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 ‘The defeat of the enemy’s objectives is conducted throughout the entire depth of his territory’

General Valery Gerasimov, The Value of Science in Prediction

 

 

‘If we continue to expect the next major terrorist attack to look like the last one, we will always be one step behind’
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1 Follow the money

The Piper Malibu glides out of a cobalt sky and the control tower flicks on the runway lights just a few moments before it lands.

As they taxi towards the darkened hangars, Jude Lyon, an officer in the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), pulls the Velcro straps tight on his body armour, secures the chinstrap on his helmet and pulls a waxed-canvas messenger bag over his shoulders. He checks the magazine is secure in the pistol in the pancake holster at his waist. As soon as the jet has come to a halt and the cabin is depressurised, the pilot opens the door and extends the steel frame steps.

‘Welcome to Syria.’

Jude exits and she pulls the steps up behind him.

He jogs across the concrete apron past a row of Humvees towards the waiting Black Hawks from US Joint Special Operations Command. Ducking under the spinning rotors of the nearest helicopter, he climbs aboard.

Within seconds he is airborne again, in the row behind the flight deck. He buckles himself into the side-gunner’s chair beside two members of the SEAL team wearing balaclavas and night vision goggles with their assault rifles between their knees. The Black Hawks fly low across the desert with two Apache helicopter gunships as escort and somewhere far above a couple of F-22 Raptor fighter jets as top cover. They swoop over the dark ribbon of the River Euphrates, crossing the de-confliction line.

The Black Hawk’s pilot’s voice over the intercom crackles in Jude’s ears. ‘Welcome to enemy territory.’

‘Which enemy?’ someone asks.

‘Does it matter?’ another replies.

Their route may be straightforward but the journey taken is complicated. It passes over an extraordinary patchwork of competing militias that fight, form alliances and fall out again at the whim of God or their proxy masters in Damascus, Tehran, Ankara and Moscow.

‘We have two Sukhois inbound.’

The Raptors release chaff and flares. Burning magnesium rains down either side of the helicopters, lighting up the ruins of an abandoned town. They listen to the pilots on the emergency channel warning the Russians, in their forty-year-old jets, to leave the area.

Outgunned, the Sukhois peel off and fly away.

Ahead of them the desert gives way to a rocky landscape that appears to have been shaken by an ancient earthquake. Hiding amongst the piles of boulders and steep gullies are the last remnants of the Caliphate, the Islamic State group that once controlled huge swathes of territory across Syria and Iraq.

Tonight’s target is a Kuwaiti national, Wahab Mutairi, former finance controller of Islamic State. It is just over two weeks since one of the worst terrorist acts in the United Kingdom’s history. A former British Army officer named Guy Fowle killed two hundred and sixty-five people in London, in coordinated attacks on Westminster underground station and the Houses of Parliament. Mutairi is believed to have funded the attacks from the Caliphate’s extensive cryptocurrency holdings derived from oil sales, extortion, kidnap and ransom, drug smuggling and antiquities trading. A Jordanian agent who has infiltrated the group has revealed Mutairi’s location. He is on the move, overnighting in an isolated safe house close to the edge of their territory, prior to an attempt to cross the border into Turkey.

They touch down a kilometre short of the target and the team huddle together in the downdraught as the helicopters lift off into a holding pattern. The SEAL team leader issues his orders and the assault team make ready their weapons. They advance across a fractured landscape lit up in fluorescent green by night vision goggles.

The building is on a promontory at the edge of a ravine, a single cinder-block structure with a flat roof. The snipers take out the sentries using supressed rifles and the team crouch against the walls either side of the door. Jude draws his pistol and holds it against his thigh.

‘Go!’

The team kick in the door and move from room to room, shooting Mutairi’s guards as they tumble out of their beds.

They find Mutairi cowering under a bed in one of the back rooms. The team leader drags him out on his stomach and cuffs him before holding up his head for Jude to identify him.

‘That’s him,’ Jude confirms, squatting down beside him and slipping the messenger bag off his shoulder. He removes a laptop from its padded sleeve and wakes it up. He logs on via a satellite uplink. ‘I am authorised to make you a one-time offer, Wahab, immunity from prosecution and lifelong witness protection. In return for which, you give us everyone in your contacts book: the extortionists, the kidnappers, the drug smugglers and the antiquities traders. Then I want the tribal leaders and politicians who laundered the money for you, and finally, all your cryptocurrency. What do you say?’

Mutairi stares up at him.

‘I know you can speak English, Wahab. You have a Master’s degree from the London School of Economics.’

Jude taps the screen and opens up an aerial view from a drone flying overhead. He shows the screen to Mutairi.

‘Just after we leave, two Hellfire missiles will destroy this building and everything in it. There’ll be no evidence that we were ever here. You can stay behind and die here or you can come with us. It’s up to you.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Mutairi says.

‘I’ll require a gesture of good faith.’

‘What?’

Jude opens a Sapling-compatible wallet on the screen.

‘To prove you’re actually worth saving. Show us how much money you transferred to Guy Fowle.’ He looks up and nods. The team leader runs a blade up through the cable ties and the Kuwaiti’s hands are free. He shakes his wrists and Jude hands him the laptop.

‘Show me the transfer.’

Mutairi looks up at him.

‘Now.’

Mutairi’s fingers dance across the keyboard. He sits back and Jude takes the laptop back. On the X-cash page there is a shielded X-to-X transfer, with an anonymous recipient, but the amount visible:

$480,000,000

‘Fuck!’

‘What?’ the team leader asks.

It’s the largest terrorist war chest in history. The 9/11 attacks cost al-Qaeda less than half a million dollars to pull off and inflicted $100 billion in property damage alone, with estimates of the economic damage ranging up to $2 trillion. There is enough money in Guy Fowle’s account to finance almost a thousand similar attacks.

‘Guy Fowle is a very rich man,’ Jude tells him. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

They cuff him again and drag Mutairi out of the building while the team leader summons the circling helicopters to the site for extraction. Within minutes the Black Hawks have touched down long enough for the team and their prisoner to board.

They race north while behind them the building is lit up by two almost simultaneous detonations.

 

They are about a mile short of the Euphrates, passing over the ruins of the town, when they hit a wall of flak. Tracer like crimson flecks lights up the sky. Cannon rounds punch through the floor and the soldier beside Jude spasms in his harness and sprays arterial blood across the flight deck. The Black Hawk takes a hit on the tail rotor and goes into an immediate spin, spiralling out of the sky in a cloud of smoke.

The Apaches return fire. Rockets streak across the sky.

‘Seven One going down,’ the pilot says. ‘Seven One going down.’

The helicopter clips the top of a building and slams belly-first down onto a dirt road intersection. Because the heavy machinery is on top, the rotors and engine, the helicopter rolls over. The rotors gouge scars in the ground before snapping and spinning away, or digging to a halt.

When he comes to, Jude is on his side. His face is wet and his clothes are sodden. The cabin is murky with floating dust and pissing hydraulic fluid. From what he can remember of his crash course at Yeovil, closing your eyes is important.

‘Obstacles, darkness, and disorientation is what’s out there,’ an instructor known as Crash-Test Bob had barked at the class with unnerving zeal. ‘It’s best if you close your eyes. If they’re open, you just get bad data.’ Then something urgent about finding your exit: ‘When the violent motion stops, identify your exit path and get fucking moving.’

Jude reaches out with one hand to locate the frame of the gunner’s exit window and pushes. It’s jammed shut. Which means that he is at the bottom of the pile and up is at the opposite side of the cabin.

The buckle of the seat harness is slippery and he fumbles with it for a few seconds before he manages to release it and pull himself free. He reaches up and to his right, patting the body of the man above him, but finds no response. Jude then climbs, hand over hand, up the corpse into the empty seat beyond, and then crabs sidewise to the open window. He drops out into the shallow crater formed by the crash.

When he opens his eyes, Jude sees the remainder of the team spread out in fire positions at the edge of the crater, forming a perimeter around the helicopter. He scans the surrounding buildings. They vary between two and four storeys, and are in a ruinous state. Several have partially collapsed floors. One of them is pancaked flat. Others are little more than skeletons of steel-reinforced concrete columns.

He looks back at the helicopter, which is riddled with bullet holes and fragmentation from the high explosive canon rounds. The windscreen looks like a spider’s web and the cabin door like a colander and he can see moonlight through the punctures where the rounds have exited. The pilots are both slumped in their seats, presumably dead.

Jude hears gunfire and sees sand kicked up by tracer fire at the edge of the crater. They need to move. The SEAL team leader yells a command and points to the nearest defendable building, which is fifty metres or so away across a moonlit expanse. They fire and manoeuvre their way there, with the wounded slung between them, rubble pile to rubble pile, taking it in turns to move or provide covering fire. Jude prods a cuffed Mutairi into a sprint and empties a magazine in the direction that he judges to be the source of the incoming fire.

They reach the building without incurring further casualties and the team leader places the chalk members by windows and other points of ingress while a medic attends to the wounded. Jude logs on to his laptop and accesses mission control on an encrypted link. He learns that they are about seven hundred metres south of the river that marks the de-confliction line and the other helicopters have made it across into safety, albeit shot up and with casualties. He opens the aerial view of the drone and watches tracer flailing like tentacles towards it.

The SEAL team leader joins him. It’s hard not to wince as bullets strike the building. Most of the incoming fire seems to be coming from positions to their north and west, between them and the river.

‘We’re about half a mile short of the bridge,’ Jude tells him. ‘Can we fight our way there?’

‘Too many wounded,’ the team leader says, ‘and we’re not leaving them behind.’

‘You better talk to control,’ Jude tells him. ‘We’re going to need fire support.’

It’s not long before artillery fire so thick it froths the air starts bracketing them, flattening remnants of the surrounding buildings to create a perimeter and deter any attack, but at the same time preventing them from moving.

They are trapped in a box.





2 Night owl

From the window of her study at the top of the house, Yulia Ermolaeva, an officer in the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR), can see the unmarked car parked beside the iron railings across the street. While she is watching, the furthest door opens and one of her four FSB minders gets out. He moves a short distance into the shadows between streetlights with the dark slope of London’s Primrose Hill behind him. Moments later the flame of a lighter illuminates the severe planes of his face and then the red tip of the cigarette end glows.

They are there to protect her – her husband calls them her guard dogs – but she knows that they are there to watch her too. And they do with a kind of hunger that makes her skin glow.

It is not long before dawn and Yulia is still at her desk, in stockinged feet, working her way through the night’s briefing papers for Moscow. In the urgent file there are a number of one-page summaries compiled by her executive team. They include an evaluation of ongoing MI5 counter-surveillance activities against her own officers; a demand for financial assistance by an increasingly greedy asset inside the Barrow-in-Furness shipyard that is building the new Dreadnought-class submarines; a file deletion instruction for a long-redundant asset; and a draft of the Ambassador’s latest warning, due to be delivered in two days’ time at Chatham House, that continuing Western interference in Syria is neither welcome nor prudent. The reports on other agencies include a hacking operation against the UK Treasury that bears the extravagant hallmarks of a GRU operation and is, in all likelihood, her lumpen husband’s brainchild. There is also an FSB surveillance operation against a Chechen dissident who was granted asylum in the UK. She fears that it may result in an assassination attempt that will further restrict her room for manoeuvre.

Hers has become an increasingly complex task: she is reporting an unprecedented level of animosity and hostility towards Russians at the same time as her intelligence-gathering efforts are hampered by the lack of resources resulting from the expulsions that followed the GRU’s ham-fisted and grandiose nerve agent attack in Salisbury. She has assets carefully cultivated over years that she is struggling to service. She needs more support. But hers is not the only voice given credence in Moscow these days. Military intelligence, the GRU, and the state security service, the FSB, are both briefing the Kremlin on foreign policy, flattering their way into positions of power and encroaching on the traditional turf of the foreign intelligence service, the SVR, and the foreign ministry. As one embittered fellow SVR officer recently put it to her, ‘our mistake is to keep talking about the world as it is, not as the president would like it to be.’

She fears that the one man who decides Russian strategy has become cocooned in an ever-thickening web of half-truths, dubious interpretations, and ludicrous optimism, which may make him prone to increasingly dangerous adventures: deeper engagement in the Syria quagmire, a wider invasion of Ukraine, or tangling directly with Western nations. In the long run, the GRU and the FSB may well be as dangerous to the president as to the West.

She leans back in her chair and parts her legs, running her hands across the insides of her thighs, from her stocking tops to her knees. Since she has been taking testosterone to combat the menopause, she has found herself with increased energy and greater concentration but she’s also horny as hell. She can practically make herself come with the swish of her own legs and she can’t look at a well-presented man in a suit without wondering if there isn’t a nearby hotel room. Right now, she wants Jude Lyon, the young British intelligence officer whose caressing hands and urgent desire evoke such delicious memories, but who has been assiduously avoiding her messages since the Westminster attack.

She will have to ambush him. He likes her to be brazen.

It is her strength. She knows how to value the simple things in life and is able to adapt to any situation. She does not regret that she was born and grew up in a socialist country. She has seen how difficult life can be and she appreciates what a luxurious life brings. She will never forget who she is or where she came from but she will grab pleasure wherever she can and by whatever means.

Across from her desk and beneath an Armenian carpet on the wall, there is a sofa that is all that remains of her parents’ carefully hoarded belongings. When they died not long after each other, she burned everything that they had been unable or unwilling to throw away. The things they could not say goodbye to because of that particular Soviet anxiety that you might need them in the future. Everything went on the bonfire except one piece of furniture. A product of Moscow Furniture Factory #3, it is a beech wood and textile sofa influenced by constructivist designs from the 1920s.

She remembers the day that her father added theirs to a list of more than a hundred names at the furniture shop. Every day after that it was necessary to go to the shop to meet the person responsible for maintaining the list and sign that you still wanted the sofa. If you missed one day, you were crossed out and had to start over again. Eventually, they got the sofa. Yulia has had it reupholstered several times, variously covered it in throws and scatter cushions but it defies her every effort to make it comfortable.

It is her most vivid memory of childhood in the Soviet Union: the lines of hundreds of people standing one after another in queues. It wasn’t easy. There were only a few basic food items available – bread, sugar, salt and oil – and they were carefully rationed. Forget vegetables. If you wanted fresh meat, you had to get up early morning and stand in a very long line for several hours. Both her parents were working and didn’t have enough time to queue so she had to do it.

A lot of people criticise those times and there’s no doubt that it was a hard upbringing. But it made her what she is. A tough survivor who knows how difficult life can be. In the queues, she learned to live by her wits and to value people for their usefulness and not for their social status. It was in the queues that she had her first cigarette and, despite the ham-fisted efforts of a similarly inexperienced young man, her first sexual fulfilment.

It didn’t seem to matter how much school she missed, she still excelled. She secured a place for herself at Moscow State University, graduating with an A-5 grade, in Russian ‘otlicho’, literally great. From there, she was hand-picked for the KGB’s Moscow Academy, graduating just as Mikhail Gorbachev became the General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. At the Academy she learned the fundamentals of acquiring sources and working with them; methods of conducting surveillance and evading it. And in doing so she overcame the longstanding and ill-founded prejudice against the employment of women as agents.

She was noticed by the General in charge of a secretive wing of the KGB known as Directorate S and became one of his protégés. She still remembers standing to attention on her first day at the Directorate while he delivered his opening speech.

‘In the West they have their Dr Spock method but here at the Directorate we have our own ways of making people.’

Their job was building legends for sleeper agents – ‘illegals’ – working across the West, creating detailed back stories and putting people in positions in public service and industry, who were expected to rise in their professions and become assets that would in time yield rewards. It was rewarding and creative work and she had a flair for it. She came to know and understand the West in all its unruly glory, its cut-throat economy and its myriad tolerances.

And then, all of a sudden, her world fell apart. As devastating as a tsunami, the collapse of the Soviet Union swept away the certainties and destroyed her hard-won status. The 1990s was a particularly nasty time, when survival demanded ruthlessness and self-sacrifice. When unsavoury alliances were required. Nonetheless she survived and ultimately thrived.

She gets up and walks across the study to the walk-in safe that contains her asset files. She presses her thumbs and then fingers on the biometric scanner and the vault door opens with a hydraulic hiss. Inside there are racks of steel filing cabinets. She opens a drawer and shuffles the hanging file dividers until she finds the right name and retrieves the file. She flicks through it as she walks towards the shredder. Pilar Allan. A retired widow in her sixties living on the Suffolk coastline, who was married to a metallurgist in the Department of Trade and Industry. No record of financial or other inducements and so, by inference, a believer. But no contact for five years. Perhaps she no longer believes. Yulia feeds the sheets of paper one after the other into the shredder, watching them spool out like ticker tape.

Her phone rings. She is momentarily startled.

She crosses to the desk and answers. The caller is Russian, well known to her, and currently inside Syria. She listens to the brief in silence. When the caller is finished, she finds herself staring out across the park. Jude Lyon is, once again, on the wrong side of a bridge, and again it is up to her to decide whether he lives or dies.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Forgive me,’ she says, composing herself. Briskly, she issues her orders and the caller confirms his understanding of them.

‘If anything happens contrary to what I have just told you,’ she says, ‘I will ensure that something significantly worse happens to you and your family. Is that clear?’

The caller pauses to digest the information.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She ends the call.



OPF/cover.jpg
‘A roaring and ‘The master of
prodigal talent’ e modern thriller’
Literary Review i-Paper






OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HODDER &
HODDER &





