

‘But you don’t join in. You keep yourself to yourself.’

It’s Amir’s turn to stare.

‘Right. I like my own company.’

‘No, I don’t think that’s it.’

Amir’s brow crumples. ‘What’s with you? Since when do you decide what I do or don’t think?’

Nikel stands with his hands in his pockets. ‘I’ve been watching you.’

Nikel’s calm response wrong-foots Amir.

‘Are you some kind of amateur detective? I told you, I keep myself to myself.’

By now, there’s the hint of a smile playing around Nikel’s mouth, as if he can read minds.

‘I’ve seen you watching the other kids. You’re the sociable type, but all this time you’ve been on the edge of things. Your sister’s making friends. No, something is holding you back. Am I warm?’

The crow is back. Amir avoids Nikel’s gaze.

‘You don’t know a thing about me.’

‘Right,’ Nikel answers. ‘I don’t, but you’re not used to being a loner, I can tell that much.’

‘How do you come to that conclusion, Sherlock?’

‘Because I am a loner. I recognise the type, and you’re not it.’

Amir leans back and considers Nikel.

‘You’re weird, you know that?’

Nikel chuckles. ‘So people say.’ He flicks a glance across the yard to a group of girls. Two of them are wearing hijab. A third is white, with strawberry blonde hair whipping in the wind.

‘So you’re twins, right, you and Nasima?’

He is nodding in the direction of the tallest girl.

‘That’s right, Nas is fifteen minutes older than me. She thinks she is ten years wiser.’ Amir folds his arms in a show of mock suspicion. ‘Fancy her, do you?’

‘What if I did?’

‘Oh, I’d have to kick the crap out of you. You’re not Muslim.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Just do.’ He makes a series of passes with his hands. ‘We have a secret sign, like the Freemasons.’

Nikel watches Amir’s expression then laughs and punches his arm.

‘That’s a wind-up. You invented it.’

Amir grins.

‘Had you going for a minute though, didn’t I? I’d still kick your head in if you made a move on my sister.’

‘Because I’m not Muslim?’

‘Nah, because you’re a freak of nature, geek boy.’ Amir considers Nikel. ‘So what’s your background? Indian?’

‘British.’

‘Yeah, yeah, we’re all British. You know what I’m asking. What about your parents?’

‘British.’

‘Oh, come on, give me a break. What’s your …’ Inverted- comma fingers. ‘… heritage?’

Nikel gives in.

‘My grandparents came from India. Goa.’

‘So you’re Hindu – elephant-headed gods and all that?’

‘Catholic.’

‘No way! In India?’

There’s a gust of wind and Nikel zips up his jacket.

‘Yes, it’s a Portuguese thing. They settled, generations back, and brought their religion with them.’

‘I thought Goa was hippies and beach barbecues. People with bells round their necks, dancing barefoot on the sand.’

‘It’s got that reputation.’

Amir can see that Nikel is plucking up the courage to ask another question.

‘Go on, spit it out. What’s on your mind?’

‘How come you moved at this time of year? I mean, it’s a bit close to exams to start a new school.’

Amir has told the truth once before. It meant the family had to move on, in search of anonymity.

‘Were you born nosy?’ Amir asks, surprised that he doesn’t feel angrier about the way Nikel is interrogating him.

‘Probably. So what’s the answer?’

Amir laughs.

‘You’re not getting one.’

Because answers mean danger.

Nikel considers his refusal.

‘Fair enough.’ Then, without so much as a pause, he moves on. ‘Heard about what happened to that newsagent round the corner?’

Amir doesn’t respond. Nikel ploughs on regardless.

‘England Awakes kicked his head in the other night.’

‘How do you know it was them?’

‘They were shouting while they were beating him.’ Nikel is watching Amir’s expression. ‘So, England Awakes: you’ve heard of it?’

Amir sees angry men, Union flags, the cross of St George. ‘I don’t live on Mars. Too right wing for the EDL. Too ugly for TV. This newsagent: how badly was he hurt?’

‘Broken ribs. Fractured wrist. I smell trouble. There’s a march at the weekend. Saturday. They’ve been spraying slogans on walls. Torch the mosque, that sort of thing.’ He expects an answer. There isn’t one. ‘Anyway, the streets are going to be in lock-down. The council says the mosque can expand. England Awakes has got a campaign against it: Dump the Dome.’

Amir refuses to be drawn.

‘Catchy.’

‘Don’t you care? They put the guy in hospital.’

‘Seriously, what’s it got to do with me?’

‘You’re Muslim. They’re targeting your mosque. I thought you’d be raging.’

The bell rings to announce the end of lunchtime. Amir gets to his feet. ‘Who cares, so long as they leave me alone?’

At that moment three boys jostle their way through the crush. Nikel watches them then drops his eyes when they turn his way. Amir registers the group.

‘I’m guessing they’re not fans of multiculturalism.’

Nikel rolls his eyes, lets the group pass and sets off towards the main building.

‘Got it in one. A piece of advice: steer well clear.’
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Kate Armstrong decides to save half her Pret sandwich for later, puts the cardboard and cellophane wrapper in her bag and crosses Horseferry Road towards the Grade II listed building where she works. The monolith that houses MI5 stands on the north bank of the Thames, overlooking Lambeth Bridge. Kate is jittery. Competent as her superiors believe she is, Kate is prone to anxiety, even self-doubt. Maybe that’s what makes her so effective. She lives in a permanent state of tension. The devil, she knows, is in the detail, and Kate Armstrong is very good at detail.

She is an experienced recruiter and handler of agents. She didn’t think anything about the job could surprise her, but that was before a new arrival appeared on the scene, codename Bungee, in south-eastern Turkey. He was a bewildered young man with multiple, untreated injuries and a haunted look in his eyes.

She remembers the call from Six and instinctively glances across the Thames in the direction of the SIS building. The phone call from MI6 didn’t come from the odd, ziggurat-shaped monolith at Vauxhall Cross, but from its station in Turkey. The voice on the line belonged to Hugh Aspinall, a rising star in the security services. She had met him on a number of occasions and trusted his judgement. His opening gambit was enticing.

‘I might have something for you, Kate.’

‘Let me guess, you’ve bought me a box of baklava.’

‘Oh, this is tastier than baklava.’

‘OK,’ Kate told him, ‘you’ve dangled the bait quite long enough, thank you very much. I’m hooked. What have you got?’

‘It’s a bit of an oddity really. We took a phone call last week from the Austrian consulate in Gaziantep.’

What is this, she thought, The Sound of Music? Austria wasn’t the kind of place that came up on the radar of the security forces very often. She suppressed the urge to crack a joke about yodelling.

‘Gaziantep? I’m not familiar with the name.’

‘It’s near the Syrian border. It’s starting to get a reputation as a jihadi crossing point.’

The mention of Syria had Kate leaning forward, propping her elbows on her desk. The civil war in Syria and the spread of Islamic State insurgency through neighbouring Iraq had made the region a hotspot for international terrorism. Anticipating what Hugh was going to tell her, she had a stab at spelling it out.

‘Are you telling me one of our black-garbed friends wants out?’

‘I’m telling you that a twenty-year-old male from London by the name of Majid Sarwar recently stumbled into the Austrian consulate, much the worse for wear, and asked where he could find the nearest British Embassy.’

‘Worse for wear?’

‘As in: how the hell are you still breathing?’

‘So what did you do?’

‘After discussions with the Embassy staff, we arranged for a car to pick him up. He was badly hurt. I’ll send through some pictures. The right side of his face is a mess, half-melted by ordnance. God knows how he got as far as he did in that condition. If there is one thing we know about him, he is as tough as proverbial old boots.’

‘Or he has a lust for life.’

‘Yes, that too.’

‘He’s still just another jihadi fighter having second thoughts.’

‘Not quite. Our boy was a medical student before he took the trip to the Turkish border. He is intelligent and well-connected.’

Kate processed that last word. Well-connected?

‘And where is he now?’

‘We’re taking good care of him. He is receiving first-class medical attention. We’ve got him in a private ward and he is under twenty-four-hour guard. There is talk of plastic surgery.’

‘Reformed jihadi health insurance?’

‘He isn’t reformed yet, but we’re working on it.’

‘Fine,’ she said, ‘I’m with you so far, but what’s so special about this particular absconder? Young men and women have gone to Syria before, thinking they are defending their oppressed brothers and sisters from Assad’s war machine.’

She went on, ‘You’ve heard the Home Secretary’s recent statement. Your guy chose to come out to a war zone. No excuses, no ifs or buts, these people have a good idea what they’re getting into when they go. The government is taking a hard line. So you’ve got a jihadi who realises he’s made a mistake. He’s a big boy. Let him explain his circumstances to a court of law.’

Hugh heard her out. If a silence could be smug, that’s how Kate would have described the next few seconds.

‘OK, Hugh, I know you’ve got something else. Stop holding out on me.’

‘What if this guy is different?’ Hugh said. ‘And what if he name-dropped Bashir Mirza?’

The instant Kate heard the name, the back of her neck prickled. Bashir’s activities had set off all kinds of alarms before he went missing several months earlier.

‘And what,’ Hugh concluded with a flourish, ‘if the name David Obi, aka Abu Rashid, also came up in conversations?’

By then Kate was salivating. Bashir and Abu Rashid continued to rumble ominously on the radar. They had come up in a briefing only a week earlier. If the absconder knew how to get to them, he could be a vital asset.

‘In that case,’ she said, ‘I would be very interested. I might even put in a request for a business class ticket to Istanbul.’

‘So you would like to work together on this project?’ Hugh asked.

‘It’s a distinct possibility,’ Kate answered.

 

She remembers everything about that fateful phone call: the muddy light in her office, the drone of the traffic, the wail of the police siren in the distance. 7 July, 2005 was over a decade ago, but the wound was fresh. Kate had been new to the job then. She had been on leave and was driving back to London when the overhead signs lit up all along the motorway. The message is imprinted on her: AVOID LONDON. AREA CLOSED.

That summer’s morning, fifty-two innocent people were killed and seven hundred were injured. The thought of a repeat attack haunted Kate and every one of her colleagues. A motto was established. We have to get lucky every time. The terrorists only have to get lucky once.

She returns to her desk, remembers her sandwich and starts to eat. She chews thoughtfully and picks up the framed photograph of her husband and daughters. She finds herself smiling, remembering the way they burst through the door and leapt on the bed that morning. Then an image fills her mind: a fire flash, spraying glass, a roiling mass of flame and smoke. She imagines her family’s faces curling and blackening, then being blown away like ash. It takes something big to keep Kate awake at night, but this image is one of them.

In a few minutes she will put a call through to her immediate superior, Jennifer Sherbourne. It is over a year since Majid Sarwar came into her life. He has come good with his promise to contact Bashir Mirza.

Now it is time to activate him.
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It is nine miles as the crow flies from Thames House to the cramped, rented flat above a Turkish restaurant in north London where Amir Sarwar lives with his twin sister and their parents. From Thames House, the view is of London’s history, power and majesty. It is just two miles to the Houses of Parliament, another half a mile past that to Buckingham Palace. Every way you turn there are echoes of the past. In contrast, the streets around the flat are a jumble. Here, people concentrate on making ends meet. A forty-five-minute drive from Kate Armstrong’s office overlooking the river, Nasima is beating her twin brother up the stairs.

‘Loser!’ she teases, as she turns her key in the lock.

‘You are really sad,’ Amir sighs, tossing his bag on the sofa.

Nasima wishes Amir wasn’t so subdued. He has been this way for months and he doesn’t show any sign of snapping out of it. She doesn’t say anything. She has had to get used to his moods. Once upon a time, it was three of them jostling through the door after a sprint along the street. Majid and Amir were thick as thieves back then. Nasima hears their voices as if Majid were still here.

‘I gave you a twenty-metre start and I still beat you home.’ Majid boasted.

‘You wait until I’m your age,’ Amir yelled.

Majid, wrapped his arm round his younger brother’s neck.

‘You’ll never be my age, you idiot.’

Amir, squirmed in the headlock: ‘You know what I mean.’

Nasima’s eyes sting as she remembers.

‘We’re home,’ she calls, knowing Majid will never be home again. A hand of darkness took him.

‘Do you really think I didn’t hear you coming?’ her mum answers. ‘You thunder up those stairs like a pair of baby elephants.’

Amir peers round the kitchen door where she is browning chicken in onion, ginger and garlic paste.

‘It isn’t our fault. There’s no carpet on those stairs. I thought Dad was supposed to bring it up with the landlord. How long are we going to be in this dump anyway?’

‘Once we have a buyer for our house, we will start looking for somewhere. This is only short-term. We won’t be here forever, Amir.’

‘That’s what you said in the last flat and the one before that. When do we get to settle down? It’s a year since we had a normal life.’

Mum sighs.

‘Why do we have to have this discussion over and over again? When your brother shamed us, we had no choice but to look for somewhere else to live.’

‘You’re the one who had to open his mouth and tell somebody who we were,’ Nasima reminds him. ‘That’s why we had to move the last time.’

Amir scowls.

‘That’s right, blame me.’

‘I’m not blaming you,’ Nasima says. ‘I’m just saying there’s a reason for all the moves.’

‘We could have kept our heads up,’ Amir protests, ‘and stayed where we were. The only reason we’re doing this is Dad’s pride.’

Amir growls his frustration. ‘Majid, Majid, Majid. That’s all I ever hear. When are you going to accept that he’s dead and gone?’

‘Amir, that’s enough!’

He sees his mum’s chin tremble and rushes an apology.

‘I’m sorry, Ammi-ji. I didn’t mean it. You know I didn’t mean it. That was thoughtless.’ His arms flop at his sides. He didn’t want to hurt her. He wanted … he wanted what was no longer possible. ‘I’m just fed up of living like this.’
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