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Prologue


It was the softest of clicks, metal on metal. The paper clip he used was just strong enough to unfasten the mechanism of the padlock. His hands were still and his wrists strong and his arms steady and he did not want to shift the chain until certain that he had not been heard. The Italian whimpered in his sleep and might, again, have been calling for his mother; the Austrian snored, did not break the rhythm of it, while the Canadian caught his breath, held it for a moment then let out a faint whistle as his lungs emptied.


He was sitting with his right shoulder against the breeze blocks of the garage wall. His wrists were handcuffed and a chain led from them and over the mattress – straw squashed into three stinking grain sacks – and was fastened to a ring set in the wall by the padlock. The chain came away and he cursed because there was another slight sound as links shifted their weight. There was almost total darkness inside the garage, their cell room, but a sliver of light protruded under a side door that led into the villa. He tried to focus in turn on the Italian and the Austrian; he could not make out either of their faces, but the whimpering and the snoring persisted. He realised that the Canadian was watching him: a trace of reflection from the light was in the man’s wide open eyes. The Canadian was a decent guy, had been a businessman in Winnipeg until bitten by the conscience factor that Syria was capable of arousing. They had all been captured together.


Each of them was chained to separate rings.


He gathered his own chain carefully through his fingers and slid most of it into the pocket of his jeans – his captors did not expect him to need those trousers much longer. The four from the aid-worker team were a commodity and paid for handsomely. They had been seized and then sold on, and in the next day or two days they would be bought again. Reasonable to assume that their next purchasers would strip off their clothes and replace them with the orange suits that were supposed to mimic the garb of the prisoners in the Gitmo camp – Guantanamo.


A radio played somewhere in the building. He had his girl in his mind. Her face and features and her wide smile were there; he needed something to cling to, take strength from.


No chance of pushing himself up from the wall and going on tiptoe to the side door and escaping in a crouched run down the corridor. No chance, because Cornelius Rankin – Corrie – had suffered a broken bone. He didn’t know the name of the bone, only that it was in his left leg, and closer to the ankle than his knee. He had injured it when he had, for a brief moment, forgotten the disciplines of his training, lost track of the lessons taught by the instructors down at the Fort on the south coast, peered back into the face of a guard and been lashed with the shoulder rest of an assault rifle. That had been a month ago. Once a week they gave him – their notion of generosity – a couple of Ibuprofen tablets that had long passed their use by date. He would go on his own, would not free the Canadian and would not wake the Austrian, nor the Italian. The instructors would have approved.


A weathered face looking into his, ‘What I’m saying, my old cocker, is that you’re better doing a runner than hanging about and waiting to be told to kneel down and have some big bastard hover over you with a kitchen knife and start sawing away at your windpipe. If you do a runner, and lose out, make sure they have to shoot you then and there. Go for it, take the first chance, and don’t take passengers with you. Me first, me second, me last, that’s how it should be. Might be a chance of breaking out when it’s gangsters holding you, but the chance is gone when you’re in the hands of the real bad boys, when you’re in the orange suit. Grab it, that first chance, and don’t bloody look back. And the chance won’t fall in your lap, you manufacture it.’ It had seemed a bright idea to infiltrate an officer into a charitable organisation, shipping aid into a nasty war zone – a very bright idea. He’d had a week’s preparation down at the Fort, listening to veteran professionals lecturing on ‘survival’. The Canadian and the Italian and the Austrian had never been to a week-long course at the Fort. They were cannon-fodder, and not Corrie’s problem, that’s how he reckoned it.


He wouldn’t even see Belcher. Belcher would be wrapped up in a blanket and might be asleep and might have hold of his privates and would be keen enough to show that he was dreaming of Allah or seventy virgins or the joys of the orchards where the martyrs found shade under the fruit trees. Belcher would be needing to establish a copper-bottomed alibi, because the throw-back would be gargantuan.


Corrie started to slither forward. Could he trust Belcher? Time to find out. He had no weapon other than the chain. He did not look at the Canadian. He knew the man had a wife and three children, two at college and an eldest working in an accountancy firm; he knew about the man’s home and about where he took vacations, and the name of the dog that trailed along when the family went hiking. He knew that if he was successful, a similar chance would not come again, and the Canadian would die. A good guy, honourable, but not high enough on the priority list.


Corrie crossed the concrete floor, dragging the damaged leg and using his elbows to propel himself. Two images competed for space: images of his girl, of Maggie, and of the creature, Belcher, a turncoat and ‘clean skin’. He had no doubts that his trust in Maggie was justified, was certain of it, but could not know, yet, whether Belcher had been honest with him or had betrayed him. The Canadian could have demanded that he be helped, or could have cursed him and roused the guards, but he stayed quiet, even though he would know the consequences for those left behind after a break-out, failed or successful. Maggie seemed to smile. He heard the tinkle of her laughter, and felt her against him; she was his talisman.


He reached the door and listened hard.


The door was unlocked. Low voices were close to drowned by the music from an Arabic-language station. He opened it, and crawled through. The chain ground into his stomach and the pain in the trailed leg soared. He felt he might faint. Once through he had to turn and twist to close the door, reaching to the handle and easing it shut, leaving the three men behind him who might have thought him their friend. They had been brought blindfolded to the garage that was integrated into the building.


He’d had to take Belcher on trust. Difficult for him. Corrie Rankin hated the concept of trust. He did not live by it in his professional world, all shadows and opaque mirrors and deceit. The only trust he acknowledged was to the girl in the Eastern Europe section, Maggie, and he had nurtured the image of her for six months and two weeks and one day.


The corridor flooring was thin and dirty vinyl. He thought the noise he was making would wake the dead, but the voices stayed constant and the music blared and there was the smell of tobacco and of sweat and the dirt of unwashed bodies, not least his own. Belcher had said that the door was on the left side of the corridor. He despised Belcher, but needed the man, so had groomed him. The process was as fraught as any used by a paedophile with an underage girl. He had started with the eyes, had exchanged glances when food was brought, had looked to dominate, and the wretch had come back in the night, many times, when the villa was quiet bar the radio. The Canadian would have known because he seldom slept deeply, but nothing had ever been said. Once he had held Belcher’s wrist behind his back and had dared him to cry out and draw attention to the fact that he was with the ‘enemy’, and Corrie had felt the wet of the man’s tears, felt he had succeeded in dominating him. Now he would find out if Belcher was to be trusted.


The first door had opened. A drape of beads hung across a doorway on the right. From his position, Corrie could see the butt and mechanism and twin magazines on a Kalashnikov, and could see filth-encrusted boots. The flicker on the walls told him that the music was from a TV station. A carton of cigarettes was thrown towards the boots and not caught; the carton bounced towards the corridor. A man cursed, fist groping for the box. The carton was in the doorway, had not quite reached the corridor, but it was a close thing.


When the young man had become putty in his hands, Corrie had given him the code name: he was Belcher. With the name went a telephone number that might at some stage in the future be used, and might not. Something of a bonus if it were used, but that was for the future, not for the moment. The cool of the night came under the poorly fitted door on the left; from down the corridor came cooking smells and a young man’s voice, humming discordantly to the music. Pain throbbed in his leg. He had been told they were now twenty-eight miles from the border.


He had drawn Belcher into conversations where his old lifestyle was resurrected and he was again English and recalling his education, and the shit that had been pumped into him had been flushed clear. Now Corrie, not the Caliphate, owned Belcher. When they had been taken, him and the genuine aid workers, the border had only been three miles away, but that had been six months and two weeks ago. The cooking smells posed a new threat. The cook might call from the kitchen to the men listening to music and smoking, or the cook might bring them food. He had to get out. Belcher had told him what direction he should take. And yet he hesitated. If Corrie made it out through the door on his left and was able to drag himself across the rough ground of the compound then they were all condemned. His hand reached up and eased the door handle. The cold came in. Behind him, the beads rattled.


The instructor in survival, doubling with Escape and Evasion, had said at the Fort, ‘Pray God it’ll never happen to you and what I’m saying won’t be tested – I hope that. But all the lessons of history tell us that after capture it takes great courage to attempt flight. The easiest thing is to stay put, down tools, and hope. So you have to dig right into your character and go for the one time an opportunity rears up. Go hard – that way you might just live to have another meal. But it takes big balls and you stop for nothing and leave no one standing who is in your way. It’s either that or you sit around and wait for them to find the videocamera, get the focus right, and go grab the knife.’ He went through the door on his stomach, moved with the dignity of a bloated snake.


Belcher had not lied to him. He had directions; knew what angle to take from the door. He tried to push it shut but the catch was obstinate. Light came out into the yard and the door swung in the wind and he heard the riffling of the beads. Corrie crabbed sideways, out of the misshapen rectangle that was brightly lit. He heard a curse and the scrape of a chair and a couple of obscenities and the door slam shut behind him. Darkness cloaked him. He crossed the yard with no light to guide him and his head eventually struck the surrounding wall. Belcher had told him where he would find the door. He finger-touched along the concrete and through weeds and came to the recess. It was a small door. He had to claw himself upright and then put his weight against it. As it spilled open, he toppled, and the pain was worse than at any time: more acute than when he had first been hit, and worse than when a supposed medic had manipulated the leg, tied it close with a used bandage, shrugged and left him. He could see a road and faraway lights, small washed-out pin-pricks powered by generators. He had a thin moon for company and he took his bearings and went west.


By the time first light smeared the sky, his knees were raw and his elbows bled, but he had found an abandoned fence post, gone rotten and dumped by a herdsman. It made a stick of sorts for him. Earlier, he had fallen headlong into a ditch and had feared that – along with the broken bone in his leg – he had dislocated his shoulder. He had scrambled clear and had gone on. His estimate was that it would take him, allowing for his injuries and for the bare terrain he was likely to find ahead of him – idiotic to try and cross it in broad daylight – some ten days to reach the Turkish border. Each step was an agony, but each hobbling heave took him further from the building and nearer the frontier.


Belcher had not betrayed him. The grooming had been successful. He would hear the response behind him soon enough. At dawn they always brought a dish of maize stirred in warm water to their prisoners. He would hear the shouting and see the big headlights of the pick-up trucks and, later, he would hear the first shots: because of what he had done he reckoned that several would be condemned – the cook, the one who had the dirty boots and who had not caught the cigarette carton and the one who had thrown it, and it would also go badly for the prisoners. He went on. He saw himself on heathland, or on a path in the Pennines, and she held his hand and they were together. He would not let go of the hand. She had helped him; he would have sunk in despair if she had not.


It all happened as he had predicted – shouting, headlights, and then shots. With the growing light, he found himself in a dried water course. When he crouched low, absorbing the pain that ran through his body, he believed he was hidden by the straight sides. He was drifting towards the outer rim of consciousness, but his girl stayed constant with him, giving him the inspiration to continue to stumble up the ditch. He knew that if he stopped, curled down into the foetal posture, that he would stay in the ditch and never move from it until hands grabbed his hair and dragged him up: the instructor at the Fort had spoken of the condition he now faced and had categorised the options open to him as ‘fight, flight, freeze or fawn’. His good leg was leaden and the stick gouged into the armpit over it; he craved rest but knew it tempted him and would doom him. Belcher was forgotten, used and now no longer available to be exploited. He needed his girl, Maggie; must have her close to him. If he rested he would be taken, sold on, stripped, clothed in a jumpsuit, pushed to his knees in the sand and would hear the man recite the sentence of death. And then he saw the boy.


The boy could have been fourteen years of age. He wore holed jeans and a replica shirt of a Spanish football team, had dark, uncombed hair and smooth facial skin except for the shadow of a moustache over his upper lip. The boy minded goats, more than a dozen of them. When he saw Corrie, the boy’s breathing quickened, his chest puffing out. Corrie made an evaluation: he was a trained officer in his Service, had been on the courses. He calculated the nearest pick-up was close enough to hear the boy if he screamed. He watched the face and saw there no sympathy, or even curiosity. Why might there have been? It was a war zone, a corner of the world where brutal conflict was fought out – not a place of neutrals. There was a snarl forming at the boy’s mouth. Just a young teenage boy and the twist around the mouth started at the side and spread, and then the boy turned and looked around him and would have seen the pick-up truck, and the sun was fiercer and in Corrie’s eyes, and he blinked and the pain welled and the tiredness gripped him, and the girl seemed distant.


He bent. He read the face, never took his gaze off it. His fingers gouged into dirt and he scrabbled, then found the stone. It was an unforgiving and sharp-edged flint, heavy, and it filled the palm of his hand as he lifted it. Out of the instructor’s options, he chose ‘fight’. The boy sucked in air to shout. He was pleasant looking and little more than a child. Corrie held the stone tight and propelled himself forward.










Chapter 1


‘I skirted him, and kept going.’ He said the words, but no one in that audience would have believed him. They’d have known and understood, and probably not expected a confession.


Two or three clumsy and fast paces forward, then his weight on to his one good leg, then a swipe with the fence post at the boy’s knees and the boy had gone down and the shout was stifled in his throat and for a moment there was shock, then fear. Corrie Rankin had battered the small head with the flint stone, had hammered at the thick hair shielding the scalp until blood welts had caked it and the wall of the skull had cracked. He had killed him, but without noise. All of them in the audience would have understood that, and they were not there to criticise but to learn. A few sniggered, as if the death of a goatherd two years before was marginally amusing, but not many. Most would already be thinking: ‘What would I have done?’


It had been the first time he had tried to kill and the first time he had found himself spattered with another’s blood, and neither then nor now had it seemed overwhelmingly important. He had gone forward. His luck had held and the goatherd was not missed until dusk had started to crawl over the landscape and the sunken watercourse and the villa where they were short of a prisoner. He would have been a clear mile beyond the point where he had murdered the boy to silence his voice. The heat through the day had burned him. Sometimes he had crawled on his stomach and sometimes he had used basic fieldcraft and had found dead ground and then the post was his crutch again and he’d managed a faster pace. The Chair – a major, not in uniform but kitted out in a sweatshirt and faded corduroys – asked for the next question.


‘You were with three others, two of whom were subsequently murdered on video. The Italian was freed after payment of a ransom but he has never spoken of his ordeal. When you freed yourself, did you consider loosing them, giving them the chance to flee alongside you?’


The talk had come about because up on the Third Floor of his employer’s building, with an office overlooking the Thames, was a man called George. In the outer office beyond his door were Lizzie and Farouk. Farouk had been born in Alexandria but was now naturalised British. Lizzie had softened Corrie up. Farouk had pressed the advantages of a one-off and final curtain call on his escape as ‘closure’, and lastly George had come in with the line about how valuable it would be to detail his experience to a chosen gathering of men and women who might – pray to God they would not – find themselves in a situation not dissimilar.


And word had apparently drifted out of the supposedly secure office block of an extraordinary flight: no details, no names. Poole and Hereford had asked for access and an RAF station had chipped in with a request because their aircrew lifted Special Forces in and out of ‘harm’s way’. So in front of him now, in a lecture hall in the garrison camp at Tidworth on Salisbury Plain, were men and women from Special Boat and Special Air and some Para Recce people and the cockpit crews, and the doors were locked and the windows were blacked up and the interior had been swept. The last refinement to maintaining Corrie Rankin’s anonymity was a light fitted with a power bulb positioned behind him to shadow his features. It would not happen again. He had spoken for more than ninety minutes without notes, and his throat was dry, but not as dry as it had been when he had gone forward, day after day, and in darkness. An apple tree with its few old fruits might have saved his life, and there was a water-bucket put out for a donkey, and some mouldy bread that a shepherd might have dropped. He thought the major’s was a smart-arse question and irrelevant to the purpose of the occasion, survival, and answered it quietly.


‘No.’


The questioner persisted, ‘Did you not feel an obligation to help them?’


‘No.’


The Chair intervened, was firm. ‘I’ll take one more.’


He had been heard in near silence, respect seeping around the small theatre. He had told them in detail of the value of the training course at the Fort, and of the importance of all they had taught him there. He had done ‘resistance to interrogation’ and after ‘escape’ he had done ‘evasion’. On his stomach or on one leg, crossing difficult terrain, and nine more days of it, seldom eating and drinking even more rarely, and the daytime heat burning and blistering his facial skin, and the cold of the night – and always the pain and the thirst and the hunger. The light behind him shone into their faces and he could read the expressions. None of them rolled eyebrows as if to suggest he was glorifying excessively the ordeal he had been through. It had been a long time ago, and he reckoned he’d moved on.


A young woman’s question: she might have been aircrew and skilled in contour flying to insert or extract Special Forces from a valley or a mountain in Iraq or Afghanistan, or from Syria. She had on a shapeless cardigan and a floral skirt, no make-up, and her fair hair was pulled severely back. She would need more than his help if she was ever captured where he had been. They’d have raped her till she was damaged internally on her way to death – a release of sorts.


‘Were you able to bond to any degree with the men holding you; could you exploit anything from a relationship?’


‘No. I was well served by the paper clip dropped in a corner, and the fact that those guarding me were bored with the work, happy they would be selling us on in the next few hours, and had grown careless and left exits unlocked. Circumstances conspired to give me luck.’


He had said nothing of the girl he had lodged in his mind, and of her face being there and her voice when the tiredness seemed about to pitch him over, and he had not mentioned the role played by the clean skin, to whom he had given the code name of Belcher. Without Belcher it would not have been possible to get clear of the building. Without the girl he could not have traversed the barren territory, day after day and night after night, until reaching the border. The last act of endurance had been to crawl into a fence of coiled razor wire; it had slashed his face and arms and chest and the clothes on his back had been ripped. A Turkish military patrol had extricated him. Jericho had appeared the next day from Ankara, courtesy of a chartered jet, had greeted him in a curtained-off area of a casualty ward. ‘Well, my lad, there’s not many of us expected to clap eyes on you again. A surprise, but a welcome one. ’Fraid most of us had given up on you, dead and buried and all that stuff.’ He had taken him, still in a hospital gown, to the aircraft waiting on the strip at Gaziantep. On the way, Corrie had talked about Belcher. Jericho had driven abominably and had written in a notepad when he should have been steering. Corrie gave the name and the background and what he knew of the life history, and why he’d fastened on the name Belcher, and the number he’d offered his helper. He’d thought that most likely Belcher was already dead, killed in the security cull that would have followed his escape, with the certainty of night following day. And then he had passed out. It might have been the tiredness and might have been the morphine pumped into him, and an RAF flight had shipped him back to Northolt. His girl and Belcher were nothing to do with this theatre. He finished.


A voice murmured in the young woman’s ear, ‘A hard little shit. That’s what you have to be to live. Hard and ruthless and a shit?’


He should have finished but the Chair had his say. ‘You spoke of luck. My experience is that men and women earn their luck. You went through, by any definition, fifty shades of hell. Were you, are you, scarred? A changed man? If so, in what way?’


‘I don’t do trust well . . . trust would be the casualty.’


Nothing to add. He looked at the Chair, gave him the nod. He had done his performance, for the one and only time, and wanted out. He was thanked. There was subdued applause and he sensed many eyes on him, as if an answer was looked for, a truth that had been obscured. He was not in the business of helping them. Some tried to intercept him in the aisle and there was talk of drinks in the Mess. They’d have hoped to hear morsels he’d held back on. But very politely and very decisively, he’d declined.


The young woman heard again, ‘A hard little shit . . . me, I couldn’t have done it, and don’t know many who could.’


Out into the evening rain, and a car waited for Corrie Rankin. It had not been easy reliving it, and thinking again of the girl, Maggie, and of the man he’d recruited, Belcher. Lizzie had come down from VBX and fussed around him. He’d be late home – not that it was important, because there was nobody waiting up for him.


 


He was known as the Emir.


The title was used by those he consulted on tactics, and by those who followed his orders with devotion, as if they were words handed down by God, and by those whose homes he used to sleep in – changing two or three times each week. He was a man of power and influence in Yemen, designated a ‘failed state’ by foreigners and unbelievers, but once an undisputed centre of civilisation. Few photographs of him existed; those that did showed him as he had been in Afghanistan fifteen years earlier, and before his flight, through the Tora Bora mountains, as the American bombers and specialist troops harried him and his leader. His task that evening was to purchase a donkey.


The same title also figured in the electronic files held in the secure offices of the Central Intelligence Agency in the American embassy in Yemen’s capital city, the part-medieval and part-modern Sana’a, and in the small section given to the Secret Intelligence Service officer at the British Embassy, and in the rooms where the German representative of the BND worked through the ordeal of his posting. The Emir, to all of them and in the labyrinth where the Public Security Office was based, was a man of importance and would have deserved categorising as a High Value Target. He was a military commander but wore no recognised uniform, had no bank of staff officers working with sophisticated computers. The weapons at his disposal were mostly those available in any bazaar in Yemen or northern Pakistan, or could be bought on the internet and shipped to him across the desert from one of the Gulf states. His hearing was poor and his eyesight damaged but, over a large area of Yemen – plateaux of shifting dunes and flat gravel expanses, steep mountains and beautiful but lawless coastline – his authority was undisputed. The Emir’s attention to detail was legendary. He wanted to see the donkey for himself, and to agree a price for the beast that was fair to the family owning it.


His voice was soft, hard to listen to, and those who were most often in his company had to lean forward so that their ears were close to his lips. Flitting between safe-houses, he had to keep his entourage compact. Once, three years back, he had seen a vehicle convoy carrying the American chargé d’affaires, from their embassy, on the road to Marib town; there had been pick-ups ahead and behind with .50-calibre machine-guns, and open jeeps with security men in gilet tops festooned with grenades and spare magazines and satellite phone equipment, and the man himself was behind darkened bullet-proof windows and armour-plated doors in an air-conditioned cocoon. He had stood in a defile a hundred or so metres back from the road and watched the caravan pass and seen the flashing lights. An Improvised Explosive Device might have killed that man, or a shaheed – a martyr – if he had pushed a cart along the road, appropriately loaded, and had detonated at the right moment. He had seen the cars go by.


The Emir’s own people travelled in one vehicle. Two bodyguards and a driver, and always his wife, went with him. The protection of the Emir was in the hands of men who had been close to him for two decades in Afghanistan and Iran and in Yemen, and his wife was never far from his side. She alone could soothe the pain that came from old shrapnel slivers in his right shoulder, and she could calm him when tension grew and seemed near to suffocating him.


He feared drones. He would not hear them. The drones were from the fleets of Predator unmanned aircraft; they carried Hellfire missiles under lightweight and narrow wings and he knew they would be searching for him. If a drone found him, he would be killed, and his wife and his team. If a drone found him it would be because a mistake had been made by those near to him, because a traitor was near enough to him to identify his vehicle. He would see the donkey and would pay for it in cash.


The driver and the two bodyguards carried fragmentation grenades. He trusted them completely. The Emir believed that, if they were about to be overrun by US special troops, or by the Yemeni military, that they would not permit his capture: he would be killed either by grenade or bullet, and not frogmarched before cameras and put in a courtroom. The driver whispered that he could not hear any drones. Darkness had settled over the village. The lights in the homes were from kerosene lamps. Electricity did not reach there, and generators were not owned by these people who existed in extreme poverty. He thought himself loved and respected by them. The cluster of houses, built from mud bricks and roofed with corrugated tin, made up one of a series of villages that ringed the town of Marib and its most celebrated ancient ruins. He could move between those villages when he came to this governorate.


There was much to preoccupy the Emir’s mind as he left the house. His wife would stay in the bare and undecorated room that was given to them or she might go to the kitchen to help prepare food, or she might wash clothing. They carried little, owned almost nothing; the possessions that were either most precious or most useful could be carried in a single sack. They had four children, now living with an aunt in Taiz, and he could not hear from them because that would breach his security, and his wife too was denied contact with them which was painful. He accepted the difficulties he inflicted on her – but she came with him, was always near his side. Now, the plan obsessed him. Not his own plan, but that of the man he knew as the shabah, the Ghost, but he had endorsed it, made available the resources required, and it would strike a blow that would devastate his enemies, the kafirs, the unbelievers.


He was taken to the donkey. It was tethered under the roof of a lean-to shed. The donkey was old and the marks on its side showed where a cart had been hitched, and where men and women and children over many years had sat. It was docile and did not back away. He felt the flesh behind the front legs of the animal. The Emir himself had no need to inspect the donkey or negotiate its price, but he did so. Twenty thousand Yemeni rial was agreed and the donkey’s owner – who would have given it to him for nothing – was well satisfied. It was a good-looking animal, the Emir thought; it scoured the ground at the extent of its tethering rope, looked for grain or any other fodder. He was pleased with what he saw.


 


A young man came over the hill, was challenged, and gave his name. ‘Towfik al-Dhakir, and greetings to you, brother.’


He had a torch in his hand. The battery was failing and it threw little light, but enough for his face to be illuminated. He had aimed it at the ground in front of his feet so that he could see where he stepped as he approached the sentry; he had raised it slowly and let the beam traverse his clothing to show that he was not carrying a weapon. He had several names and it was sometimes difficult remembering where he was and who he was addressing. But this time he had the correct name and it tripped off his tongue. The name meant ‘One Who Remembers God’, and was a good name.


It was important that his voice should not be threatening and that he showed no arrogance, but also he must not appear cowed as the sentry covered him with a rifle. He would have a bullet in the breach and be ready to fire. Almost no visitors would come to this place under cover of darkness. He had heard the scrape as the weapon was cocked. The soldier on sentry duty would be nervous, barely trained, a city boy who had been sent to the governorate.


His business? Complicated. He would need to lie. But much of his life was spent in areas of deceit. If he showed too great a deference to the idiot with a rifle, then he would be sent on his way with a kick on his cheeks to hurry him. Too much confidence and the sentry would call for his sergeant, who would be foul tempered and aggressive at being disturbed so late. He came closer. The torchbeam stayed on his face. It was a ‘different’ face from any the sentry would have been used to seeing at that site. The beard would have been fairer than any others and the nose would have been smaller and not hooked, and the eyes – if they had shown up – a softer blue. He told the sentry that he had a pain in his tooth and that he had heard the lady in the camp could help him, had drugs that would soften the pain. He hoped the sentry would only have been posted to this remote position, away from the main force in the garrison camp of Marib, a few days before, so would have only slight knowledge of the woman the detachment guarded. He needed, urgently, to be examined by Miss Henrietta. He had never met her and did not know what she looked like, but it was the name he had been given as a contact – only to be used in a situation when he had serious and verifiable information to pass on.


He was told to wait. He kept the torch on his face and smiled and hoped the sentry would be lulled by his calm manner. He heard the exchange of words, the sentry to a colleague, and then a shuffling away of feet. By coming at this time of evening, he hoped that the recruit would be more frightened of waking his sergeant than of dealing with an unexpected arrival. He made conversation, stilted at first, but the young man in the darkness and with the rifle grew in confidence. Each time he gained the trust of any man, touched them with his smile and was given help, he put their life in forfeit. He had come six miles from the village where he stayed and had driven on side lights to a point on the track where there was a bluff that disguised his approach. He had walked the last mile, had come slowly and with the torch light on – he had tried to minimise suspicion, and had succeeded. The sentry talked of his home on the eastern edge of Sana’a, and of his father and of his brothers, and he played on the young man’s vanity. He heard a metal click and knew that the safety catch had been eased back on the weapon and that it was now slung again on a shoulder. The sentry had a fiancée and hoped soon to marry her, and there was an uncle who owned an orchard north of Aden and south of Lahij and there was a chance he might go and work there after his marriage and after completing service in the military. Miss Henrietta had been told that if he were coming it would be in the night and that the given excuse would be acute toothache.


The other soldier returned. He was called forward. He inclined his head in thanks. He assumed the sergeant slept, and likely had chewed qat most of the afternoon and early evening, and had not been consulted. He saw the sentry’s face and sensed the nerves of the young man, and smiled reassurance and touched the arm near to where the rifle was held, then grimaced as if the tooth was agony and worsening.


He followed; it had been a long road. On days when he was surrounded by armed men and when he saw the casualness of death and the acceptance of inflicting pain, it was hard for him to remember where the journey had started and how long the road had been. Where? A coastal town in the northeast of England, facing out on to the chill of the North Sea, a place scoured by winds. When? In the October of 1991 he had been born in the maternity unit of the town’s principal hospital: he was now a week short of his twenty-fifth birthday. His mother, Julie, had taken him home alone to the terrace on Colenso Street. Who? Tobias Darke, the solitary child of a ruptured marriage. His mother worked in the town’s brewery and had stayed to look after her mother, a semi-invalid, and his father had gone to find work on the building sites of the German economic miracle. Tobias had been the result of unprotected sex; he had never seen his father. After a few years the picture on the sideboard had gone into a drawer; at around that time the money might have stopped coming. His mother had had to pay the bills and to clothe and feed them, and he had been farmed out to his grandmother. She had died. A bright kid, the teachers said at the junior school at the top of Elwick Road, but teetering on the edge of control. Later classified as disruptive, a poor influence in class and the playground, he had a reputation to uphold, with fights, slammed doors, shouting and his mother’s tears, all by the time he went, nominally, to Hartlepool Sixth-Form College. Well on the road then, the journey under way.


She was the contact, Jericho had told him.


He walked between camouflaged canvas tents, no doubt provided by the American paymasters of the regime’s military forces. Small lamps burned, and he heard the sound of the engine, coughing and in severe need of maintenance, powering a generator from a tent dominated by a radio antenna. He thought there were probably a dozen men stationed in the little camp, and they were tolerated. If the militants, with whom he lived and who trusted him as a committed fighter, had decided that the presence of the woman aggravated them in any way, however small, a message would have been passed and the tents packed away and a column of vehicles would have driven away and her work would have been abandoned.


He walked between trenches – if he had not used the torch he might have fallen into one of them. They had been dug to a depth of three or four feet and, because the rains that year had been slight, and the worst of them were still expected, the ground would have been rock hard and the digging difficult for the woman and for the two volunteers who stayed with her. He wondered who she was and why she stayed and what obsession for history drove her. He thought that his own people, whom he now deceived, did not object to her presence because she had some medical knowledge and access to painkillers and dressings and the ointments that alleviated infected insect bites: she had become a little part of this landscape, and was – except for her local helpers from the National Museum and her military escort – alone. She had stayed among her excavations long after all the other foreign archaeologists had quit. Jericho had told him about her and said how it would be, and whether he was Tobias Darke or Towfik al-Dhakir, he belonged to Jericho, who had another name for him.


She was called in a tone of respect by the soldier who had escorted him. There was a pause, then a light shone in the recesses of a tent. He saw the shadow shape of a figure behind the canvas, first crouched, then stretching, finally standing tall. He wondered if Jericho owned this woman, too, and was there ever a release from the ownership?


The tent flap was pulled aside. He reverted to what he had done when confronting the sentry, turning his torch to shine on his face. She had a flashlamp, powerful, enough of its cone of light spilled off him to show her. Extraordinary. What had he expected? Could not have said. He did not know what image he’d had of a female archaeologist who had refused to leave when the others had run to get back to Sana’a escorted by machine-guns and armoured cars. She was younger than he had expected, and slim and with her hips showing prominently because the robe she had wrapped around her was pulled tight. A scarf was tossed over a part of her hair so as not to give offence to the soldiers, but much of it peeped out and was soft gold: there had been a teacher in the school at the top end of Elwick Road who’d had hair that colour. Her skin was flushed from the sun but was speckled with a mess of freckles. He blinked because the light of her lamp burned his eyes.


She spoke in Arabic, with a poor accent, but her attempts would have won her loyalty.


‘You have a bad tooth?’


He nodded.


‘Then I’ll take a look at it . . .’ She reached down and lifted up a folded chair. He realised the skill with which the tent had been sited. Her tent was inside the troops’ perimeter, but from where they slept they could not spy on her. He sat and lifted his head and opened his mouth and made a little play-act of pointing towards the right side upper molars. She waved the soldier away, a dismissive gesture, then shone the torch into his mouth. She would have appeared, if the soldier had turned and watched her, to be making a first examination. In English, with a twang in her accent that he thought was West Country, the limit of his experience, she asked, softly, who he was.


A deep breath. He would be taken on trust. ‘I am Belcher.’


 


The thought of it had thrilled her and yet she had dreaded the moment.


Her hand shook and the torchbeam wobbled. She was bending close to him, and asked in a loud voice, and in Arabic, how long he had had the pain in his tooth. It had been four months since her recruitment by Jericho, the obese slug of a man who played at being a buffoon and who had effortlessly tricked her. In that meeting, she had never seemed to have the opportunity to back away. She had played out that conversation many times since in her mind: her smiling at him, shaking her head, beginning excuses that Jericho had swiftly batted away. Last time she had seen him, on the airstrip at Sayun, his parting shot had been, ‘If he’s not come then he’s nothing to say. He won’t be knocking on your tent flap with a sore tooth, wanting to spread the word of the price of bread. When he comes it will matter, believe it.’


He repeated it. A growl came from his throat and the words spluttered up through his opened mouth. ‘I am Belcher.’


She understood that she was dealing with an agent of substance and was close to matters far more important than anything she had known. She held his face and looked down at the teeth; she had no idea whether they were good, bad, or indifferent teeth. She understood well that she was involved in a plot of complexity and danger. She had lived a simple life, focused on her work; she had won praise for her scholarship and both admiration for and jealousy of her dedication. She told him who she was. He nodded; he already knew her name. In English.


‘I was told you were “Henry”, really Henrietta – Henrietta Wilson, but were called Henry. I liked that.’


The thrill and the dread loosened her tongue. He had no need to know that she worked at one of the great undeveloped, unexcavated, unmapped corners of the ancient world, where a descendant of Noah, after the Ark was grounded, had been the first overlord. On this piece of scrub and sand, the civilisation of Saba had been rooted, and she was Sheba whose wealth came from the duties charged to the merchants on the caravan routes as they took incense north to the Mediterranean Sea. A thousand years before the birth of Christ, this had been a centre of learning and sophisticates, and the queen of Sheba herself might have passed this way with her camel train before crossing the great Saudi desert, on the start of her journey to see Solomon in present-day Israel. Now it was abandoned ground, and old workings left by past experts were covered over with layers of sand. Most days she dug where no one with her scientific background had been before. There was a wooden crate at the back of her tent and inside it, bubble-wrapped, were items, near to perfection, of stone and jasper and gold, which she had lifted from where they had been hidden three, four millennia before. Excitement and fear melded together in her.


She had grants from Germany, and Italian support, and was helped by a branch of the Royal Archaeological Institute in London, and she enjoyed the goodwill of the National Museum in Sana’a, and a minister had provided her with a small military unit – and there would also have been other negotiations, she not privy to them, with men and tribal leaders who were on the fringe of the militant groups. Henry Wilson, best training she had ever had, had been through four intensive first-aid courses, and had viewed herself when she first came to Yemen as someone who ‘could make a difference’: she dug and she treated the sick if they were brought to her. She had a sack full of prescription painkillers, could sew up a wound that she had cleaned, might have made a fair job of delivering a baby, and would have had a stab at setting and bandaging a broken limb. She was open to all callers, and twice men had been brought to her with fleshy bullet wounds and she had done what she could and seen them carried away into the darkness. Perhaps it was poor company she kept but it enabled her to dig. The last find that mattered to her was a carved image of a cat, in silver, some seven inches high. It would go to the museum in Sana’a. Jericho had made it clear that all that was at risk, everything she had so far achieved, and anything she aspired to in the future. No escape route had been offered.


Belcher had a chirpy little smile, until he remembered that he was supposed to be suffering with a poisoned abscess at the least, then he squirmed convincingly. ‘A guy signed me up. I suppose I was ready for it, doubts and all that crap. He hooked me. I told him I was Tobias Darke. Honest, that’s my name. Horrible place, Miss, north of Aleppo, a bad part of Syria – you wouldn’t want to be there, Miss – asked me if I knew a play with someone called Sir Toby Belch in it. I didn’t. I’d barely read a book. Toby and Tobias. We didn’t like Belch, and changed it, so I’m Belcher. Good to talk to you, Miss. Just go and get me some pills, sure as hell we’ll be watched. Do it, Miss. I think already I stayed too long. I’m surprised, Miss, you let them involve you – maybe we’re none of us as clever as we think.’


It was done so swiftly that she did not realise at first that he had passed a tiny and crumpled piece of paper into the palm of her hand; it was half the size of the nail on a little finger. She believed she occupied a privileged place in a world of competitive academic study; she thought many – if they had the courage – would give a right arm to be where she was, close to one of the world’s greatest civilisations, and had felt similar spurts of doubt and hesitation when Jericho had walked from the bar after propositioning her. She was bloody well taken for granted. No chat-up and no foreplay, not from Jericho and not from this guy.


She might have said, ‘Excuse me, but I am involved in research that will illuminate people who lived in these parts thousands of years ago, who had intellectual properties that went far beyond the world of drones,’ but she did not. Not many days went by when she did not hear the drones overhead, incessantly searching for targets. Three times there had been explosions within ten miles, and after two of them she’d seen the spiral of smoke rising, dirty black from burned engine oil and tyres. She put the paper in the pocket of the robe she’d slipped into. It was tight at her throat and long enough to hide her ankles. She turned off the torch and said she would go to get some pills, and would have been gone less than half a minute. She came out of the tent and handed him an Ibuprofen packet. He might, that moment, realise the packet was empty; she would not waste her drugs when his tooth showed no sign of inflammation and needed only a good scrub, water and paste. He thanked her, and she assumed that was where it would finish, a fourth drone strike.


She had tried not to make it her war. Had tried hard enough, successfully enough, until Jericho had clawed his hands on her. He was a nice-looking boy, Belcher, and might be a few years younger than her. He might well have wanted to take time off from the deceit he practised and talk to her. He said he would see her again.


‘You are the dead drop, Henry. It’s what it’s called. I bring the stuff to you, you pass it on.’


‘Thank you.’ She mouthed it and he wouldn’t have heard. ‘Thanks a damn million.’


More thanks, louder, and he had the little packet in his hand. The torch moved away from her and the quiet settled and she went back inside her tent. She doubted she’d sleep – might have killed then to get a Scotch, a large one, in her hand – and the cold seemed to hunt her down, and she shivered, as she always did when she was afraid.


They had walked all over her, and she had no way out, but she jolted out of the self-pity. She thought of Belcher, pretending to nurse an abscess, and passing through the checkpoint again and going back to his own bed and living lies, praying that he did not let slip a mistake. He was probably quite a pleasant boy.


 


There were some on the base – who flew Ospreys and fast jets for Special Operations – who did not regard him as a real pilot, which antagonised Casper. He regarded what he did as being every little bit as taxing as the jobs of the others who spent time 25,000 feet and more above sea level, travelling at more than a thousand miles an hour and up to Mach-2. He knew in the Mess and at social evenings that personnel were divided between those who did it for real and wore the G-suits and sat on ejector seats, and those who dressed in comfortable fatigues and had their butts on expensive, purpose-built desk chairs.


It had been a difficult flight and he thought he had handled the bird well.


Casper was thirty-nine years old and at that age might have been retired anyway from sitting cramped at the controls of an F-16, the Fighting Falcon, but it had been forced on him. Stationed at the Hill airforce base in Utah, he had been messing in the yard with the kid and had stepped into a hole the dog had dug. His knee had twisted and the ligaments had never quite healed. It had been a quirk of the schedule given him by the air force, but he had always been on a training course or taking leave when others in his flight were shipped off to a combat zone. He had not done it, then the knee had given out from under him. He was patched up as best the doctors and specialists were able and able to walk and again throw a soft ball, but could not climb into the limited cockpit space of a warplane. He had done familiarisation and accepted the transfer to the Cannon base outside Clovis in a wilderness of scrub and desert of New Mexico, learning new skills, but it still rankled that he did his flying from a darkened and air-conditioned cubicle.


It had been a difficult flight because the winds were freshening over his target and surveillance area.


He sat with his systems man on his right side. Casper had officer ranking as a captain, but Xavier was a sergeant; his conversation roved mostly over his émigré family from Cuba who had settled in Florida. Casper sometimes found his accent hard to cope with, but left detail to him. Behind him, always, was an analyst from intelligence, but they shifted frequently and he rarely knew their names. Most were pale-faced creatures, some with acne spots and some with thick spectacles, who lived off what the computers spewed up for them. Both were close to him, near enough for him to smell what they had eaten as filling in their sandwiches, but Casper did the flying.


He controlled an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle, an MQ-1 Predator, with a wingspan of almost fifty feet and a length of near to thirty feet, but it weighed less than a tonne and was fragile and needed to be flown with sensitivity and care. Its payload was the fuel it carried, which gave it the ability to stay airborne for a full twenty-four hours, the Hellfire air-to-ground missiles, and the cameras, which were remarkable and could read a number-plate from a cruising altitude, and identify a single target’s features. He thought he flew it well, and reckoned that most of the guys, and girls, in the Falcons would not have been able to hold his Little Lady – call sign NJB-3 – steady enough for the images it was taking of the ground to be transmitted back. His wife, Louella, said often that she could not get her head round him sitting in his cubicle, in the heart of New Mexico, and flying his Predator over a part of Yemen, east of the capital city: his kids, as an exercise on a wet day, to contain their scrapping, had done calculations and decided that their father’s Predator was something more than 8,500 miles from where he sat when he’d gone to work.


He could sense those winds around it, and the commands he sent to it by satellite had to allow for the increasing buffeting it was taking. Xavier was feeding him the detail of the fuel load, and flight time left to them, and the latest from the meteorologist, and the spook was chipping in with requirements for specific buildings to be circled over again or needed a lens zoom on a lone vehicle. Casper had the speed down, was at the lowest point of its ‘cruise performance,’ only ten miles an hour above the ‘stall speed’ of 54 knots. Barely watching the screens in front of him which gave up the camera’s images, he concentrated on flight information. The door behind him opened to allow the new team in.


Casper slid out of his seat, went left. Xavier was gone to the right. The fresh team were in place. Casper preferred to bring her back to her strip and not have others do the work, but he had been cajoled by his superior to allow this crew one roster – only one. Would not happen again.


He stood, stretched, hacked a cough because his throat was dry. Already his replacement had hold of the joy-stick that controlled the craft; Casper hitched up a rucksack that had been behind his chair, and he went out into the corridor. Little time was allocated for a debrief. The spook did a longer shift and could talk through the replacements. The changeover was sudden, abrupt. They did not hang around. The area they had flown over with NJB-3 showed flat and featureless desert in the north of their assigned sector, and occasional villages, houses squashed together, to the south. There they had watched vehicles and been able to monitor women going out to scavenge for what little wood could be gathered up, and seen kids playing football. Once, not of particular interest, they had gone over an archaeological site, and several times they had criss-crossed the pipeline bringing crude to a refinery.


Casper did not know the enemy. It was the spook’s province. He was uncertain who they were searching for. Names were given them at weekly seminars but they held little importance for him. Flying was his skill and passion; it had been increasingly challenging in the wind that came off the sands of the deserts stretching into Saudi territory. Others had, but Casper had not had clearance to position the Predator over a home, a compound, or a vehicle, so that a Hellfire could be let go. He had practised it in training and had seen the real thing on video, but not done it himself.


It was likely the bird would stay up, if the weather did not further deteriorate, another hour, and then it would be flown back to the King Khalid base, in the north and over the Saudi border. He and Xavier punched fists without enthusiasm, a gesture that had become habit, and went their own ways. He had a shopping list in his overall pocket of items that Louella had asked him to buy on the way home. He supposed he had flown a sort of combat mission, and he was a willing cog in the War on Terror, but there would be little to tell his family when they ate their meal together of how it had been in Yemen where it was now night. Louella had said the side door of the garage was sticking and he might have a look at that. He left the building and took a shuttle to the car park.


He would be back on duty in nine hours. It was a fierce schedule, relentless, and it would have been hard to say that the war was going well – but that was not Casper’s problem. The Hellfire weapon cost $110,000 per shot, and carried eighteen pounds of explosives, fragmentation mode, but he was away from his stick and the panel of dials and his cubicle now, and could focus on the shopping list, mostly salad things.


 


He wore that night a seemingly ludicrous blazer. It made a statement, Jericho hoped. The blazer’s colours were red, black and gold, in vertical stripes, and he’d tell anyone who showed an interest that it represented the I Zingari amateur cricket club – also known as the Gypsies, a translation from the Italian. The club had been founded 160 or so years before, by old boys of Harrow School. The blazer attracted attention and led to judgements about the character of its owner. He knew people would be saying that this man, well-known in the expatriate community of Muscat, who called himself pompously by the single name of Jericho, was a vainglorious idiot, which suited him very well. His mobile rang.


He was in the darkened bar of one of the city’s premier hotels, in earnest conversation with the cabin crew of an Emirates flight, and the subject under discussion was the quality of various curry houses and the menus offered. It was good for Jericho to be with employees of certain airlines. Others in the bar would have classified him as a useless fool who seemed not to realise his voice boomed over the tables and his laughter was shrill. His stomach was held in place by the straining buttons of a shirt that clashed with the blazer. His tie, also pointed out to the girls and their purser, was from a sporting charity, the Lords Taverners; it was clumsily tied and showed his top shirt button. His slacks were crumpled, held up on a fifty-inch waist by braces, also in the charity’s red, blue and green, and yellow socks were inside a pair of old leather sandals. From time to time Jericho dragged a large polka-dot handkerchief from a pocket, mopped his forehead and complained that the air-conditioning system was turned too low.


In a moment of quiet, one of the stewardesses slipped a tiny plastic container into the gaudy side pocket of Jericho’s blazer. He acknowledged the gift. There was usually a moment, when an aircraft was near to the end of its flight and was banking, and the passengers were in their seats and their belts fastened, when a cabin-crew member who had been well briefed could be at the rear door of the plane and would have – through a porthole window – a fair view of the harbour at Bandar Abbas, and in particular the northern part of the docks where the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps moored their fast patrol craft. In the plastic box was a camera’s memory card. It was important in his work to know what forces the IRGC had deployed in waters close to the Strait of Hormuz, through which the great tankers from the Gulf and Kuwait and Iraq carried the crude to international markets. The satellite pictures were good, but customers always appreciated an image taken from a thousand feet, as the wheels came down, rather than from a hundred miles away. Jericho was known, in a small and most select circle, for being able to keep customers yearning for more. He knew crews who did the flights from Dubai into Bandar Abbas, and when they did another shift down to Muscat, he would take delivery of their photography – and he knew many of the men who took the cargo dhows into the Gulf of Oman and traded with Iran, and he knew businessmen who provided cash credit for the black-market purchases of the Iranian ruling elite – and all achieved under a cover of ‘import and export, you know, a bit of this and bit of that’.


He answered his phone, heard a faraway voice, faint and distorted, and a message was given, then repeated. Jericho switched off the phone. Easy to memorise what he had been told. Belcher was here. At Golf X-Ray Foxtrot at ten a.m. tomorrow. H. And that was substance. Forget the Guard Corps and their missile-mounted launches and the corruption of the elite in Tehran, real business was when he spun on a heel and faced west and not east, and looked to Yemen. H was Henry and she was a jewel in his collection. Golf X-Ray Foxtrot was GXF and the call-sign of the airfield at Sayun. He knew the hookers who serviced prominent Saudi businessmen, and the barmen who poured their drinks or took the champagne to their rooms, which was useful, but Henry was the prize that had only one superior. Better than Henry was Belcher.


Jericho wore padding under his shirt and against his stomach: there was no actual problem with the air-conditioning, but the stuff that he wore to increase his apparent obesity caused him to sweat profusely. Image was everything, and Jericho needed to seem fat and stupid; he succeeded and heard sneering laughter from other tables. His real name? Few were privy to it. Jericho, aged fifty-three, was regarded by veterans in the profession as a living legend in the officer ranks of VBX. He had been accepted into the Secret Intelligence Service in 1986 and all his contemporaries were gone: sacked, had looked elsewhere for better paid employment, or had buckled under the strain of the work. He had done Cold War before Mid-East, but reckoned that Yemen provided greater challenges than anything else he had worked at.


Henry would be driving, under cover of night, across both metalled roads and unmade tracks, some two hundred miles, and she’d have cooked up an excuse for the journey and would take a driver and a minimal escort and it would be country where no law existed unless handed down by the commanders of Al-Qaeda Arabian Peninsula, and she must do it because she carried a message from a diamond, the most precious of any of the men he handled.


He pushed himself up, played at making a great effort to shift the roll of his belly, and waddled towards the toilets. He would seem partially inebriated, except that the bar staff in the establishment never put gin with his tonic, kept cold tea to play the part of the alcohol in a brandy-sour. He called the airfield office. Jericho was the pilot’s best customer – always available. It would be a three-hour flight to the Yemeni strip in a Cessna 421, the model called Golden Eagle, and the cost of the trip was immaterial because the value of Belcher in the field was too great for any parsimonious accountant to be allowed within spitting distance of the budget. He texted – they would leave at 06.30 – and then he went back to the bar and the conversation was again puerile, raucous, and later he would call his driver and then phone his Woman Friday, Penelope. Any message from Belcher was too important to be entrusted to a courier or to be transmitted in the sort of equipment that Henry could be entrusted with. That he had Belcher was because of Corrie Rankin: it was not information to be shared freely in the corridors and canteens of Vauxhall Bridge Cross, but just about as amazing as anything he knew of in his time with the Dirty Raincoat Crowd. A prisoner facing a certain unpleasant future, but finding the time not only to soften up a jihadist oik from the wastelands of northeast England, but actually to recruit the little beggar and turn him from a potential cut-throat into that diamond – and an investment had been made, big bucks – and all down to Corrie Rankin. God, they should shout that man’s name from the pulpit of St Peter’s Anglican Church in Kennington Lane, and have the choir sing Hallelujahs. It would have been two years and a few months since he had picked up the half-dead, half-delirious Corrie Rankin from the Turkish hospital and heard the bullet-points of the story. Top of the list was the recruitment of Belcher. Extraordinary.


 


Lizzie saw him to his door in Vauxhall Street.


Corrie could have invited her in for a coffee after a ‘difficult evening, handled well’. The terraced houses, in London brick, were around a century old, but not yet gentrified. Around them were big Housing Association blocks. It was said to be one of the poorest, per-capita income, areas of the capital – in official-speak that meant single mothers, ethnic minorities, debt and unemployment. He liked it. Lizzie was from up the river, Pimlico, and her mouth seemed to curl at the dim-lit street that the driver had turned into. She might have wanted the invite – could have looked for a touch of slap and a bit of tickle, or a late drink; might just have been another of the Service’s people who lived a lonely, unaccompanied life; or might have wanted the chance to run the rule over him, to see, up close, how he coped. He thanked her and turned away. When the key was in the door and he pushed it open, the car pulled away. He was alone again, as usual.


He had a part of the house, the top floor. The owner, who was behind with running repairs and damp prevention, was doing a stint in Ho Chi Minh, and had said that he was pleased to have a body inhabiting the place: that officer’s wife was teaching in an English-language crammer for ambitious Vietnamese, and their children were at school in Singapore. Without them, Corrie rattled around in the house. He went up the stairs. The lower part was full of their lives. Hockey sticks and cycles and winter coats in the hall, Hogarth prints on the walls; in the living room faded sofas and an old TV, and a long dining table where revolution could be plotted. In the bedrooms upstairs, where he kept the heating on at a minimum in the depth of winter, bookcases bulged and shelves were littered with family photographs. There were more prints on the walls; it was one of those chaotic family homes that categorise people. Up a last flight, and into Corrie Rankin’s territory. Not really a home for a hero – some had said that’s what he was.


George had, and the Deputy DG when he’d been wheeled in for a sherry at the end of Corrie’s first day back. George had gushed it, but the DDG had seemed embarrassed to give that accolade, as if the Service was loath to be associated with anything other than careful analysis. He had been away a few days more than six months, out of contact, and the word was that they had no proof – concrete or rumoured through that half-year – that he was still alive. He had come out, was a hero, and had signed up an agent in place, was a true hero, but he did not live in a home fit for one.


He was at the top of the stairs and the carpet was threadbare, and his feet had clattered in the darkness behind him, and his leg hurt; it had been uncomfortable in the car. It often hurt – there had been two operations after he’d come back. The first had failed and the second had been only marginally more successful. He had been taken to the first hospital and seen a young specialist who had known nothing of him, what his work was, who employed him, where he’d been. An examination of X-rays and a cursory barbed comment: ‘Left it a bit long haven’t you? You one of those people that gets a bang and thinks they can walk it off? Should have come, swallowed your ego, and had it seen to – oh, and a bit of sunburn. I suppose getting medical treatment would have interfered with a sunshine holiday. Anyway, let’s have a look.’ An answer: ‘Just get on with your fucking job.’ He did not need a stick now but the break point still ached when he sat or was confined and the skin, scraped off when he had dragged himself on his stomach, had never properly healed.


He had been in the top-floor rooms for a month before he had gone away, taken on an aid worker’s identity. When he had come back he had cleansed it. No pictures, no flowers, no photographs, and – of course – her clothes had already gone from chests and coat hooks and drawers. And what he’d had at her place had been left in a plastic bag; he’d long ago dumped that. A small safe bolted to the boards on the floor near to the bed held the only personal items that might have identified Corrie; no one came into the sitting room or the bedroom in that part of the house that he occupied. It was what he had said – when he had relived his experience, economically, to the audience that evening: I don’t do trust well . . . trust would be the casualty. It had seemed trite the moment he’d said it, he regretted it, but nobody came past his door and nothing of him was shared.


He poured himself a glass of water and might later make a sandwich, and then he’d take himself to bed. Not easily explainable but he could still feel, he thought, the chain on his wrists, and still believed passionately and privately that a paper clip was as good a piece of kit as any man could want for. A dull day was ahead of him, and a drive in the evening to his mother’s home.


From the window on the front, his sitting room, he could see the back of the building, VBX, its upper walls floodlit. Antennae and satellite dishes glittered on the roof. He could have said that evening of the moment when he’d fled, left the others behind, that he could justify it: ‘I reckoned it better to be shot in the sand than have to kneel and have my head jerked back and see the blade and have my throat exposed. Anyone telling me I was wrong?’ But he hadn’t said it. Nor had he justified the bludgeoning of a goatherd, a teenage boy. He was alone, felt good. He had no need to trust when alone.










Chapter 2


He had a five-or six-minute walk – depending on the state of the leg – from his home in Vauxhall Street to the entrance of his workplace. Often he was in by seven, but not that morning; he had slept poorly after his speech, tossing and turning over what he’d given them. His breakfast was toast stuffed down his throat and a fierce coffee to wash it away. He met an avalanche of kids heading for the technical college; he’d seen Clarice on the pavement, buxom, a cleaner in VBX, who lived in a Housing Association building. She’d have been finishing her stint and had given him a cheerful wave, even though it was strictly forbidden for staff, senior or at the bottom of the heap, to acknowledge each other outside the perimeters. He waved back – sod ’em. Clarice only had clearance for ‘corridors’ and never went into ‘work areas’.


He went up Tyers Terrace, past more apartment blocks, taking pleasure from the flash of colour in the pots on a ground-floor patio: geraniums. Often he’d have a conversation with the old boy who grew them. Corrie knew nothing about nurturing flowers, but it was his talent to be able to start a chat with anyone, about anything, and gain their friendship. He’d seen the old boy last Armistice Day, not wearing an unravelling wool pullover as he usually did, but a grey suit, and with his medals clanking on his chest, off to Whitehall. No heavy talk about what he’d fought for or what friends had died for, just a chat about rearing geraniums from seed.


On he went, into St James’s Gardens. The Security Service, across the river, had a small, manicured park where they could take coffee or sandwiches and smoke. The SIS’s open ground was, conversely, a wilderness, not patronised by colleagues. He neared the junction of roads and bridges and rail tracks. The staff at VBX were on a constantly speeding treadmill, a top-table berth never secure, not to be taken for granted.


He wore a suit and his raincoat was tucked over his arm, his rucksack was hitched on one shoulder. It contained a couple of magazines that reflected extreme views of left and right in UK politics, a length of French bread and a wrapped piece of cheese. He had forgotten the apple, and there was a plastic bottle he’d filled with tap water. Some were in Lycra and swerving forward on bicycles, and others had jogged to work, but most came from the mainline station or the Underground. There was a surge to be in place before nine, and armed and uniformed guards watched over Corrie Rankin and hundreds of others as IDs were flashed at sensors, bags carted through X-ray machines, and they scampered to get on with the day’s toil under the corporate motto, Semper Occultus – Always Secret. A good slogan; it implied that ‘trust’ carried dangers and it appealed to him. It was his home. Pretty much the only one he had.


In through the big revolving doors, safe now behind high outer walls and spiked railings topped with razor wire. There was a defensive moat and reinforced walls and explosion-proof windows. A fortress, and the only place in the length and breadth of the country where he was secure, was comfortable. Across the central atrium area, and the worker ants spewed off in columns towards banks of lifts. Some went sideways and others up towards the clouds and the upper floors and many dived down and into a subterranean world where they would be, for the working day, well below the level of the bed of the Thames: it was where he used to see Maggie, before they lived together. She’d be heading off to Eastern Europe and he’d be on his way to the Middle East – they might linger over a coffee together. Then, when she had stayed over at his place, or taken the bus from where she had a bed-sit, they had walked in together and the guards on the gate had done fluttered eyebrows, always cheerier when a bit of a ‘relationship’ was in front of them, and there would be a little light touch of hands before splitting. There had not been many girls before, a rite of passage and ‘loss of innocence’ when a teenager, some at university, and flings at VBX but nothing serious. Maggie’s image had been with him when he’d flown to Turkey, and in the camp where the aid workers gathered and nervously swapped horror stories, and when the truck – low on the axles from the amount of food carried – had rolled across the frontier and into Syria, and during all the months he had been held – half a year, an eternity; and when his leg was busted, and when he had worked on the clean skin, twisting and contorting the bastard’s loyalties, and had invented Belcher. Had been the light in his mind when going out into the darkness and expecting all the time, each bloody moment, to hear the shout and then the cocking of the weapon. Had seen her when he brought the stone down on to a goatherd’s head, and she had been his justification. He had dreamed of her as the jet had flown fast and north. Had asked where she was when taken to the clinic, and when wheeled into surgery before drifting to sleep under anaesthetic.


In his bed, Corrie had been drowsy, the post-operative numbness wearing thinner. A young man he knew vaguely, tall and cheerful, gangly and fidgety – SIS liaison with the Security Service – had shuffled in. No chocolates, no flowers and no preamble. He’d blustered, ‘You have to understand, Corrie, that nothing had been heard of you and it was assumed you were dead. Described as “missing” but no contacts made and no ransom demanded. This isn’t easy for me or for Maggie. It just happened, we drifted together. Sort of moved on. We were engaged two weeks ago and there’s a wedding next month, down in the Maldives. She doesn’t want to see you because it would just be tears, recriminations, wouldn’t help either of you . . . and she thinks she’s pregnant. That’s how it is, I’m afraid. I’m not inside the loop of what happened to you, and Maggie’s not need-to-know either – where you’ve been and the case history. I’d like to tell Maggie that we’ve your blessing, water under the bridge, no hard feelings, and—’ He’d thrown a glass at him, a plastic one, and it had caught the guy on the cheek and glanced off without breaking the skin.


Corrie had never shed a tear for a lost love; after the second operation and his return to the building, he had sometimes glimpsed her, with the bump growing, but they had never spoken. Once, months later, he had seen her with a baby in a sling and on her way to the Service crèche. No woman had been in his life since. It was what he had said to the audience: Trust would be the casualty. Where might it have gone? Up an aisle? Her and him, an item, declared out loud? Commitment? Babies? Truth was that he did not know and had not analysed the relationship: what he had done was cling to that image, her face, and clutched it through nightmare hours. He had a strong ego, had needed it to escape from them, but the ‘other guy’ had trashed it, and it took some time to summon it again.


On the morning he had come back for the first time, he had been using a hospital crutch and his face was a blistered and reddened mess; anyone in the atrium that morning would have known that a fellow in their trade had been in sight of hell-fire, within touching range of extreme danger, death. There had been – real and never heard of before – little clucks of approval, and scattered but spontaneous applause. All a long time ago.


He stepped into the lift and went up to the Third Floor, in the east sector, where he had a prime position. In that work area there was a circular table in the centre where ten could be seated, all peering in at their screens, but also a row of booths offering flimsy side walls that gave a greater degree of privacy. Some of those who had snaffled the best places alongside him had used adhesive to fasten pictures of their loved ones, best pets, or their kids, and some also had postcard views of summer beaches. Corrie Rankin’s were blank: no decorations, nothing special that spoke of what was important to him. His view was special, though, over the river and towards the great buildings of State. Sometimes he spared Westminster a glance and sometimes he did not bother to. The significance of that work area was that its occupants had no particular responsibility. They plugged holes and awaited a vacancy into which they could be dropped. He had not been called, felt surplus to requirements. He suspected that the name of Corrie Rankin might sound like an echo from the past, ill-suited to present times.


He knew of nothing that might disturb him that day.


 


Henry Wilson had sent her message but had not expected a response. The sun was up and dust billowed out behind them, and more of it flew from the tyres of the vehicle in front, coating the windscreen of her vehicle. Henry Wilson and her driver, and escort, travelled in a mist of dirt that obscured the scenery. The heat was rising and there was no air-conditioning; without open side-windows she would damn near have suffocated. The man, Jericho, had made a liar of her.


The roads of Yemen, metalled and unsurfaced, were among the most dangerous in the world. They went cross-country to hook up with the N5 trunk route, but all the roads were plagued by dangerous drivers playing games of chicken, overtaking on the inside or the outside, forcing herdsmen and their livestock off the road. They had travelled at night when the chance was good of driving fast into an unlit army roadblock, bursting through it, and so being shot at, or through an AQAP barrier intended to intercept a wayward military patrol. If she had not received Belcher’s message, the risk would not have been entertained. Her best driver had been woken from his sleep. A corporal would sit beside him. Three more men, likely stoned from qat-chewing, were in a back-up vehicle with an American made .50-calibre machine gun. The recent rains had caused landslides and potholes; they were running late for the rendezvous and it seemed to matter to Henry that she might keep Jericho waiting, pacing, impatient. In a context of what she did, her lie was a small one.


Her parents were from Bristol, in the west of England. Her father sold houses and her mother worked in local government. They were not affluent, had scrimped to send her to a convent school. One of her teachers there had lectured a class of fourteen-year-old girls on the importance of truth after one of them had told a small lie. It had been dinned into the class. Now Henry had dragged out five men from the unit, and they would drive through the night and cover two hundred rough miles, and she had told the sergeant that equipment she needed was being flown into Sayun airport from Muscat. Her sergeant had respectfully queried whether she needed to go herself – did the items require Customs clearance, was a night journey – with all its dangers and discomfort – really necessary? Should the sergeant check first with his officer at the Marib garrison for the security situation in the Sayun district? She had been abrupt with him. She needed to go herself. No clearance was needed, she had a schedule to maintain.


The screwed-up piece of paper (it would have come from a torn-off part of a sheet of toilet paper, the size used to roll a cigarette) was in her bra, right-side cup. That had been a big decision. She had not read it, but did not think she needed to: she was a courier, nothing more. She had no more status than the kids who roamed London on pushbikes, cutting up cursing cabbies and delivering small packages. She would have to lie again if the officer at the garrison learned she had demanded to be ferried as far as Sayun, and in the night. They slowed. She peered ahead, past the driver’s and corporal’s shoulders, and the dust cloud thinned.


Three oil drums made a chicane. A rifle was raised ahead of them. Other men, dressed in tribal clothes, not military, were at the side of the road, rising from behind rocks. The machine-gunner would have been cut down before he’d even cocked his weapon.


That was how it was – and long had been – in Yemen. A back-end of nowhere, without a witness, no Apache riding high over them. Out of a car, a blindfold slipped on, arms pinioned, dumped in the bed of a pick-up. Negotiations opened, protracted. The worst that could happen was a rescue attempt, local Special Forces or US Seals – even worse if the two combined. Her breath came in little stampedes. The driver was out. She could see neither the driver’s face nor that of the man advancing on him as the sun came down on to the bonnet and reflected back and into the rear of the pick-up cabin. The piece of paper seemed to itch against her skin. All her adult life she had dreamed of digging in the ruins of Sheba’s civilisation, amid the temples dedicated to the moon god, Almaqah, and the Throne of Bilquis . . . Jericho had trapped her, had oiled his way into her life.


Her driver and the tribesman with the assault rifle hugged each other. The corporal leaned towards her window, where she shivered, and said they were cousins. The tribesmen protected the road from terrorist advances, and it might have been true, or not.


Another day in Yemen, another dollar. Fear coursed through her as she felt the paper against her skin. They drove on.


 


Jericho watched as two vehicles came steadily, slowly, towards an army roadblock on the airport perimeter. He checked his wristwatch with a trace of annoyance, and heard the guttural throat-clearing beside him. Jericho had flown with his driver. The Gurkha veteran wore a Glock in a shoulder holster. He carried a canvas bag weighted with grenades and an H&K rifle along with magazines. Passport checks had been negligible. Customs were not troubled and little wads of rials had been handed out. He had landed on time. She was late.


His stomach padding was back in place making him sweat. He was on a balcony, trying to cool down in the breeze, but the sun was well up and the temperature high. Too much damage had been done to the Sayun terminal building for the electricity and plumbing to be anything other than basic. The opposition had fought their way inside a few months before, chucked bombs around and sprayed automatic fire, destroying the control tower. That had been repaired and the rest was scheduled ‘soon’. The cross-winds had freshened and the pilot of the Golden Eagle, Jean-Luc, had brought her in pretty much visually, ‘the sensible way to do things’.


It was always chancey when amateurs were signed up. Henry Wilson was an amateur, lacking sophistication. She climbed from the back of the lead vehicle, stretched and rearranged her headscarf so that most of her hair was hidden. She saw him. He gave a half-wave, nothing effusive, and she headed for the building. He didn’t go to meet her.


Few flights used Sayun. There was no more than a daily service to Aden or Sana’a, assuming the aircraft were serviceable. The morning ones had gone and arrived, and the afternoon ones were not scheduled for hours; the terminal was deserted and the one coffee outlet was closed. The strip was alongside a mountain escarpment, which funnelled winds and created turbulence, and they had passed the wreckage of two small aircraft as they’d taxied. It was what Jericho did for a living – he was semi-autonomous, ‘free-range’. Results mattered. He could call up resources and cash, and they’d be dumped on him, but the pay-back was results. He depended on them. Beside his driver’s feet was a sealed cardboard box loaded with junk, old newspapers, a few tired magazines, but with a top layer of trowels and shovels and lightweight brushes. For results he needed kids like Henrietta Wilson. Easy enough to drag her in. The bar and restaurant he’d been in the previous evening had worked well for the pick-up.


He’d headed for his usual table, but a woman had caught his eye and beckoned him to come and join her. She was a nurse, married to a British former soldier who now mentored the Omani forces. She was a talent scout, and was having a drink – Coke and ice and lemon – with a younger woman: a pretty little thing, lovely hair, able to turn a man’s head. This had been several months back, and the band had played softly and the lights were dimmed, and he’d done the daft bit to start with while pumping her gently and discovering where her dig-site was. Perhaps Henry, as she called herself, had been too long alone; perhaps she needed to talk and be listened to: who she was, where she came from, her archaeology obsession and the travel it had involved. The exodus of foreigners after a series of warnings from the foreign ministries in Europe had left her stranded here: there was always one who could crack the system, in this case a major in the defence ministry in Sana’a whose uncle was prominent in the agriculture ministry and whose son had a senior position in the National Museum. It was the way things worked in that neck of the woods. Henry Wilson was in place and also ran a clinic for basic ailments. The community around her had affection for this nomad in their midst; it would be good for dead drops and good for surveillance. In fact, better than good – excellent.


She didn’t do fashion. Her feet clattered up the steps to the first floor. Hard-wearing boots, thick socks inside them, baggy trousers, a blouse with long sleeves and a shawl over her shoulders obscuring her throat, and a headscarf. No cosmetics and no jewellery. His memory told him that it was the same outfit she’d worn when he’d propositioned her after the nurse had slipped away, left him to get on with it. Henry approached him now, shrugged as if to acknowledge she was late and that matters were beyond her control, and then, so naturally, groped a hand under the shawl, between the buttons of her blouse. The paper was tiny. He barely saw it in the palm of her hand. She gave it to him.


He unravelled the crunched paper. Then smoothed it. He squinted as the sun’s light bounced off the scrap of paper and read the message. Time to call for a bottle of a good vintage. He savoured the moment, then read again. His people – at his insistence – had invested heavily in the agent they had code-named Belcher. At the end of the day, and this gratified Jericho, it came down to the old ways – human intelligence, an inserted agent, a dead drop and a courier – and the electronics were left trailing in the wake. Today he had replaced the cricket blazer with a linen jacket. He took out a handkerchief and buried the paper in it, folded it with care, and returned it to his breast pocket.


‘Thank you.’


‘Is that it?’


‘You’ve delivered it. I’ve expressed gratitude. We have a box which contains something useful, and the rest you can hide, then burn, and we’ll help you take it to your wheels. Have a decent journey back. Again, thanks.’


‘Don’t I get an indication of the message’s value, what it means?’


‘No you don’t.’


His Woman Friday, Penelope, had told him that his ability to act the idiot would have qualified him for lead roles in Shakespearian comedy. Not now; he was earnest and brusque. His experience said that hanging around with agents and larding them with praise was seldom time well spent. He gestured for his driver to lift the cardboard box, hold it against his hip. His other hand had the bag containing the weapons.


‘OK, that’s me done then.’


He heard the spark in her voice. Familiar ground. Agents habitually inflated their own importance, wanted their egos massaged, even this young woman. Her face was almost lovely when the frustration lines at the sides of her mouth and her forehead were prominent.


‘Best you do what’s asked of you, Henry.’


‘I am putting at risk my life and my life’s work. People believe in me and now – from you – I’ve learned deceit. Whatever’s going on in Yemen is hardly my problem, is it? You may want – whatever your name is – to play games with my safety, my scholarship, but you’ll have to do a better job of persuasion if—’


He smiled at her, not cheerful and not sympathetic, and said, ‘Be a good girl and get back to your trowel-scraping. If you are called on again, then you jump. What you are doing for me is a privilege not drudgery, so enough whining. A privilege, hear me.’


‘I can just walk away. I do not have to be your doormat.’


The smile grew colder. He suggested she might care to learn about the Faraday Fracture, said it might be a good place to secrete evidence of mass murder.


‘I do not know about any bloody fracture . . .’


He was walking away. His driver carried the parcel down the staircase. She had good cause to be concerned for her life and health, for these were cruel times and this was a cruel place.


The pilot lounged on a bench on the ground floor and Jericho made the sort of gesture that landed gentry would have employed to a coach driver to get the horses up and ready. The guy grinned back at him, as if appreciating that the buffoon was ready again to act out his part. He needed to be gone, back to his den where the secure communications were housed. There would be a long evening there, assessing Belcher’s message, the implications of it, and what could be done.


Henry followed him, stamping her boots on the steps and hurrying past the bullet pocks. It was a lively war that was being fought here, but the shockwaves of it were felt far beyond Yemeni air space. She was about to catch him to launch a further volley. If it were known that she did couriering for him, if the AQ folks learned that, then her life would be forfeit damn quick, as if she were a cockroach on a bathroom floor, only fit for stamping on. He called over his shoulder as the driver passed her the box. She lurched under its weight, and others were running towards her to take the load off her. Jericho rather liked her. There was a feistiness that appealed and he thought she was a good character and would stay the course. She might need to. He doffed his straw hat, and managed a chuckle in his voice.


‘Look it up, my dear, the fracture, then consider your responsibilities. They might be bigger than merely grubbing in the dirt.’


 


The Ghost – Shabah – understood the significance of the Faraday Fracture. And was familiar also with the locations of the Iceland Basin and the Rockall Trough.


In his office at the German embassy in Sana’a, the career intelligence officer with the BND, Oskar, knew him as the Ghost; not far away was the British embassy and there Doris, the spook of the Secret Intelligence Service, tucked away in her bleak and barricaded quarters, also knew him by that name. In grander accommodation, with staggeringly complex electronics to help his work, Hector also referred to this young man by either the English word or the Arabic counterpart. They had nothing else to call him. The Ghost had heard that; it had been passed to him via a source who operated inside the Public Security Office. He enjoyed the name and thought it fitted him well.


The Ghost had made it his business to know the names of all the fractures, basins and troughs in the seas of the mid-Atlantic. He knew the distance of each one from London’s Heathrow airport or Charles de Gaulle outside Paris, or from the big hubs in Amsterdam or Frankfurt. Great depth was what they had in common, and darkness. Any debris that fell into them would be near to impossible to retrieve. He knew the flying time from each of those airports to the great fissures, and how much difference turbulence might make to an aircraft’s speed.


The Ghost went now to inspect a donkey.


His ears seemed to pick up a faint hum in the air, but there were no wasps or bees close by only sand and rock. A few miles away was a slight escarpment. Another village was nestled at the foot of the cliff, and it was from there that the donkey had been brought that morning. He was aware that the Emir himself had purchased the donkey, paid money for it. Ridiculous and unnecessary for a great and important man to busy himself with such trivial detail, and he doubted that the leader would have comprehended the physics and chemistry of what was required in the choice of the donkey. An animal with some fat on it.


He reached the lean-to where the beast was roped to a post, and paced up and down in the shade. The animal stank and brayed pitifully. Its water had been tipped over and had not been replaced. The Ghost had no knowledge of donkeys or goats or camels: he had been reared in towns and cities. His father, north across the Saudi border and in Riyadh, was a clerk in a ministry. His whole family had joined together to raise the money for a university education for a bright child, the first among them to have the brains, aptitude, for higher education. Much in his psychological make-up had been missed by the adults who had doted on him – he had been thirteen years old when the planes had been flown into the twin towers, and marvelled at the bravery of the martyrs. At eighteen years old he was at university, threading his way into a radicalised group who talked in whispers of the betrayal of the Kingdom by the royal family and who were disgusted by the American presence on Saudi territory and inside the country of their brothers, Iraq – and twenty years old when the group was identified and all were arrested, and every one of them tortured in the police holding cells, and the eldest of them executed by the sword. At twenty-three years old he had been freed and he had headed south to what he had learned was a place of refuge, had crossed the mountains and the desert, had come to Yemen, and had brought skills with him.


Great skills, skills in chemistry and physics and electronics, but he needed help in the areas, at this time vital to him, of medicine and of engineering. A surgeon had come in the night from Sana’a, from the Al Thawra hospital on the Musayk Road; it had links with the defence ministry and the surgeon had good cover. At the Ghost’s feet was a coolbox; the device was surrounded by what ice they could make in a generator-powered refrigerator. He had that, and had the beast, and had the surgeon, but he did not have the load on the lorry that was said to be making progress, but slowly, on the highway, first from Aden to Sana’a, and then from the capital into the Marib governorate. He must wait.
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