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For Nick Sayers





 ‘The dead bell,

The dead bell,

 

Somebody’s done for.’

Sylvia Plath, ‘Death & Co’
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Chapter 1

In search of Angry Bear

There is something obscene about the manner of their arrival.

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

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

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

It feels like he might burst into flames.

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You are here for our minerals?’

‘No.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Should I want you to succeed?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jude gets in the backseat beside Yulia.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She didn’t make it far into the jungle.

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

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

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

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

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

‘You have the ransom money?’

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

‘What are the terms?’ Jude says.

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

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

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

‘Thieves’ honour?’ Yulia says, incredulously.

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

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

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

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

‘Do you have an armoury?’

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

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

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

‘I like to prepare for the worst.’

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





Chapter 2

Rock Ape rises

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I mean anyone who acted the good Samaritan.’

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

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

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

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

 

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

‘Mister Chapeaux,’ she says.

‘Call me Lee.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘That won’t happen to me.’

‘Have you spoken to the Foreign Secretary?’

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

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

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

‘What did you talk about then?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Has anyone handed themselves in?’

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

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

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

‘I think it’s possible.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Can you explain?’

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

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

‘Go on.’

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

Her phone beeps an alert.

‘Excuse me.’

‘Please go ahead.’

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

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

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

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