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 ‘The dead bell,


The dead bell,


 


Somebody’s done for.’


Sylvia Plath, ‘Death & Co’










Chapter 1


In search of Angry Bear


There is something obscene about the manner of their arrival.


Jude Lyon, an officer with the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), flies into Central Africa on a Boeing A380 double-decker with air stewardesses who swish down the aisles in tight-fitting Christian Lacroix-designed uniforms of an ‘aeronautical’ style. Even in Economy the seats are comfortable, the wine is full-bodied, and the cheese is on the cusp of runny.


The wingspan of the plane is so wide that the tips extend over the chaotic encampment that presses up to edge of the runway and threatens to spill onto it in a floodtide of human misery. Landing, the reverse thrust scours the makeshift roofs, stripping away plastic sheeting and sending it billowing in its wake. More than fifty thousand people displaced by fighting are huddled inside the airport perimeter.


As he sits staring out the window at the camp, Jude struggles to contain his anger. He’s angry with himself for failing to protect the people of his country against a barrage of attacks that have devastated large parts of London. The anger is born of danger and fear: tensing the muscles in his arms and legs, clenching his fists and teeth, and sending a pulse through his head that thumps like a drum. Its intensity disturbs him. He has always regarded himself as sane. He’s never felt the urge to murder anyone in a shopping aisle or mow down a crowd from behind the wheel of a car. By and large, he has slept undisturbed by conscience. But lately he has been having doubts about himself.


It feels like he might burst into flames.


 


Jude’s fellow traveller, Yulia Ermolaeva, flew in on an expensive seat at the front of the aircraft’s top deck and he can see her ahead of him in the queue for Arrivals, surrounded by the families of the local ruling class who are returning from a Parisian shopping expedition.


She is wearing a khaki safari suit that looks like it was designed for the Masai Mara, and limping slightly. There are itchy stitches on the back of her thigh from where a fragment of grenade shrapnel clipped her in a London tower block. Jude is also wounded, his midriff bandaged from where the psychopath Guy Fowle knifed him. They have both been indelibly marked by the London attacks, minds and bodies scarred, friends and loved ones lost. But the necessity for speed in their response means that there has been little time for grieving.


‘Shall we continue?’ asks a man standing behind him.


Jude sees that a significant gap has opened between him and the person in front of him.


‘Pardon me,’ he says and moves to make up the distance.


They are waiting in line for a tent that has been erected between the plane and the terminal building, where Jude can see medical auxiliaries in blue scrubs hold temperature gauges to passengers’ foreheads before letting them pass.


‘Are you here to save us?’ the man asks politely in impeccable English. He is tall and slightly stooped, bald on top with tight grey curls above his ears.


‘No, I’m not.’


‘You are here for our minerals?’


‘No.’


The man seems unconvinced. ‘This is not a tourist destination.’


‘I’m looking for someone,’ Jude tells him.


This is more to the man’s liking. ‘Does this person want to be found?’


It’s an interesting question. ‘Not by me.’


He’s come to this troubled country at the headwaters of a tributary to the Congo River in search of a Russian hacker named Angry Bear.


‘Should I want you to succeed?’


‘Yes,’ says Jude, who is desperately trying to prevent a world war. ‘Lives may be saved.’


‘Do you mean the lives of foreigners and those of my countrymen who flew in at the front of this plane? Or do you mean the lives of the hungry people here at the airport?’


‘Ordinary people in my own country,’ Jude tells him. ‘But elsewhere too. Even here.’


‘I wish you luck then,’ the man says in a serious tone.


Along with his passport and vaccination certificate, Jude hands over a barely legible landing card that he scrawled before landing. He has seen the room where they store the landing cards in a neighbouring country: floor-to-ceiling stacks gradually being assimilated into a termite mound.


Waiting outside the terminal building there is a black, armoured SUV without insignia. It is owned by PMC Valkyrie, the private military company that until recently was a proxy army for the Kremlin but has now been declared an illegal military formation by the Russian president. With the black SUV is a police escort in a pick-up truck with a machine-gun mounted on the flatbed behind the cab.


Jude gets in the backseat beside Yulia.


The journey from the airport is, by reputation, one of the most volatile on the continent. It passes through a market, which spills onto the road, funnelling the traffic into a single lane. Sullen crowds press up against the ballistic windows as they edge forward, and the policemen shout at them to get away with little apparent effect. Legionnaires keep watch from the top of an armoured personnel carrier that’s parked in the midst of the throng. It’s hard to imagine what they’d do in the event of a riot, other than lock themselves inside their hardened steel box and wait it out.


Eventually, the convoy eases out of the market and accelerates into town, passing mud-brick buildings and garishly painted shipping containers turned into shops, mango trees coated in red dust, and crumbling colonial facades.


The Valkyrie compound is down a side street near the old armoury where a couple of years before four tonnes of sweating, woefully ignored fifty-year-old dynamite finally blew up. Someone has done a passable job of rebuilding the perimeter walls and plastering the cracks. Which is more than can be said for the carcass of the Parliament building, which is only a couple of blocks away. The team commander is an overweight Belarusian in a stained khaki T-shirt with the orc-skull Valkyrie insignia on it. He shambles across the parade ground towards them and introduces himself as Stas. With him are two non-commissioned officers and thirty or so soldiers from the poorer parts of Russia and its client states. Two deafening diesel generators deliver twenty-four-hour electricity and there is a ten-metre-wide satellite dish streaked with red dust mounted on the roof of a two-storey building.


Stas clearly believes that Yulia has arrived straight from Moscow and stares at her as if she is by turns exotic and terrifying.


‘Show us where Angry Bear worked,’ she demands, imperiously.


Stas leads them into the building. He shows them to the windowless room from which the hacking operation that targeted London was run. It’s been ransacked. Nothing is salvageable. Angry Bear took an axe to the servers, hard drives and banks of monitors before she fled. That was just after a Tailored Access team from the US National Security Agency traced her from a laptop in Downing Street to here via a series of staging servers that were spread across the planet.


She didn’t make it far into the jungle.


Two weeks after her departure a ransom note was delivered to the compound gate demanding a million US dollars in used twenty-dollar bills in exchange for Angry Bear’s safe return. Stas shows them the location of the cash drop-off, pointing with a length of dried reed at a wall-mounted map. He tells them it’s about a hundred and twenty kilometres north of the city but there’s no tarmac, so it’s a six-hour journey on crushed laterite that has been churned up by trucks and hollowed out by rains.


‘We think it’s a small group of bandits hiding in the forest.’


It’s a broad green expanse divided by rivers like the veins on a leaf, with only the occasional settlement to hint at human habitation. From the tone of his voice, it’s clear that Stas has little enthusiasm for venturing into the interior. ‘She must have told them that she was valuable.’


She is undoubtedly valuable. Angry Bear is one of the coders behind Grom, a nation-breaking weapons platform designed to cripple the critical infrastructure of a nation that was built by a murky alliance of Russian military intelligence, PMC Valkyrie and an anarchist hacker collective known as the Protean Bears. As a means of delivering mass destruction, malware may be prosaic – Grom lacks the apocalyptic flair of nuclear winter or the Greenland ice-cap melting – but it does show how quickly the veneer of civilisation can be stripped away and an entire society plunged into a pre-industrial era of tooth and claw. Guy Fowle used it to launch a wave of attacks in London that caused a widespread collapse of law and order and very nearly resulted in the entire city being covered in a radioactive cloud.


The UK is now on the highest threat level in expectation of further attacks. Fowle is on the run and Angry Bear may be one of the few people with an idea of how to stop him.


‘You have the ransom money?’


‘The currency dealer delivered it this morning,’ Stas confirms. He shuffles down a corridor and shows them into an adjacent room, where a trestle table is stacked with packets of plastic-wrapped bills with a total weight of fifty kilos. ‘None of my men have been paid. They’re getting restless. The sooner you get this out of here the happier I’ll be.’


‘What are the terms?’ Jude says.


‘Two people in one vehicle carrying the cash,’ he replies. ‘You hand over the money at one location and an hour later the prisoner is released two kilometres away and told to follow a path that leads to you.’


‘How do we know that she will be released if we hand over the money?’


Stas shrugs. ‘Kidnapping is a business here. You can call it thieves’ honour.’


‘Thieves’ honour?’ Yulia says, incredulously.


‘It’s the way they do things.’ He looks at Jude. ‘I can lend you a driver.’


‘Oh, no,’ Yulia says. ‘It’s Russian money and I want to see it delivered.’


‘In that case, Yulia and I will go alone,’ Jude says.


‘I can give you a map and a GPS,’ Stas says with a shrug. ‘After a certain point, there is only one road.’


‘Do you have an armoury?’


Stas unclips the ring of keys from his belt and unlocks a steel gun cabinet. ‘Help yourself.’


Jude browses the shelves and adds a blunt-nosed Russian Gyurza pistol, two cardboard boxes of 9mm ammunition, a smoke grenade, an anti-personnel grenade, a plastic-wrapped slab of C-4 explosive and a box of detonators to his messenger pouch.


Yulia lifts an eyebrow. ‘Are you planning to start a war?’


‘I like to prepare for the worst.’


‘The worst has a habit of following you around.’










Chapter 2


Rock Ape rises


Lee Chapeaux, Member of Parliament for a visceral northern constituency that has turned its back on the vapid politics of aspiration, stands six-foot-and-three-inches tall in the nation’s capital with his fingers curled and his bandy legs about shoulder width apart, feeling the power rising to his groin from the native soil beneath him. He is flanked on one side by the Noble Boys, a squad of the finest working-class chaps from the fighting parts of England, and on the other by the hard-pressed nurses and paramedics who have found in him their greatest champion. Behind him is the red-brick Victorian façade of one of the capital’s recently hard-pressed and full-to-bursting hospitals.


‘I have asked you to come here today to announce my bid to be the next Prime Minister,’ Lee announces to the jostling pack of hacks and paparazzi with his widest smile, side-stepping the thorny issue of territory and sovereignty. Prime Minister of what exactly? A united or fractured Kingdom, a greater or lesser Britain, with or without Scotland or that bit of Ireland that defies all understanding – matters best left for another time. ‘I have chosen this place to make my announcement as a symbol of my success in protecting this country from our enemies. While the mob ran riot in our streets and Russian saboteurs ran amok and Londoners fell sick and the ruling elites hid behind their Whitehall barricade, ordinary people from the rest of the country mobilised in response to my call and created a human chain around our hospitals. It’s time for the right-thinking people of this country to follow their example, to stand up for what’s ours.’


It surprises Lee that there are still people out there, fellow parliamentarians amongst them, who believe that voters are swayed by arguments. What they don’t seem to grasp – as he does – is that politics is war. Voters are friendly forces, and your sole objective is to crush the opposition. You find enemies wherever you can. If necessary, you make them up. When the rioting broke out across London, Lee saw his opportunity. He hired a bus to transport his men to the capital to defend the hospitals, just one bus from his constituency to begin with and then a convoy from across the nation. Patriotic folk determined to do their duty. And when the news broke that the Prime Minister had lost his battle to the shitting disease, Lee again saw an opportunity. The Prime Minister is dead. The top job is vacant.


‘We are in a floodtide in the affairs of men,’ Lee says with a chestful of air, because a dash of Shakespeare never goes amiss, ‘and now is the time to ride the wave of fortune.’


‘What about the Foreign Secretary’s accusation that these are unsightly and illegal squatter camps?’ a journalist calls out.


The Foreign Secretary is a measly cunt who couldn’t fill a sandbag or drag a wounded soldier to safety. His name is Nigel Featherstone, and he is what is left of the cabinet of dunces that the dead PM surrounded himself with because he preferred sunny optimism to hard truths. Nigel is due to announce his rival candidacy and parade his reassuring, choir-singing wife before the day is out.


‘How would gravy train Nigel know?’ Lee replies, in mock-outrage. ‘He spent the crisis hiding in Brussels with his cowardly euro-mates. Where was he when we needed him? Absent from post! You’re welcome to tour the camp. I think you’ll find it’s very hygienic. My friend Ezra paid for the drinking water, the soap and the Portaloos!’


The senior members of the Cabinet may live in fancy grace-and-favour homes, but they don’t own them. As his friend, the freewheeling business tycoon Ezra Gullet, likes to say, ‘We bought it for them, Lee. We own Downing Street, and we own them.’ And as he repeated over the phone last night – ‘Lee, it’s time to move in and hang our own wallpaper.’


‘Do you regret saying that the Russian president is the world leader you most admire?’ another journalist shouts.


‘No,’ Lee brazens it out. Always tell the truth when you must and lie sparingly. ‘I admired his strength of purpose. But he went bad, didn’t he? He lost his way. Look at what has happened to London. It’s a disgrace. It makes me incredibly mad. We had no money and no fuel, no internet or power, and people were dying of sickness. Law and order collapsed. That’s why I’m so proud of the patriots who rushed to defend our hospitals.’


‘Do you mean the so-called Noble Boys?’


‘I mean anyone who acted the good Samaritan.’


‘Do you condemn those who set fire to mosques and synagogues?’


‘Of course, I condemn any act of vandalism. You won’t print that though, will you?’


‘And the vigilante attacks? Do you condemn them?’


‘I support anyone who comes to this country and is prepared to integrate and demonstrate their loyalty. At the same time, we can’t be having foreigners who we know nothing about holding a knife to our jugular. We need to take back control.’ He waves his hand. ‘That’s it, boys and girls. Thank you for coming.’


 


He’s having a cheeky cigarette around the back by a loading bay when the reporter who asked the first question finds him. Denzel, his ever-present campaign manager, moves to block her approach but Lee waves him away.


‘Mister Chapeaux,’ she says.


‘Call me Lee.’


‘I’m Indirabala Bhatt. And you can call me Bala.’


‘I know who you are.’ She writes for the Yorkshire Post from their London bureau. He’s aware that she’s been studying him for several months. At first, he assumed she was coming from a place of contempt. Then he wondered if she might have been encouraged by the Security Service to spy on him. But she seems surprised by something in him. He quotes her copy back at her: ‘Since his heroic strut onto the political scene, former special forces soldier and inner city ne’er-do-well Lee Chapeaux has cast himself in Shakespearean terms: from Afghanistan, where he fought with valour, in the manner of Prince Hal finding within himself Henry V, to London, where he stood up to the rioters, as proud as a latter-day Coriolanus.’


‘You liked that, didn’t you?’ she teases him.


He knows from her bio that she’s originally South African, a descendant of Punjabi labourers imported to Natal by the British in the nineteenth century. She has only recently become a UK citizen. A modelling contract paid her tuition fees on the prestigious journalism course at Johannesburg University. She is tall and willowy with a mane of hair that tumbles to her shoulders and slim-cut jeans, enough to stir the loins of any full-blooded imperial adventurer.


‘I don’t believe that it ended well for Caius Marcius Coriolanus.’


‘He let his pride destroy him,’ she says with a smile.


‘That won’t happen to me.’


‘Have you spoken to the Foreign Secretary?’


‘Yes, we’ve spoken.’ He pats the granite step beside him. ‘Come on.’


Bala sits. ‘And you’ve agreed to dismantle the camps?’


She has the kind of face that invites confidences. ‘Certainly not,’ he replies, ‘but it so happens that our work is done here.’


‘What did you talk about then?’


‘The attacks, obviously, I told him that we can’t be relying on foreigners to run our key industries. We need to protect our land, our weald, our common space. We’re only just beginning to learn how close this country came to total catastrophe at Sizewell.’ There is still a cordon around the nuclear power station at Sizewell on the Suffolk coast and thousands of people have been evacuated amid rumours of a partial meltdown in the reactor caused by one of the cyber-attacks. ‘And we’re told we’re going to have to wait a year for the Koreans to deliver us new transformers!’ Only three of the six super-transformers that supply London with electricity are back up and running, meaning daily load-shedding is the norm, with rolling blackouts across the city.


‘What did Mr Featherstone have to say for himself?’


Lee snorts derisively. ‘Nigel told me that a systemic cyber-attack was on the government’s risk register, but what of it? It was on a spreadsheet! What difference did that make? Where was the contingency planning? Horrendous! And we still don’t know if it’s over. Guy Fowle is still loose. And there could be tens or hundreds of Russian sleepers in our key industries. We face an existential risk. We could be attacked again, at any minute.’


‘You’re getting a lot of coverage with that claim,’ Bala says. ‘Some say that you are inciting violence.’


It is only three days since an operations room supervisor at the Fawley oil refinery, the largest in Britain, was badly beaten by an incensed mob outside his home in a usually quiet cul-de-sac in Southampton. The supervisor, who is of Corsican extraction, is still in intensive care and it’s touch-and-go whether he will be permanently disabled. There have been scores of incidents ranging from vandalism of homes to physical attacks targeting ‘foreign-looking’ workers in the last two weeks.


‘The threat we face is real,’ Lee replies. ‘It’s not hypothetical. It’s clear and present danger; we must do something about it. That means ensuring the people in the control rooms of this country who are pushing the buttons that give us electricity and fuel and drinking water are people we can trust.’


‘What do you make of the government’s offer of amnesty to any Russian illegals who hand themselves in?’


‘Has anyone handed themselves in?’


‘Not to my knowledge,’ she says. ‘And No. 10 is refusing to comment.’


‘All the more reason to get me into No. 10 so the truth can come out.’


‘Do you think it’s likely you will be the next Prime Minister?’


‘I think it’s possible.’


‘And are you prepared to meet face to face with the Russian president?’


‘No true Englishman has ever been frightened of any foreigner. Of course I’ll meet him. He needs to explain himself. If these attacks really were the acts of criminal elements of his own security services, then he needs to provide the evidence and commit to some house cleaning. If he continues to shelter them and not hand them over, he’s complicit and we’re on a very dangerous path.’


She frowns. ‘Are you threatening military action against Russia?’


He ditches the grin and gives her his most sombre look. ‘If there are any further attacks, there will be grave consequences and I’m not ruling anything out.’


Her expression turns playful. ‘Is it true that at Hereford your nickname was Rock Ape?’


‘How did you find that out?’ He laughs, wistfully. ‘Yeah, it was.’


‘Can you explain?’


‘Before I did SAS Selection, I served with the Royal Air Force Regiment.’


As a young soldier, he’d been a member of a casualty extraction team in Afghanistan, securing helicopter landing sites under fire. He’d seen more than enough blood and carnage to give him an acute sense of the absurdity of life.


‘Go on.’


‘It’s a case of mistaken identity from Aden in the 1950s. After a night drinking in the mess, two officers of the RAF Regiment decided to go out on a night-time shooting spree and bag themselves some Hamadryas baboons, known locally as rock apes. In the darkness, one of them shot the other. When he was asked why, he said that he mistook him for a rock ape.’


Her phone beeps an alert.


‘Excuse me.’


‘Please go ahead.’


She glances down at the screen and Lee allows his eyes to roam the contours of her body, the lowland uplands and the upland summits, and imagine the plains and deltas that lie beneath her clothes. When she looks up, Lee sees an amused expression on her face. ‘The bookies have lowered the odds on you.’


‘I bet you’re thinking you should have put some money on me?’


She smiles archly. ‘What makes you think I haven’t?’


‘It’s going to be fun.’ Lee delivers his most raffish grin. She is beautiful and bright. He has been single for far too long. ‘I’m sure we can find a seat for you on the battle bus. Want to come along for the ride?’










Chapter 3


Ransom


Jude and Yulia drive through an abandoned rubber plantation, past mottled ranks of trees with white milky liquid spilling over the cups like candlewax. Beyond the plantation, jungle presses up to the edge of the road, large heart-shaped leaves hanging over the furrowed red clay.


The further they get, the worse the condition of the road. The potholes get deeper and closer together, so it feels like hitting oncoming waves in a boat, each crest followed by a sudden trough. The bottoms of the craters are full of muddy red water that is the consistency of Campbell’s soup.


Jude can see that Yulia is preoccupied. In the last two weeks she has lost her husband and her life has been turned over. Her current status is unclear. It is possible though unvoiced that she has defected to the West.


They stop to let a troop of monkeys pass, the alpha stopping to watch them from the middle of the road while the others cross. Jude glances left and right and in the mirrors. The jungle feels ripe for ambush. For Jude, this is no time for reflection; there is just the uncertain now.


Eventually the road ends. Jude parks in a clearing beside a wooden shelter with three open sides and a thatched roof. They get out. He looks at the map and his GPS.


‘Now what?’ Yulia asks.


‘We wait.’


She sits on a log beneath the shelter and starts applying mosquito repellent to her wrists and the back of her neck. Jude considers the foot trails that disappear into the ancient and ageless jungle like muddy tunnels.


‘Under other circumstances I might have suggested that we take the money and run,’ she tells him.


‘Under other circumstances, I might have agreed.’


‘Please, darling, you’re such a bad liar.’


The air is so thick it’s like being smothered in a steaming towel.


 


There is none of the usual Checkpoint Charlie drama of a prisoner exchange. There is theatre, nonetheless. The kidnapper sent to collect the cash arrives on a scooter, slipping and sliding along one of the trails towards them. He looks painfully thin and barely out of his teens.


The boy parks the scooter beside the Land Cruiser and puts it up on its stand. Together they consider the task of transferring the money from the car to the scooter. Eventually, Jude walks over to the shelter and pries one of the rough planks loose. He lays it across the back of the scooter and secures it with bungee cords. He then spends twenty minutes transferring the bricks of cash to the plank and strapping them together with canvas straps. When he is done, the stack of money is as wide as the scooter is long. The boy climbs on the scooter and switches on the engine. He gets about fifty metres down one of the trails, a different one to the one he arrived on, before the inevitable happens; the weight of the money strapped to the back tips the scooter over on its side in the mud.


‘Heaven help us,’ Yulia says.


Jude goes after him.


The boy is trapped. He stares up at Jude with scared, bloodshot eyes. Jude reaches out and takes his hand, dragging him out from beneath the scooter. They stand beside each other, contemplating the toppled stack of money. Jude offers a cigarette from a packet he brought with him in his messenger bag. Jude very rarely smokes, but in other not dissimilar circumstances he has learned their use in kidnap situations. The boy accepts one.


There’s no way he’s going to drive the money out on the scooter. The boy finishes the cigarette and flicks it into the mud. Then he gestures for Jude to help him. Together, they get it back up on its wheels. They push it back and forth in the mud to turn it around and wheel it back to the clearing beside the car.


‘What now?’ Yulia asks from the shelter.


When he looks back, he sees that the boy is holding a pistol in his right hand.


He steps up to Jude, who stares down the shaking barrel and then into the boy’s eyes. He carefully raises his hands in surrender. He’s trying to figure out where the boy got the gun from, under the seat of the scooter perhaps?


‘I think he wants the car.’


Yulia sighs. ‘We’re being mugged by a child.’


Jude’s hands sweep in from either side like a clap. His left fist strikes the boy’s right wrist at the same time as his right hand grabs the top of the barrel and twists. The force of the blow breaks the boy’s grip and flips the gun.


The gun is now in Jude’s hands and pointing at the boy.


They stare at each other.


‘That was very brave, darling,’ Yulia says. ‘But it is not clear what you have achieved.’


‘I’m not partial to having guns pointed at me.’


‘Yes, but what now?’


She has a point. Jude sighs and ejects the round. He tucks the gun in the back of his trousers and walks over to the scooter. He loosens the straps and carries the muddy bricks of plastic-wrapped cash back to the Land Cruiser while the boy watches, holding his bruised hand against his chest.


When Jude is finished, he goes over to sit beside Yulia on the log.


The boy is staring at them as if they are beyond understanding.


‘How old do you think he is?’ she asks.


Jude takes the car keys out of his pocket and throws them to the ground at the boy’s feet.


‘Skedaddle,’ he says.


The boy gets the message. He jumps in the car and starts the engine. They watch, fully expecting it to get stuck, as the car squeezes down one of the narrow trails, sliding and revving in the mud, breaking branches across the bonnet and leaving them in its wake. Eventually it drives out of sight and, not long after, the jungle swallows the sound.


‘That feels like a million dollars well spent, darling.’


It starts to rain.


Jude stares at the scooter. ‘Do you want to ride pillion?’


Yulia rolls her eyes. ‘It will soon be dark.’


‘I could request an extraction.’


There is an Increment team on standby at an airfield in Cameroon ready to rescue them if necessary.


‘Let’s wait and see what happens,’ Yulia replies. ‘Perhaps there is such a thing as thieves’ honour. Besides, I’m bored of other people.’


Jude sympathises. For the first time since Guy Fowle tried to kill him, close protection officers are not shadowing him. It feels like a form of liberation.










Chapter 4


Mashenka


Jude collects fallen wood for a fire, twigs to begin with and then branches, many of them wet. He plants the larger branches like stakes in a semi-circle in front of the shelter. Then he rips away the rest of the planks from the sides of the shelter and breaks them across his knee.


‘How are you going to light it?’ Yulia asks.


He breaks off a piece of C-4 from the slab in his pouch and rolls it into a ball in his palms. He puts it down on the ground an arm’s length from the shelter and builds a pile of twigs and smaller branches over it. It burns fiercely when he lights it, hissing and letting off an acrid smell. He starts feeding pieces of plank to the fire.


Once it has got going, he puts his jacket around Yulia’s shoulders and they sit together on the log beneath the dripping thatch, staring into the crackling flames. Eventually she leans into his shoulder and says, ‘You take me to the nicest places.’


‘Never the same place twice.’


‘With you, life is never dull,’ she concedes.


Around them the dripping jungle turns from green to grey as the light fades. The sound of insects rises gradually to a roar. Yulia produces a silver flask from one of her many pockets. She takes a sip and passes it to him.


He sniffs it. ‘What is it?’


‘Black strap rum.’


It smells of burnt wood and caramel, and tastes rich and smoky.


‘I am being courted by the Venezuelan ambassador,’ she explains. ‘He flies it into London from Caracas in the diplomatic pouch.’


‘Do you miss him?’


‘The ambassador?’


‘Valery.’


She looks surprised. ‘My husband? Absolutely not! I mean, he had a certain piratical flair but age and disappointment coarsened him.’ She holds out her hand for the flask. ‘And I don’t miss my FSB minders.’


When he had commenced surveillance of her, the British intelligence services had been under the impression that Yulia was the bored wife of a military intelligence officer. Jude was told the FSB minders were there for her husband, who was under diplomatic cover at the Russian Embassy in London. But it turned out the minders were hers, ostensibly to protect her but to watch her also. She was a senior officer in the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki.


‘By the end there were three agencies involved in our marriage: the SVR, the GRU and the FSB,’ she explains. ‘It didn’t make for a tranquil home life. I suppose I should be over the moon that he is gone.’


‘But you’re not?’


‘Darling, there is a psychopath out there somewhere with the means of breaking entire nations, our two countries are on the brink of war, our romantic assignation has run its course and there’s only so much rum.’


Jude hears movement in the darkness and stands up. He imagines some enormous beast barrelling towards them. A woman crashes through the branches of the improvised stockade and throws herself down in front of the fire. She’s covered in mud and her clothes are torn.


‘You’re Yulia Ermolaeva,’ she says, when she looks up. She has dark eyes with luminous whites in a filthy face. There are twigs and leaves in her hair.


‘I am,’ Yulia replies. ‘And your name is unknown to me, which is not a satisfactory state of affairs.’


‘Your husband was dick!’


‘He was.’


‘I’m fucked,’ the young woman says. It’s surprising how expressive her face is. She looks around. ‘What now?’


‘We wait for morning,’ Jude says. ‘And then we walk back to town.’


She looks incredulous. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t believe it. What kind of stupid operation is this?’


‘The usual kind.’ Yulia passes her the flask. ‘Have a drink.’ The young woman stares suspiciously at it. ‘For the sake of God!’ Yulia snatches it back and swigs it before returning it to her. ‘Russia paid good money for you. Why would we poison you now?’


The young woman wipes her face with the back of her hand and takes a sip and then another.


‘I am not going to call you Angry Bear,’ Yulia tells her.


‘You can call me Mashenka.’


‘Goldilocks? Really?’


‘It’s what my father named me. He was dick, too.’


‘Well then, Mashenka, perhaps you can tell us why you decided to team up with Guy Fowle and almost start a war?’


‘You think I had choice?’


‘We all have a choice,’ Yulia tells her. ‘It’s what makes us human.’


‘That is very fucking profound,’ Mashenka says.


‘You’re beginning to annoy me,’ Yulia tells her.


‘You’re already annoying me,’ Mashenka snaps. ‘I can see why you married dick.’


Knowing better than to say anything, Jude gets up to turn the branches so that a fresh side faces the fire.


At least it has stopped raining.










Chapter 5


Black site


Jude wakes to the thump of helicopter blades and a searchlight skimming the tops of the trees towards them. He climbs to his feet and steps out from under the shelter with Yulia and Mashenka rising behind him. They are lit up. An American Black Hawk looms out of the sky and lands, bouncing on its wheels. A SEAL team fans out to take protective positions while a second Black Hawk circles overhead like a sleek black wasp. The team leader runs up to them and shines a red-lensed torch in Jude’s face. He is wearing a helmet camera and a Chief Petty Officer’s rank slide.


‘Confirm that you are Mr Jude Lyon?’


‘Yes, I’m Lyon.’


‘You’re other government agency.’


It’s a statement not a question. The Chief switches the torch beam to Yulia’s face, ‘Ms Yulia Ermolaeva?’


‘Also, other government agency,’ she replies.


A SEAL assaulter puts a black cloth hood over Mashenka’s head and another ties her wrists with cable ties. They lift her and carry her back to the helicopter.


‘I have orders to transport you along with the prisoner,’ the Chief says.


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Yulia says.


‘You have a better suggestion?’ Jude asks.


She rolls her eyes. ‘I want a shower.’


‘They have showers where you’re going, ma’am,’ says the Chief. ‘And hot food.’


She looks at Jude and shrugs. ‘Shall we?’


‘Please.’


She crouch-sprints for the helicopter with Jude behind her. They climb aboard onto the second row of seats behind the machine-gunners. The turbines roar and the helicopter’s deck shudders beneath them as they lift off.


 


The next time Jude wakes, the deck is tilting, the pitch of the blades changing, the roar of the engine increasing: they have left the jungle behind and through the window he sees desert and long shadows rushing up towards them. The chopper hits the ground with a bone-jarring thud, throwing everyone back on the seats.


‘Move!’ one of the crew yells. They unbuckle and scramble out, running across the sand at full tilt. Behind them the second helicopter lands.


They shelter from a hot, dry wind by a mud-brick wall and watch while one of the pilots climbs up onto the roof of the helicopter to inspect the rotors and a fuel truck trundles past a neglected artillery gun towards it.


It’s not long after dawn.


The Chief points to a solitary hill with peaks of barren rock about a mile away and tells them that there are enemy combatants massing on the other side of it.


‘Where are we?’ Yulia asks.


‘That’s classified.’


‘This is ridiculous,’ says Mashenka from inside her hood.


Judging by the terrain, Jude guesses that they have reached the edge of the Sahel, the belt of tropical steppe that stretches across Africa, and which the Arabs call the coastline of the Sahara.


‘How much further?’ he asks.


‘Another couple of hours that way,’ the Chief says, pointing north-west.


Which means they are probably heading for Niger or Mali.


‘Why aren’t they using the bloody artillery?’ Yulia asks.


The Chief shrugs. ‘They don’t have the right ammunition. Generals cut deals with different suppliers and so they have hundreds of different weapon systems and everyone has the wrong ammunition.’


When the truck is finished it drives off and parks in the shadow of a tree on the edge of the landing zone.


‘Back on board,’ the Chief says.


The chopper vibrates with increased power and rises, swinging out over a refugee camp and beyond it a ditch that surrounds the settlement like a medieval moat. They rise higher, the terrain receding into illusory smoothness.


 


The US base is the only facility for miles. At first, it’s a black mark on an undisturbed horizon, a tiny oasis in the emptiness, but gradually it becomes clearer. A sandcastle of concentric anti-vehicle berms, coiled concertina wire and watchtowers beside an airfield with nothing else but sun-scoured desert for as far as the eye can see.


They circle the runway before landing to allow a Reaper with a twenty-metre wingspan to take off. As the drone rises slowly into the bright blue sky, the chopper touches down and taxis towards the twelve-foot-high mud walls. Military Police lope towards the chopper and surround the hooded prisoner. Their shouts are drowned out as the helicopter’s turbines roar and it taxis towards the other end of the runway.


Jude and Yulia jump out and follow the MPs as they hustle the prisoner towards the wall and through a small metal door into a narrow channel between concertinas of razor wire. In a khaki tent, Mashenka is pinned to the ground and MPs in surgical gloves cut away her filthy clothes and shake powder all over her. Naked, covered in white powder, she is lifted up and carried to a doctor, who shines a torch in her mouth and pokes around with a lolly-stick.


Mashenka bites it in two and gnashes her teeth at them.


‘We’ve got a biter,’ one of the MPs says convivially.


‘You are now in a military facility,’ another MP tells them, after relieving Yulia of her satellite phone. ‘You will be escorted at all times. This way.’


He leads them past Mashenka and two waiting lab technicians. Outside, the air has a whiff of diesel and burnt plastic. They go through another metal door in a mud wall into an enclosure filled with six large tents. The MP marches up to the nearest tent and holds the flap open for them.


Inside, soldiers in desert fatigues are sitting in camp chairs or lying on cot beds. One of them, wearing a sergeant’s stripes and name badge with Coolidge on it, looks up from her laptop and says, ‘We’ve got two beds for you down the back of the tent. I suggest you get some sleep. We’ll wake you when we’re ready for you to see the high-value prisoner.’


‘I was promised a shower,’ Yulia says.


‘The water’s pretty cold this time of the morning,’ Coolidge says. She has a shaved head and cold, colourless eyes. ‘It’ll heat up again by lunchtime.’


Yulia sighs. ‘Lunchtime, then.’


Jude takes her by the hand and leads her down the central aisle between cot beds. The last two on one side are unoccupied. Jude pulls them together and they lie down, fully dressed under rough blankets, with their noses inches apart.


‘This just gets better and better,’ Yulia whispers. She closes her eyes and soon she is asleep. Jude remains awake for a time, conscious of people in the tent around him.


 


Jude wakes to finds Yulia sitting wearing a towel on the edge of her cot and using another as a turban.


‘This is Keisha,’ Yulia says.


Jude looks over his shoulder at the next cot where Coolidge and another woman are sitting. He recognises her as one of the hackers from the US Army Tailored Access team that set up shop at Downing Street while Guy Fowle ran amok at Sizewell.


‘I’m Jude,’ he says, feeling in need of a toothbrush.


‘Nice to meet you properly,’ Keisha says. She has two cornrow braids and is wearing jeans and a green T-shirt with USAF on it in large black lettering.


‘Keisha is what passes for authority in this place,’ Yulia says.


‘I am,’ Keisha replies. ‘What can you tell me about the prisoner?’


‘She recognised me,’ Yulia replies, ‘and she knew my husband.’


‘And did you recognise her?’


Yulia shakes her head. ‘I’ve never seen her before.’


‘We have sent her fingerprints and DNA to Moscow. They are going to want to talk to you when they have the results.’


‘Of course,’ Yulia says. ‘Do you have a hairdryer?’


‘You just need to go stand out in the wind, you’ll get the best blow-dry of your life,’ Coolidge says, cheerily.


Yulia looks unimpressed.


‘When can we speak to the prisoner?’ Jude asks.


‘Now.’


‘I will get dressed,’ Yulia says. ‘Look the other way. You too, Jude.’


When Yulia is clothed, Coolidge leads them from the tent enclosure towards a gate at the entrance to another compound with twelve-foot-high mud walls topped with razor wire. Armed MPs open the gate and allow them in.


Inside, they go down a narrow passage between outer and inner walls. The inner walls are decorated with murals remembering 9/11, Fallujah and Benghazi.


‘The facility holds up to twenty high-value prisoners,’ Coolidge explains. ‘We have eleven currently. Yours takes us up to a dozen.’


She opens a beaten-metal door onto a courtyard with two single-storey concrete buildings separated by a gravel path. There are two MPs sitting in the shade of camouflage netting.


‘We’d like to speak to number eight, please.’


‘We’ll bring her down,’ one of the MPs replies.


‘You better watch out,’ the other says. ‘She’s a biter.’


They walk down the path between the two rectangular buildings. Each is divided into ten cells with a number painted in black above the door. They continue to a door in the wall at the end of the path. On the other side is another smaller compound with two side-by-side geodesic domes coated with dust.


The second dome has a steel floor, a desk that is bolted to it and four camp chairs. Above the desk there is a canopy of diffuse orange light criss-crossed by black aluminium struts. Coolidge arranges three chairs in a row on one side of the table and another chair for Mashenka on the other.


‘There you go,’ she says. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’


They sit and wait for the dust to settle.


 


Mashenka is escorted in by two MPs, who press her down in the chair and take two steps back. She is wearing an orange jumpsuit and shackles, and her head has been shaved, revealing a smooth, childlike brow. She stares sullenly across the desk at them.


‘This will go a lot easier if you cooperate,’ Keisha says, briskly.


Mashenka snorts, ‘Easier for who?’


‘How long have you been in Africa?’


‘Too fucking long.’


‘What is your role in the hacking group known as the Protean Bears?’


Mashenka rolls her eyes. ‘I am official porridge taster.’


‘Who do you report to?’


‘Daddy Bear.’


‘Who is Daddy Bear?’


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


She laughs. ‘Father of Baby Bear.’


Keisha sighs and signals to the MPs. ‘Take her back to her cell. Let her stew.’










Chapter 6


Desert voices


They hear from Moscow the following afternoon. Another twenty-four hours where Jude frets about the possibility of a new Grom attack on UK soil and the search for Guy Fowle continues. Keisha gives Yulia her satellite phone back and walks her outside the accommodation tent into the sunlight. She points at the vast blue sky.


‘We’ll be listening.’


‘I’m sure you will,’ Yulia replies and strides towards the shade of the perimeter wall.


‘Do you trust her?’ Keisha asks Jude, who has joined her at the entrance to the tent.


‘Yes,’ he replies.


Keisha looks sceptical. ‘You are too close to her.’


Is that what the problem is? Jude wonders.


They haven’t shared a bed since Istanbul, back when Yulia’s thug of a husband was alive and Guy Fowle was behind bars. And she’s recently told him that their romantic assignation has run its course. But he was close to her, once. Physically, at least. In the preliminary stage of their courtship, which was conducted via the message portal of a bespoke dating site for married women, she had sent him a series of images, anatomical close-ups in high definition, that were provocatively intimate and anonymously clinical. They had yet to meet face to face but there were several distinct parts of her – she referred to them as ‘hills, caves and ridges’ – with which he became intimately familiar. Of course, from the outset he was alive to the possibility that the images were not of her body but someone else’s. He had been tasked by his employers with seducing her and there was always going to be a risk that she would spot him for what he was, an agent of a foreign power engaged in a honey trap operation. When she let him explore her for real and he discovered that the images were genuine, he felt blessed.


 


Keisha agrees to let Yulia lead in the second round of questioning. The same venue and the same tableau: Keisha, Jude and Yulia on one side of the folding table and Mashenka on the other, the two MPs standing guard at her shoulders.


‘These are the facts,’ Yulia says in English. She is wearing a pair of reading glasses and in front of her there is a sheaf of faxes that arrived from Moscow shortly after the satellite call and are already curling in the heat. ‘You are Maria Alfyorova.’ Mashenka is staring intently at the ceiling of the dome and acting like she would rather be anywhere else in the world. ‘You are twenty-five years old, and you were born in Krasnoyarskiy Kray near Lake Tiberkul, not so far from the Mongolian border. In many ways, your early life is a sad tale.’


Mashenka’s nose twitches, as if she has smelled something unpleasant. She is clearly no stranger to being questioned by authority figures.


‘You grew up in the Strict Community, a doomsday cult with a taste for polygamy and exotic punishment. Apparently, they are still waiting for the great plague.’ Yulia sifts through the faxes until she finds the one that she is looking for. ‘You were taken into the care of the state at age thirteen. According to the report from the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, the elders of the community believed that you were exhibiting signs of demonic possession and were planning to drown you in a formal ceremony.’


Mashenka shrugs.


‘Perhaps you were too much for them to handle,’ Yulia muses. ‘After all, such communities are not so well equipped to handle angry young women. Neither it seems was the state. Sadly, our orphanages remain places of neglect and threats. You were quickly designated as neobuchaemy – uneducable – which is usually reserved for the mentally disabled. You showed a talent for escape from successive institutions. You soon came to the attention of the police: there are reports of violence and theft with no apparent remorse. Your name is then linked with a gangster with a violent streak from a Siberian crime syndicate. Of course, the next step is prison. How was it for you in prison, not so easy I think?’


Mashenka scowls.


‘And yet, I can say that for the purposes of the state it worked. You did not go back to prison. The next reference that links you to an institution is altogether more benevolent. You enrolled as a student of computer programming at the St Petersburg State University. Apparently, you excelled. Bravo! It is so good to see a previously unprepossessing individual with a hardscrabble upbringing turn their life around. But . . .’ Yulia’s hand snatches at the air. ‘But! Something is off. According to their records you were not state sponsored or special quota, instead you were a paid admission student, which raises the question, who paid? A benefactor you met in prison perhaps?’


Mashenka harrumphs and rolls her eyes.


‘After St Petersburg, equipped with an excellent degree and specialist skills that are much in demand, you returned to Siberia, perhaps at the suggestion of your mysterious benefactor? I understand that there is a name for hackers that work on the frontier in the east, Promysloviki Bears. And the connections between hacking and organised crime are well established. It is therefore no surprise that, according to state records, you are listed as the co-owner of a once successful but now defunct chain of sushi restaurants on the oil frontier, and your fellow co-owner is Juri Malenkovich, an avtoritet – authority – in the Tambov Gang of St Petersburg.’


Mashenka is indignant and finally breaks her silence. ‘I never went inside one of these restaurants. I hate fish.’


‘Now we’re getting somewhere,’ Yulia says. ‘My colleagues in the FSB tell me that the restaurants were a front for a money-laundering operation, and they believe that you and your fellow conspirators were responsible for a succession of hacking operations that raided Moscow-based cryptocurrency exchanges. You hacked the exchanges and rinsed the money through the restaurants. You did very well, and you made a lot of money. But . . .’ Again, Yulia snatches at the air. ‘Something happened! It all came crashing down around you. What happened, Mashenka?’


She glares defiantly at Yulia. ‘What do you think happened?’


‘I think that you got greedy, and you didn’t do your research properly, that’s what happened. You hacked an exchange called Vr. The distinctive feature of the exchange was that it did not ask customers for their ID. This did not cause alarm bells to ring? Like I said, greedy but also stupid. Because the start-up capital for Vr was provided by the oligarch Oleg Solokov, banker to senior officers in the military and the intelligence services. He cried foul. And so, you came to the attention of the GRU and in due course my husband. He made you an offer you could not refuse. You didn’t want to go back to prison. Therefore, you agreed to work on Grom.’


‘I told you your husband was dick. Do you have gum?’


Keisha passes her some. Mashenka chews thoughtfully for a minute or so and then says, ‘I’m not going back to Russia.’


‘That’s not for you to decide,’ Yulia says.


Ignoring her, Mashenka looks at Keisha. ‘What’s the shape of deal?’


‘The United States government is prepared to offer you immunity from prosecution in return for complete and truthful testimony,’ Keisha replies, to Yulia’s obvious irritation. ‘The conditions of the immunity will depend on the value of the evidence and its impact on the United States.’


‘I have very valuable evidence,’ she says. ‘I know name of trusted custodian of Grom network for eastern seaboard of United States.’


‘That’s the kind of detail that we want to hear,’ Keisha tells her.


‘I want to live in Las Vegas. Long way from the sea. I hate fish!’


‘Like I said, the more you give us the better it will be for you.’


‘Your lawyers must speak to my lawyers,’ Mashenka says, ‘then I give you the prize.’










Chapter 7


Anywhere but here


‘Maria Alfyorova is wanted for terrorism offences in the United Kingdom,’ Jude reminds Keisha as they head back to the accommodation area.


Keisha doesn’t break stride. ‘My government wants Mashenka for different reasons.’


Jude protests, ‘London was nearly destroyed. Fowle is still out there and may be about to strike again.’


‘He doesn’t have access to the app any more. The phone was destroyed.’


‘We have a witness statement from Candida Taunton, the mother of one of Fowle’s children, that says during the period he had the phone in his possession, he transcribed details from the Grom app into a notebook, including the means of activation of illegals.’

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Survivor



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Simon Conway



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Epigraph



			Contents



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Chapter 39



			Chapter 40



			Chapter 41



			Chapter 42



			Chapter 43



			Chapter 44



			Chapter 45



			Chapter 46



			Chapter 47



			Chapter 48



			Chapter 49



			Chapter 50



			Chapter 51



			Chapter 52



			Chapter 53



			Chapter 54



			Chapter 55



			Chapter 56



			Chapter 57



			Chapter 58



			Chapter 59



			Chapter 60



			Chapter 61



			Chapter 62



			Chapter 63



			Chapter 64



			Chapter 65



			Chapter 66



			Chapter 67



			Chapter 68



			Chapter 69



			Chapter 70



			Chapter 71



			Chapter 72



			Chapter 73



			Endmatter page 1



			Endmatter page 2











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
‘Hugely
Entertaining’

‘Gripping
polital thriller’

: ‘One of the
est thrillers of
recent years’

MeE T UTHENTI(

The
rvivor






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HODDER &
HODDER &





