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Eight



It was a body, and it was in two pieces.

The legs and torso were naked, apart from a pair of soiled underpants. The head was resting, on its side, on the corpse’s bare torso. The tendons of its severed neck glistened. The wooden floor around the victim oozed with fresh blood. The victim was, quite clearly, newly dead.

Danny took another five paces towards the grisly scene. He tilted his head so it was aligned with the victim’s, and shone his torch directly at it. The eyes were open, the grey hair bloody and matted. But there was no mistaking the features: Danny recognised them immediately from the photograph he’d seen of the High Commissioner back in Lagos.

‘I’ve located Target Red,’ he said into the radio. ‘He’s dead. Beheaded.’

Tony’s voice: ‘Any sign of Target Blue?’

‘Negative. Target Blue still missing. The op is still a go. We need to find him.’

A moment’s pause, then Tony’s voice cracked like a whip. ‘We’ve got movement! A car engine’s just started up. Get out here!’

Danny turned his back on the dead body and sprinted out of Block North. Tony and Ripley were already running east, past Block West towards the road. He could hear the high-pitched screeching of a car engine accelerating fast.

Tony and Ripley disappeared from view behind Block West. It took five seconds for Danny to catch up with them, by which time they were on their knees in the firing position, ten metres apart at the side of the road. The open-topped Land Rover that they’d seen from the high ground was already a hundred metres from their position, past the sandbag blockade, surrounded by a cloud of dust as it sped up the incline to the south of Chikunda, back in the direction from which the unit had arrived. Whoever was driving the vehicle knew what they were doing. Its trajectory veered slightly from left to right: an erratically moving target that was harder to fire on.

Ripley and Tony both discharged a couple of rounds in quick succession. Danny saw three of them ricochet off the Land Rover’s chassis, but none found their intended mark in the vehicle’s tyres. The Land Rover was 130 metres away now. The terrain dipped slightly, hiding the lower half of the vehicle from view.

‘We’ll never hit it!’ Danny shouted. ‘Ripley, find Caitlin. Finish your sweep of the village. Tony, follow me.’

Without waiting for a response, Danny sprinted back to the open area between the three rectangular buildings. The two discarded motorbikes were still lying there. He and Tony reached them at exactly the same time, and there was no need for them to discuss their next move.

The bikes had obviously been left in a hurry: their keys still hung from the ignition. Danny and Tony flicked their safetys on, slung their rifles across their backs then took a bike each, hauled them upwards and started the engines. In less than two seconds they were screeching back to the road, where they swerved sharply to the south, following the Land Rover.

Danny opened the throttle fully. Dust and small stones stung his face as he surged south, swerving to avoid the barricades that the Boko Haram militants had left in the road. In his side mirror he saw that Tony was just a couple of metres behind him, skilfully maintaining single file so they didn’t present a broad, easy target for any shooters. The bike shook violently as Danny negotiated the road, whose shitty state was much more of a problem now they didn’t have the good suspension and all-terrain tyres of the Range Rover.

The vegetation on either side of the road was a blur of green in Danny’s peripheral vision. He kept his eyes forward, but the Land Rover had disappeared from sight. All he could do was burn up the road as fast as he could.

As the road started to undulate, Danny almost came off the bike. But his balance was good as he flew over the dips in the terrain. The road continued at an upward incline for thirty metres. Danny flew over a sharp brow. The bike skidded as it hit the ground again. But now Danny slammed the brakes on. The bike spun ninety degrees as it came to a sharp halt, and Danny heard – but did not see – Tony doing the same thing behind him. He let the bike fall, then quickly knelt down into the firing position, every sense tuned in to the scene that had unfolded in front of him.

The road ahead was perfectly straight. At first it dipped. Then, after about fifty metres, the gradient turned sharply upwards, leading to the brow of yet another hill approximately 110 metres from their position. On the brow of the hill were two figures, one directly in front of the other. Danny zoomed in through the sight on his rifle, then described what he saw out loud for Tony’s benefit. 

‘I’ve got eyes on the Chinese guy. He’s armed with a pistol, and he has his weapon aimed at the head of a guy I don’t recognise.’

By now, Tony was next to him in the firing position, also viewing the scene. ‘Target Blue?’ he asked.

‘Almost certainly.’

‘Can we drop him?’

Danny gave it a moment’s thought. There was no wind, but the Chinese guy was too well shielded by his hostage to present a big enough target at this distance. ‘Negative,’ he said.

Five seconds passed. Standoff.

‘You’re the boss,’ Tony breathed. Danny thought he detected a slightly malicious edge to his voice. ‘What the fuck do we do now?’

Two seconds later, the decision was made for them.

The retort of gunfire echoed from the brow of the hill. Two shots. Through his sight, Danny saw the momentary muzzle flashes. Target Blue hit the floor. Pure instinct kicked in. Danny realigned his weapon just a fraction, hoping to take a shot at the Chinese militant. The retort from his own rifle filled the air, but the round flew uselessly as his target dived, then rolled back over the brow of the hill.

‘Fucker shot our guy,’ Tony shouted. ‘Shoulder and leg. He’s probably still alive.’

‘Get to him!’ Danny barked.

It was obviously a tactic to delay the two soldiers, but it was a good one. They’d lost Target Red, and Danny was fucked if they were going to lose Target Blue as well. The two Regiment guys jumped back on to their motorbikes. They floored it south, across the open ground, and accelerated up the sharp incline to where the hostage was lying on the ground. Fifteen metres from the brow of the hill, Danny could hear the hostage shouting in pain, even above the manic scream of the motorbikes’ engines. They skidded to a second halt alongside him. Danny immediately let his bike fall again and knelt down beside the patient. He had scruffy, shoulder-length hair and a several days’ worth of stubble. His face was caked in dirt. He was wearing blue jeans and a dirty check shirt, and blood was seeping dramatically all down his right sleeve, and even worse over his right trouser leg. He had a wonky nose – it looked like the Boko Haram fuckers had broken it at some point.

‘We’ve lost the Chink!’ Tony shouted, but all Danny’s attention was now on the hostage. 

‘Hugh Deakin?’ Danny shouted.

There was just a pained whimper from the hostage.

‘We should fucking go after him!’ Tony urged.

‘Is your name Hugh Deakin?’ Danny shouted. The blood loss was heavy – he needed to keep his guy talking.

The hostage nodded, his breath coming in short, shaky gasps. Danny ripped his bloodied shirt in two to reveal the gun wound. Bad. The round had entered his upper arm about three inches below the shoulder blade. Two-inch entry wound, exit wound not much smaller. The humerus would be entirely shattered. But the leg shot was even more of a worry: if the femoral artery had been severed, the blood loss would be catastrophic.

‘Give him a morphine shot!’ Danny shouted. ‘I’m going to apply tourniquets.’

Tony was staring south along the road, his face full of frustration. ‘I can fucking get him, Black!’

‘No!’ Danny shouted. ‘We deal with the hostage first.’ And with his hands covered in the young man’s blood, Danny pulled two tourniquets from his med pack. He had to stop the blood loss, no matter what. He wrapped one a couple of inches above the leg wound, the other above the arm wound, and pulled them both very tight, blood pissing between his fingers and all over the hostage.

As he worked, a clearly reluctant Tony activated his radio. ‘We have Target Blue, repeat we have Target Blue. Ripley, Caitlin, report your status, repeat, report your status...’



Now that the buzz of Danny and Tony’s motorbikes had faded, the centre of Chikunda was ominously silent. Ripley went about the quick, efficient business of checking that Blocks North, West and East were empty. Block East contained an impressive arms cache – four grenade launchers, a rack of AK-47s and several wooden boxes of ammunition. But no militants. Block West had clearly been an accommodation block: ten thin, dirty mattresses were dotted around the floor, with tangled piles of clothes next to them. Still no militants. And Block North contained nothing but Target Red, his head resting grotesquely on his torso. The sight left a dry, bitter taste in Ripley’s mouth, but he knew there was no point wasting time on a dead man. Boko Haram could still be hiding out in the village. His job was to hunt them down.

He edged carefully towards the central road, sweat trickling from his forehead into his eyes. From the protection of Block West, he looked north then south. The road seemed to shimmer into the distance with the heat haze. Through the sight on his rifle he studied the burned-out area to the north-west. The only sign of movement was a bird that flew in and rested on the partially demolished wall of what must have once been a house, approximately two hundred metres away.

Ripley’s earpiece crackled. Tony’s voice: ‘We have Target Blue, repeat we have Target Blue. Ripley, Caitlin, report your status, repeat, report your status.’

Caitlin: ‘Keeping eyes on the route into Chikunda from the north.’

Ripley clocked in. ‘I’m going to clear that enclosed compound with the three huts.’

The radio voices fell silent.

Ripley edged north, twenty-five metres along the road, until he came alongside the wall of the enclosed compound. It was made of solid breeze blocks, and was a good five metres high. Unscalable without any extra apparatus. He followed the wall for forty metres, then stopped behind a wooden gate, three metres high, two wide, cut into the blocks. A sturdy, well-fitting door which was, weirdly, locked from the outside with a large padlock.

Ripley considered that for a moment. It didn’t make much sense. If Boko Haram had established a secure compound like this, why had they been keeping their hostages in the relatively insecure confines of Block North? Maybe they had been keeping the prisoners in here originally, and had only moved them out to conduct the execution. Or maybe they were hiding something else in the compound. Another arms cache, maybe? Ripley wanted to find out.

It would be an easy lock to force. Ripley found a rock on the ground the size of a large orange. He struck it hard, several times, against the bolt that the padlock was holding. The wood behind it splintered, and the soft metal dented and warped. Ripley had it off in thirty seconds. He engaged his rifle again and carefully kicked. The door’s hinges creaked as it swung open.



‘Keeping eyes on the route into Chikunda from the north.’

‘I’m going to clear that enclosed compound with the three huts.’

Caitlin was lying on her front, on a patch of raised terrain thirty metres from the road, camouflaged by a patch of low brush. The heat was like a hammer on the back of her head. The biting frustration of hearing Target Red was dead was only slightly softened by the news that Danny and Tony had located Target Blue, albeit badly wounded. She had to suppress her desire to make someone pay for what they’d done. An itchy trigger finger wouldn’t do anybody any favours. Her job was simple. Watch the road. If reinforcements came in from the north, inform her unit mates.

She got back to scanning the road with her handheld scope. Her position was directly opposite the burned-down part of the village, and she couldn’t stop herself from focusing in on those ravaged, demolished houses. She found herself picturing what it must have been like for the villagers when these Boko Haram bastards arrived. She saw smoke rising from houses that had stood there for years. Kids and women screaming. Men trying to defend their families, only to be mown down by assault rifles. She focused on what remained of one of those buildings. It was just a dilapidated wall, black with smoke scars.

She drew a sharp intake of breath. Lying at the bottom of that wall was a figure. A body. And something about it wasn’t right. She zoomed in a little closer. The body was lying on its back. She had to keep her hands very still to keep it within her magnified field of view, but after examining it for a few more seconds, she was certain of something: this wasn’t a Nigerian casualty. This corpse’s skin was white. 

An uneasy feeling grew in her chest. Who the hell was this?

She double-checked her surroundings. There was no sign of anyone. She spoke into her radio. ‘I’m crossing the road to the western side. I’ve just seen something I want to check out.’

‘Roger that,’ came Danny’s reply.

Caitlin pushed herself to her feet and started jogging towards the burned-out area and the unexpected corpse.



The tourniquet was in place. Tony had injected morphine into the casualty’s leg. It seemed to have helped, but only a bit. Target Blue was in a shit state. Fresh wet blood all down the wounded arm. It had dried on his right hand and coagulated under the fingertips.

‘We’re British Army,’ Danny told the young man. ‘We’re going to get you out of here.’ He stood up and spoke to Tony. ‘Go get our vehicle,’ he said. ‘We need to get on the radio back to base, call in a casualty evacuation, even if it means getting the Nigerians on board. He’s not going to make it otherwise.’

Tony nodded, but the frown on his face told Danny he was fuming that Danny had overruled him about going after the Chinese guy. Without another word, he turned and started jogging back along the road.

Danny crouched down again. ‘Listen carefully,’ he said. ‘You and me, we’re going to keep talking. You got that? We’re going to keep on talking...’

Because Danny knew that if the kid allowed himself to fall asleep, chances were he’d never wake up again...



‘I’m crossing the road to the western side. I’ve just seen something I want to check out.’

‘Roger that.’

Ripley was only half aware of the conversation going on in his earpiece as he edged into the compound, his senses attuned for the slightest sound or movement. He didn’t know why, but the extraordinary stillness of the village was unnerving him.

Inside the enclosed compound, his brain registered everything before him in a fraction of a second. The ground was unusually free of rubble or any other random junk, as if it had been cleared out on purpose. As they’d seen from the satellite imagery and from the high ground, there were three circular huts here, each of them about seven metres in diameter. They had roughly thatched conical roofs, mud walls and wooden doors. Like the compound itself, each door was locked from the outside.

No movement. No sound. The compound still seemed empty. But Ripley could smell something. Just faintly. Something rotten. 

His rifle, the butt dug into his shoulder, followed his line of sight precisely as he crossed ten metres of open ground to the first hut. This time he didn’t bother with a rock. He just kicked the door in with a sturdy strike of his heel.

The hut was empty, with the exception of a pile of white overalls against the wall to Ripley’s two o’clock.

He stepped outside, his rifle still following his line of sight, crossed to the second hut and kicked the door open.

In the centre of the hut was a wooden crate, with Chinese lettering imprinted on one side. The lid was lying to one side. The crate itself was empty. Ripley left the second hut, and approached the third.



Caitlin picked her way across the rubble, assault rifle engaged. This whole area still stank of burning. She moved, sickened, past the bodies of two Nigerian children, face down in the earth. She didn’t know if they’d been killed by bullets or by fire, and she didn’t really want to find out. She tried to put them from her mind as she focused on her objective: the white body. It was fifteen metres ahead of her, its back slumped against a wall, facing out towards the road. She now saw that the body had a gunshot wound to its chest. It was wearing a lightweight sports jacket and pale trousers, although both of them were now spattered with mud and blood. Short blond hair, fairly clean-shaven. She had the impression that he had died much more recently than those Nigerian kids.

She crossed the intervening fifteen metres nervously. Up close, she let her rifle hang by its cord and put her free hand inside his sports jacket. She didn’t hold out any hope that there would be a wallet here – the Boko Haram militants would certainly have robbed him. But her fingers touched something: the same size and shape as a credit card. Caitlin withdrew it, and saw that it was an international driving licence.

She read the name on the licence.

Hugh Deakin.

Her blood turned to ice. She double-checked the photo. It matched the face of the corpse.

She immediately spoke into her boom mike. ‘Danny, it’s Caitlin.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘I don’t know who you’ve got there, but it’s not Target Blue.’

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

‘I said, it’s not Target Blue. I’m with Hugh Deakin now. He’s dead.’



Danny looked at the bleeding man whose life he had just saved. He was lying on the ground, his pale face wracked with pain, despite the morphine shot Tony had given him. A dreadful suspicion washed over him. 

His eyes traced down the length of his patient’s arm and took in the blood that had dried on his hand and congealed under his nails. It wasn’t fresh.

Slowly, Danny removed his side arm. He cocked it, then pressed the barrel against the wounded man’s head.

‘What’s your name?’ he said.

The young man gave him a glazed stare.

‘What’s your fucking name?’

The man closed his eyes. ‘Fuck you, army bitch,’ he whispered.

Danny withdrew the gun for a moment and carefully examined the face. Suddenly he was back at Tony’s house in Hereford, standing in his garden and looking at the front page of the Mirror.

Jihadi Jim: First Picture.

The wispy stubble. The broken nose.

It was him.

Danny cursed himself for not having joined the dots before. Not that it mattered, because now he was in a position to carry out the one job every member of the Regiment would have lined up to do.

He put the gun up against Jihadi Jim’s forehead, and prepared to pull the trigger.

‘You don’t want to do that, army bitch,’ Jihadi Jim whispered. His body was shaking with pain, but he still managed to look and sound as offensive as anyone Danny had ever met.

‘Wrong,’ said Danny Black, his voice deadly quiet. ‘I really do. I saw what you did to that guy down in the village.’

‘He squeaked like a pig. Normally they get some Valium. Not this time.’

Just killing this bastard wasn’t enough. Danny wanted to hurt him. He raised his hand and thumped down hard on the gun wound. Jihadi Jim’s whole body shuddered, and he hissed in agony.

‘Go ahead, army bitch,’ he breathed. ‘Kill me now, unless you want to know what’s going on in that shitty little village.’

‘Nothing’s going on there. Everyone’s dead.’

Jihadi Jim managed a nasty smile. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘But what of?’



The rotten smell was worse here. Not bad enough to make Ripley gag, but a clear indication that this final hut contained more than a few old clothes or an empty box. He listened carefully at the door. Nothing. So he kicked the door open and, weapon engaged, entered.

An overpowering stench almost knocked him double. He retched, but managed to keep control of his guts as he stood in the doorway, peered into the gloomy hut and counted the bodies.

There were five, all African. Three men, two women. All naked. Painfully thin. They were sprawled across the floor, either on their back or curled up in the foetus position. They didn’t move. Against the wall, to Ripley’s eleven o’clock, was a small pile of excrement. The bodies had clearly been in here for some time before they died.

Ripley didn’t know what had killed these people. Malnutrition? Lack of water? But he knew this: they’d died badly.

He was on the point of stepping backwards out of the hut, when he saw a sudden movement. One of the two women was lying on her back on the right-hand side of the hut. Her abdomen had suddenly arched upwards and she let out a groan. She was still alive.

The SAS man moved out of instinct. He had morphine and antibiotics in his pack. Maybe he could help her. He let his weapon fall and knelt down by the woman’s side. 

Only as his knees hit the ground did he realise that this was a very bad idea.

Now that he was inside the hut and closer to the bodies, he could see them much more clearly. Their brown skin was covered with disgusting black pustules. Some of them had crusted over. Others were still weeping. The faces of the dead were frozen in expressions of agony, as if they’d been suffering terrible pain at the moment of their death. The area around their nose and mouth was smeared with what looked like dried blood. And as Ripley’s eyes grew a little more used to the dim light inside the hut, he saw puddles of dried vomit and smears of liquid faeces over the corpses’ bodies and the rough rush matting on the floor.

‘What the fuck...’ he breathed.

He had to get out of there. Quickly.



‘What do you mean, “what of”?’ Danny demanded.

Another nasty smile. ‘So you haven’t found the guinea pigs, army bitch?’ He closed his eyes.

‘What guinea pigs? What are you talking about?’

Jihadi Jim winced with pain. ‘In the huts... dead...’

A beat.

‘Dead of what?’

Jihadi Jim opened his eyes again. ‘I will drive him into the Hellfire,’ he whispered. ‘And what will explain to you that which Hellfire is? It allows nothing to endure, and leaves nothing alone. It blackens the skins of men.’

‘I’m only going to ask you one more time, you piece of shit. Dead of what?’

‘Plague, army bitch,’ he said. ‘Plague.’



It happened before Ripley could move. The woman’s abdomen suddenly arched again. Her eyes opened and she tilted her head towards him, revealing a face whose brown skin was covered in horrible black patches. At the same time, a dreadful, harsh, grating sound escaped her throat. She coughed explosively. A warm spray hit Ripley directly in the face.

‘Jesus...’

Ripley jumped to his feet and jumped back. The woman was still again. Ripley touched his face then looked at his fingertips. They were covered in a watery, pale red liquid.

‘Jesus... Jesus!’

He staggered outside and felt himself wanting to retch again. This time he couldn’t hold it in. He vomited on to the dusty ground. Then he wiped the watery blood from his face with his sleeve. It had turned sticky and sputum-like.

It was everywhere.


Eleven



‘What you have to understand, is that the secret of effective counter-terrorism intelligence work lies in answering three simple questions: who, what and how.’

Spud Glover stood by the door of a small office on the third floor of the MI6 building. It was getting late – almost seven – and he was pissed off. A petite woman with dark skin, a head scarf, fashionable thick-rimmed glasses and a smart navy trouser suit sat at a desk. She had a small pile of manilla folders in front of her. Her name was Eleanor. When they’d met for the first time that morning, she had taken Spud rather by surprise. It wasn’t just that this woman who was clearly a Muslim, with her rather plain hijab, was working for the security services. It was also this: Eleanor was a looker. She floated his boat.

His first thought was one of relief that he’d kept his powder dry by not responding to the advances of Tony’s missus the previous afternoon, after the others had been hauled in to base. Don’t dip your pen in the company inkwell, he’d told himself. Or maybe he’d been giving himself an excuse not to reveal the network of scars and sores that now made up his abdomen. And maybe that was why he hadn’t found himself flirting with Eleanor quite as outrageously as he once might have done.

As the day went on, however, she had started to irritate the hell out of him – not least because she was reading the folders at the same time as talking rather absent-mindedly to him, as if he was just an afterthought. And then, of course, there was the way she sounded like a teacher talking to an ignorant schoolboy.

‘Who do we think might represent a threat? What opportunity might such a person have for carrying out such a threat? And how might they do it? Does that make sense, Spud? You’ll tell me if I’m going too fast for you?’

‘Don’t you worry about it, love. I’m just about keeping up.’

‘Once you’ve answered those questions, you have a more important question to answer: what behaviour does your subject display when they’re preparing a strike? We call these behaviours “terrorist attack pre-incident indicators”, or “TAPIs” for short.’ She gave him a hard look when she saw he was staring into the middle distance above her head. ‘Can you tell me what TAPIs stands for?’ she asked.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be reading those files?’

Eleanor removed her glasses, laid them upside down on the files, and turned to look at him. 

‘Spud,’ she said. ‘The idea of you shadowing me is that you learn something about what we do here. It’s going to be rather difficult for both of us if you’re going to take that attitude.’

‘Terrorist attack pre-incident indicators, TAPIs for short. Trust me, love, I’ve seen more terrorists than you’ve had hot dinners. The best indicator that they’re going to attack is when they pull out a gun and try to shoot you. And the best counter-attack is to shoot them first. Maybe they didn’t teach you that at spy school?’

‘There’s no such thing as spy school,’ Eleanor said primly.

‘Did they sit you down in a classroom and teach you this stuff?’

‘Well, yes, but...’

‘Then you’ve been to spy school. And it sounds to me like you never bunked off.’

She gave him a withering look. ‘You’re impossible,’ she said. She replaced her glasses and turned back to her file. Spud continued to loiter by the door. It was true what she said. When it became clear that Spud was in no state for active service, the Ruperts and suits had given him a choice: honourable discharge with full army pension, or they’d try to find other work for him within the Regiment. That meant a desk job, pushing bits of paper from one side of a desk to another. But for Spud, paperwork was one down from scrubbing the toilets, and so some bright spark had come up with the idea of having him shadow an MI6 intelligence officer. The idea was that he would learn something about the intelligence trade, with a view to moving into that field.

At least, that was the headline. The reality, Spud knew, was that everybody at the Firm saw him as a lump of muscle, only there to provide spooks like Eleanor with backup when they were out in the field. He was a glorified bodyguard, and his first day in the new job had been about as bad as he’d expected. He’d have given anything to be out in the field, even if it was just tagging along on the Nigerian job with Danny and the others. And at times he thought his body would be up to it. But then, he’d make an unexpected movement – not much, just a sudden turn or a twist of his head – and a sharp jolt of pain would shoot down his abdomen, or he’d be overcome with a fit of coughing that wouldn’t stop. A constant reminder that his last op had left him in a very bad state indeed – a state in which he was of no use to his Regiment mates.

As these thoughts repeated themselves in his mind, Spud stood in silence as Eleanor continued reading through her files. He supposed she meant well, but her habit of talking like a text book didn’t half get on his wick. He’d like to put some of these spooks on the ground in a war zone, see how far their so-called expertise got them then.

He noticed that Eleanor seemed to be reading a particular file for the second time. ‘Something interesting?’ he asked.

‘Maybe,’ she murmured.

Spud knew what she was looking for. The order had come down from the head shed: there had been intelligence chatter about an extremist who called himself the Caliph. A selected batch of intelligence officers were now hunting down any reference to such a character. It was a painstaking operation. Lots of police and other intelligence reports were computerised, but plenty had been written by hand. Hence the pile of manilla folders on Eleanor’s desk. And hence Spud’s reluctance to help her with the donkey work. Reading wasn’t his strong point.

He stepped towards the table and glanced at the file. It was neatly packed with small type, and had a black and white picture of a Middle Eastern-looking man with a trim beard. ‘What is it?’ he said.

‘West Midlands Police report.’

‘And?’

She scanned down the document again.

‘All these files have some sort of mention of a “caliph”, but they’re all very non-specific. A caliph is an Islamic ruler – that’s a historical fact. We can’t drag people in simply for talking about history. I’ve got files here on university professors, TV researchers, all sorts of people. They’ve all made public utterances about caliphs and caliphates, and they’re all entirely innocent, so far as I can tell. This one’s a little different. West Midlands Police pulled over this cab driver, name of Kalifa al-Meghrani, in Dudley, on the outskirts of Birmingham, about five weeks ago. Nothing serious – it seems he was just operating without a licence, but they took him into custody when he started losing his temper with them. Here’s the interesting bit – one of the police officers involved reported that he shouted words to the effect of “I’ll set the fucking Caliph on you.”’ She frowned. ‘It’s pretty thin,’ she said, half to herself.

‘What’s the problem?’ Spud said. Finally, here was something he knew how to deal with. ‘We can be up the M1 in three hours. Let’s go ask this weirdo what he meant.’

He was halfway to the door when Eleanor said, ‘Sit down, Spud, for goodness sake.’

‘What’s the problem?’

‘We can’t just go barging in on this man. There are protocols we have to follow.’

Spud blinked. ‘You think this piece of shit might know where the bad guys are, and you’re worried about protocol? Take my word for it, love – ten minutes with me and you won’t be able to stop him talking. He’ll be begging to talk.’

‘This isn’t the dark ages, Spud. Confessions obtained by coercion are notoriously unreliable. In any case, there is a lot we can learn without even making contact with this man.’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Spud said. ‘Look at him. You telling me he doesn’t tick all the boxes?’

Eleanor sighed. ‘You’re making an elementary mistake, Spud. It’s the first thing we’re taught. You’re making decisions based on stereotypes and your own prejudices. I mean, look at me – if you saw me in the street, would you think I worked for MI6?’

She had a point.

‘Anyone can be a terrorist, you know. Race is a particularly poor indicator. If you’re only looking for one type of person, you’ll miss hundreds of other groups and individuals who might be planning...’

‘Alright, alright.’ Spud waved one hand to shut her up. ‘You’re the one that’s been to spy school. Just don’t blame me when the nutter blows up a plane.’

‘You see?’ Eleanor said. ‘You see? He’s gone from a minicab driver to a crazy plane bomber in your head in about thirty seconds. Things are a lot more complicated than that in our world. Terrorists are rarely insane, you know? If you’re going to beat them, you have to get inside their heads, try and see the world from their point of view...’

‘You wouldn’t want to get inside the heads of some of the cunts I’ve met.’ Spud knew he sounded surly, but he couldn’t help it. ‘What’s his address?’

‘If you think I’m going to tell you that, you’re quite mistaken.’ And as Spud’s frown darkened, she continued: ‘Look, I’m not saying we won’t speak to him.’

‘What are you saying then?’

‘That we’re going to do our homework. We’re going to find out everything there is on record about Kalifa al-Meghrani, and we’re going to decide whether he’s a likely suspect based on more than just the colour of his skin.’

‘That could take ages.’

‘Of course it won’t. We’ll just pull in everything we know from the police national computer and GCHQ, we’ll examine his banking records and passport applications. We’ll have a measure of the man within a few hours. You didn’t have any other plans, did you?’ She gave him a slightly sheepish smile. ‘You think you might be able to manage an all-nighter without getting too exhausted?’

Jesus, Spud thought. Was she flirting with him? He almost replied. He almost told her that if he could withstand a 36-hour resistance-to-interrogation training session, or dig in to a jungle ditch for a week on hard rations and nothing but a plastic bag to shit in, or endure the worst excess of the Syrian mukhabarat, a night in a warm London office sifting through dry old intelligence papers was unlikely to tax him unduly. But he didn’t. What would be the point? Eleanor had made her decision about him, and that wasn’t going to change in a hurry.

‘I’ll fetch us some coffee, shall I,’ she said brightly, ‘and then I’ll order up the relevant information. Make yourself comfortable, Spud. I think you’ll learn a lot tonight, about the way the world really works.’

She smiled at him, scraped her chair back and left the room. Spud walked over to the table and looked again at the picture on the file. Kalifa al-Meghrani looked back. Was she right, he wondered. Was Spud just assuming the worst about this guy because of the way he looked?

He didn’t think so. Spud didn’t care about his nationality or the colour of his skin. He didn’t care if he was white, black, brown or fucking purple. Experience had taught him that it was a very good idea to mistrust everyone.

And he knew this: a man who hurled abuse like that at a copper needed a few questions asking of him, and Spud would be more than happy to be the question master.


Fifteen


London, 08.00 GMT.

The MI6 building never sleeps. Sometimes the same is true of the people who occupy it, although Spud hadn’t expected to have to pull an all-nighter on his first day shadowing a spook. Eleanor was incredibly persistent. Spud was almost impressed. As he leaned against the wall of her office and sucked down his fifth cup of coffee since midnight, she explained to him what she had learned about the cab driver in Birmingham whose name had jumped out of the files at them.

‘Kalifa al-Meghrani,’ she said, ‘is a British citizen who has lived in the UK all his life – and so have his parents.’ She held up what looked like a photocopy of a birth certificate. ‘His grandparents arrived here from the area of the Persian Gulf coast that is now the United Arab Emirates. My neck of the woods, actually. Or at least my parents’. He went to school at the local comprehensive in Dudley and he had no previous criminal record up until his recent run-in with the police.’ She gave Spud a little matter-of-fact smile.

‘So what are you trying to say?’ Spud asked. He took another gulp of coffee. 

‘You know what I think, Spud? I think you want this guy to be a terrorist. I think you judged him the moment you heard his name.’

‘No,’ Spud said. ‘He used the word “caliph”. Those ISIS nutters are always talking about the caliphate...’

‘Despite the lack of anything resembling a terrorist attack pre-incident indicator,’ Eleanor interrupted, ‘you’ve got it in your head that because he’s a Muslim, he has some sort of case to answer.’

‘Wrong,’ Spud said. ‘I’ve got it in my head that because he yelled abuse at a police officer—’

‘It’s the very fact that he yelled at a police officer that makes him incredibly unlikely to be a suspect of any kind.’

‘Why? That doesn’t make any sense at all.’

Eleanor removed her glasses and inhaled deeply, as though calming herself before explaining something to a child for the umpteenth time. ‘Listen carefully,’ she said, putting her glasses back on. ‘You were in 22 SAS, right?’

‘I still am,’ Spud said.

‘Fine. You are in 22 SAS. So if I’m a terrorist, and I’m trying to judge who is a greater threat to my activities, do I put you at the top of the list, or some fresh-faced teenager in the cadet force?’

‘That’s a stupid question.’

‘Not at all. Obviously you’re the greater threat. You’ve undergone millions of pounds’ worth of training. You’re highly competent with weapons. You’re extremely fit. You can observe me without me knowing I’m being observed. When the time comes you can kill me swiftly and silently, then melt into the background without anybody knowing you’ve been there. You don’t feel the need to boast about it. In fact, you go out of your way to keep your activities covert and quiet. Am I right?’

Spud shrugged.

‘Your kid in the cadet force? Chances are he mouths out about what he does every Friday night down the pub in front of his mates.’

‘What’s your point?’

‘That terrorists are no different. The higher their skill level, the more adept they are at melting into the background, at being invisible. The dangerous ones are sane, rational and highly organised. They take very good care to stay on the right side of the law up until the point that they carry out their atrocities. They just want to get their job done quietly and efficiently, and they know they can’t do that by mouthing off at police stations late at night. It just doesn’t fit the profile.’ She held up the birth certificate again. ‘Mr al-Meghrani doesn’t fit the profile.’

Spud stared at her. Maybe she was right. Maybe Spud was so keen to get out into the field that he was overlooking the obvious.

‘I still think we should have a word with him,’ he murmured.

‘We’re going to do nothing of the sort, Spud. You’re shadowing me, remember. You’re here to observe, and nothing more. If we go to Birmingham to speak to this guy, I’ll do the talking and you’ll do the listening. Is that clear?’

Spud felt himself flushing. ‘Whatever,’ he muttered.

‘Don’t be so childish,’ Eleanor said. ‘I’m very obviously a Muslim. If I ask the right questions he will open up to me. Anyway, I’ve been trained to interview suspects effectively. You never know, you might actually learn something.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said, I doubt it. Look, love, I’ve been on the front line and stared these fuckers down. I know what I’m looking for. I’ve been to terrorist training camps that you’ve only read about in intelligence reports.’

‘Well, you won’t have seen Kalifa al-Meghrani at any of them.’

‘How do you know that?’ Spud said. ‘How can you possibly know that?’

She gave him a cool look. ‘Because he was born in this country and he’s never owned a passport. He’s never even left the UK.’

Spud had no answer for that.

‘It may be that Kalifa al-Meghrani is a nasty piece of work. It may be that he’s been operating a minicab without a licence. But I’m afraid that neither of these make him a terrorist, or a terrorist sympathiser. And even if he name-checked the Caliph, I’m quite sure that he did so on the basis of hearsay and rumour – unless you think that one of the Firm’s most wanted Middle Eastern terrorists is hiding out in Dudley.’

‘It’s not impossible,’ Spud said. He sounded surly even to himself.

‘No. Not impossible. Just very unlikely.’

‘So we should go and talk to him.’

‘I thought I’d made myself clear, Spud.’








































































Eighteen



Tony kicked open the door, just a couple of inches. Danny immediately heard two sounds.

The first was the ocean. Even though they were indoors, the sound of waves was loud.

The second was gunshot.

There was a burst of fire from the bridge. Danny estimated four weapons. There was a tinny sound as the rounds ricocheted off the metal door, immediately followed by a deafening crack as Tony chucked in the flashbang and stood clear as it exploded. Danny closed his eyes momentarily to stop himself being blinded by the flash, but opened them as soon as he heard the noise, and started to advance.

The grenade had killed the gunfire. Now Danny could hear nothing but panicked shouting. Tony kicked the door open.

The doorway framed a picture of chaos. In the green haze of his NV, Danny saw three figures – ten metres from his position, at the far side of the bridge, backs up against the window that surrounded it. It was clearly pitch black for them, here in the middle of the ocean with no light to see by: they were staring at different angles across the room, obviously totally disorientated by the blinding flash and deafening crack of the flashbang. They all had weapons, though – pistols – and were waving them around wildly, evidently wanting to fire but not knowing in which direction to aim.

They couldn’t see the Regiment unit, but the Regiment unit could see them. From his brief glance, Danny didn’t think any of them were Mr Chiu. But they could start shooting any second, so they needed to be put down in any case.

Danny and Caitlin had clear shots. Two from Danny, one from Caitlin. The targets were on the floor less than a second after the door was opened. 

As soon as the three targets were down, Danny saw why the noise of the ocean was so loud. Someone had smashed the re­­inforced window opposite the entrance to the bridge. Impossible to do without a sturdy tool, and sure enough Danny saw a fire axe lying on the floor just in front of it. Someone must have escaped.

He stepped over the threshold of the bridge. They needed to move fast while any further occupants were still disorientated. A metre into the room he scanned left, then right. He quickly picked out the one remaining person there: a figure crouching down to his two o’clock by a panel of instruments.

It wasn’t Chiu. A single shot from Danny’s HK and he was neutralised. Danny ran to the broken window and looked out. It was a drop of seven or eight metres to the deck – doable, with a lucky landing. And luck had been on the side of whoever had jumped from the bridge. The aft deck was an open space of about fifty square metres, leading up to a high railing that overlooked the water. Danny could make out shattered glass on the deck. But no sign of anyone.

He spoke immediately into his radio. ‘All units, the bridge is clear. We have personnel on deck, most likely armed. We need a full sweep of the deck, from aft forward. Go!’

He turned to Caitlin and slung her the orange portable VHF radio. ‘Stay here,’ he said. ‘Make contact with the ops room. Update them. Tony, with me.’

Caitlin caught the radio with one hand as Danny and Tony hurried back through the darkness of the bridge tower. Danny tried to tread as lightly as he could so that his feet didn’t clatter down the metal staircase. 

On the ground floor, they pushed through the heavy door and manoeuvred themselves on to the aft deck. The six Aussie SF guys were waiting for them there, evenly spaced across the open deck, weapons engaged. A quick examination of the broken glass from the bridge window revealed a puddle of blood. Someone had injured themselves jumping out. As there was no sign of enemy targets here, they needed to check all points on the vessel forward of this position. ‘We sweep the top deck first,’ Danny said, ‘then we move down. Remember, we need Chiu alive. If you see him, hold your fire and apprehend him.’

Danny ran to the starboard side of the vessel, while Tony stayed port. Since the central part of the vessel’s top deck was taken up by storage units, to sweep the ship they would need to move forward in two groups, one along the deck on either side.

They did this with quiet, clinical efficiency. Danny and his three Aussie colleagues moved four abreast, the butts of their weapons pressed sharply into their shoulders, safety switches on semi-automatic. Danny’s ears roared with the noise of the ship’s engines, and with the sea crashing against the hull. But he kept his focus laser-sharp on the deck in front of him, sensitive to any unexpected movement that would give him a split warning of an incoming threat.

They moved forward twenty metres. To their left, a three-metre-wide gap in the storage containers. Danny made a gesture with his left hand and one of his team headed silently down this corridor. The remaining three kept moving forward.

Tony’s voice. ‘There’s a trail of blood on the deck. Someone came this way.’

‘Keep following it,’ Danny instructed.

Another twenty metres. They were about halfway along the vessel. A second corridor to the left. Another member of the team – Goldie this time – peeled off to secure it. Danny and his remaining colleague moved forward.

Twenty metres.

Thirty.

Forty.

The ship yawed dramatically as they came to the end of the storage containers. Danny and his Aussie colleague pressed their backs up against the wall formed by the final container. Danny shuffled up to the corner of the storage container and peered round.

He took in everything in an instant.

The fore deck was more than twice the size of the aft deck. At the far end was a small crane, about twenty feet high. On either side of it were fixed steel scaffolds, each one about ten metres high. And on top of each scaffold, fixed to a ramp slanting down towards the sea, was a bright-orange closed lifeboat.

And at the foot of the crane, twenty-five metres from Danny’s position, were two figures. One was on his knees. The other was behind him, holding a gun to his head. It was almost an action replay of the scene that had played out in front of Danny’s eyes on the outskirts of Chikunda.

With one difference. The gunman was African. And the guy on his knees was Mr Chiu.

Neither the African militant nor Mr Chiu had seen Danny. They were screaming at each other in English – clearly their only mutual language.

‘Put gun down, idiot!’ Chiu was shouting. ‘What you think you doing? My orders come from Caliph himself!’

‘So do mine! Climb up and get into the lifeboat!’ shouted the African militant.

As he spoke, he happened to look in Danny’s direction.

Their eyes met.

Danny wanted Chiu alive. He lined up the sights of his rifle with the broad target of the militant’s chest. 

He prepared to take the shot.



‘This is Golden Coral, do you copy?’

Caitlin stared furiously at the orange handheld VHF radio. It emitted nothing but white noise. She cursed under her breath. Something was wrong with the comms. She couldn’t make contact with the frigate. 

She strode across the bridge to the ship’s VHF radio unit. She assumed the Golden Coral would have a decent-sized antenna, and she adjusted the frequency to channel 15.

‘This is Golden Coral, do you copy?’

A five-second pause.

‘Go ahead, Golden Coral.’

‘We have control of the bridge. Six targets down.’

‘Do you have Chiu?’

‘That’s negative, over.’

‘Roger that, over.’

The radio fell silent. As the ship lurched, so did Caitlin’s stomach. She headed away from the instrument panel to look at the sea state through the broken window. Her night-vision goggles picked out the foam of a curling wave battering the rear of the ship. She suppressed a shiver, and it wasn’t just because her clothes were saturated. She hadn’t told the others how much she hated the water. It would have made them think less of her.

She felt something sticky under her wet boot. She looked down. Blood, seeping from the chest of one of the men they’d put down. Her eyes moved to the corpse. The dead face – African – seemed very calm.

But something wasn’t right.

The dead man’s head seemed somehow too small for his body. Or was it that his torso was too big? Caitlin bent down immediately and ripped open the buttons of his camouflage top.

She blinked. The entry wound was directly in the centre of the man’s clavicle. But that wasn’t what attracted her attention. There were four black straps surrounding his otherwise naked torso, and each strap had four pouches, about the size of cigarette packets, each one with a wire protruding. The wires met at his left armpit, where a thicker cable ran down his arm. Caitlin looked at his left hand. The dead limb was clutching a small detonating button.

Her mouth went dry. She spoke urgently into her radio. ‘All teams, this is Caitlin at the bridge. Our targets are wearing suicide vests. Handheld detonators. Repeat, our targets are wearing suicide vests...’



Caitlin’s panicked voice burst into Danny’s earpiece. ‘Our targets are wearing suicide vests! Handheld detonators! Repeat, our targets are wearing suicide vests!’

Time slowed down.

Danny’s eyes flickered to the free hand of the militant who had Chiu at gunpoint. It was twitching.

He had to take him out. But not a chest shot – it could detonate a vest.

He moved his rifle to the man’s head, and that fraction of second’s hesitation meant he was too late.

The explosion was immense. It came from the very front of the ship where the militant was standing. There was an intense flash of bright green light in Danny’s NV goggles. A shock wave knocked him several metres back along the side deck. At the same time, the noise of the explosion split the air and echoed deafeningly off the metal sides of the storage containers, drowning out – for a few seconds – even the roar of the ocean.

Winded from his fall, Danny had to force himself to his feet. His Aussie colleague had been knocked back too, but was also painfully trying to stand. ‘What the fuck?’ he shouted at Danny.

Danny lurched back along the side deck, clutching his weapon, gasping for air. Having staggered the five or six metres he’d been knocked back, he stared at the devastation of the fore deck.

There was no sign of Chiu or the militant. The explosion had clearly taken them out. But right now they had bigger problems than that. The explosion had also ripped the crane from its footings, and it now hung precariously over the edge of the ship. Both orange-covered lifeboats had clearly tumbled into the water, and only a twisted fraction of the scaffolds that held them still remained. The railings that surrounded the deck had been blown away, and a chunk of the deck itself, a good ten metres deep, was twisted and torn. A sinister stench of burning hung in the air, and Danny saw a brief flicker of flames lick up from down under the deck. He looked left. Tony was running towards him.

‘What the fuck happened?’ he screamed.

‘Suicide vest,’ Danny shouted. ‘Chiu’s dead.’

A sneer of anger crossed Tony’s face. ‘There was a smear of blood on the handle of one of the doors leading below decks. I reckon whoever was bleeding went down below, towards the engine room. I’ll take a couple of guys and follow...’

Even as he spoke, the sound of two more explosions hit them in quick succession. Danny could tell that they came from deep inside the ship’s hull – the echo was low and muffled, but it went on for a full ten seconds, and seemed to make the whole vessel vibrate.

‘We’re going to lose the ship!’ Danny shouted. He activated his radio. ‘All units return to the bridge. The ship’s going down, lifeboats compromised...’

Another explosion from down below. Even deeper and more sinister. The ship yawed dramatically. ‘The fuel tank’s gone!’ Tony shouted.

A reply in the earpiece. It sounded like Goldie. Urgent. Maybe even a bit frightened. ‘There’s something here you need to take a look at, mate.’

Danny turned to Tony. ‘Get to the bridge,’ he said. ‘Make sure Caitlin’s contacted the frigate. They need to airlift us off.’ A huge, mechanical groan rose up from the belly of the vessel. ‘Go!’ Danny shouted.

Tony ran along the starboard deck, two of their Aussie colleagues alongside him. Danny followed, but when, after twenty metres, he came to the corridor in the storage containers that Goldie had followed, he turned into it. His stomach went as the ship took a downward lurch, and there was an ominous creak from the containers that surrounded him.

Ten metres in, there was a right-angle turn to the left. Danny followed it. Then he stopped.

He estimated that he was pretty much in the centre of the deck. Ten metres from his position, blocking the corridor, was an open storage container, end on. Goldie was standing five metres from it, shining a very bright torch in to the interior. Danny flicked up his NV goggles, then hurried up to Goldie’s side.

‘What is it?’ he breathed.

‘You tell me,’ Goldie said.

Danny peered at the contents of the container. They immediately reminded him of the field lab the Porton Down guys had set up in Chikunda: modular steel shelving along the sides, a table bolted to the floor, and fitted to the table, some kind of mechanical apparatus Danny couldn’t recognise. Littering the floor were cardboard boxes, about ten, half of them opened, half of them still sealed. He could just make out the lettering on some of them. Gillette. Lynx. Right Guard.

‘What are they doing with boxes of fucking deodorant?’ Goldie asked.

Danny didn’t immediately reply. He was remembering something Dr Phillips from the Porton Down team had said about spreading the plague virus, while they were watching Ripley die.

Aerosol dispersal would be effective...

He scanned the storage container for a couple more seconds. His eyes focused on one of the open boxes. He could make out the canisters of deodorant inside. They were small. Just three inches high.

‘See those?’ He pointed them out to Goldie. ‘Who buys miniature deodorants?’

Goldie stared at him. ‘People getting on airplanes,’ he said.

Danny nodded. He took his digital camera from his ops waistcoat and quickly fired off a few pictures. Then he grabbed Goldie’s arm and pulled him away from the storage container.

‘We need to get off this ship,’ he said.



All nine members of the unit had congregated on the bridge. Goldie, who had announced himself to be a demolitions expert, was moving around the corpses of the dead militants, carefully cutting the wires of their suicide vests. There was an acrid smell and a burning sound in the air that told Danny there was a major fire down below.

Tony was shouting into the ship’s radio. ‘We’ve got a Mayday, repeat, we’ve got a Mayday. The Golden Coral is scuttled, requesting immediate pick-up.’

There was a crackly pause, then a mild Australian voice came over the radio. ‘What the hell have you boys been doing?’

‘Just get us a fucking chopper!’ Tony shouted down the phone.

‘Winds are high. ETA, ten minutes.’

‘GET IT HERE NOW!’

Even though his clothes were still damp, Danny was sweating badly. It had been approximately three minutes since the blast, and the ship was already hovering around a five-degree angle. The more water entered the hull, the quicker the ship would sink. Two of the corpses rolled down the sloping floor of the bridge. It was hard for the living to remain upright. He doubted they had more than fifteen minutes.

‘We need to get on to the aft deck!’ he shouted at his team mates. ‘That’ll be the last to go down. Let’s move out there now.’

Tony led the way, and the rest of the team filed out behind him. Danny prepared to take up the rear, holding on to the edge of the instrument panel to stop himself falling. A high-pitched grinding sound was coming from the ship’s engines. It didn’t sound good.

Something caught his eye. It looked like a shoulder bag, and it had slid across the floor and come to rest alongside the two bodies, no more than four metres from Danny’s position. He staggered across the incline of the floor to grab it. It was made of soft leather, sticky with blood and very light. As Caitlin left the bridge, Danny opened it up. There was a piece of A4 paper inside, folded together three ways and slightly crumpled. 

Danny peered at the piece of paper in the darkness, and frowned. It seemed to be an airline e-ticket confirmation: British Airways, Lagos to Paris Charles de Gaulle, departing 23.55 hrs.

Danny was alone on the bridge now. Alone and staring at the e-ticket in his hand. He checked the time. 23.49 hrs.

A suicide cell could turn themselves into human vectors.

The cargo ship juddered alarmingly. Its incline in the water steepened. Danny’s earpiece exploded into life. ‘Where the hell are you, Danny?’ Tony demanded.

He hurled himself across the room towards the radio. ‘This is Golden Coral, do you copy?’

Silence.

‘THIS IS GOLDEN CORAL, DO YOU COPY?’

No reply. The radio was dead. But he had to try and get his message through. ‘There’s an aircraft leaving Lagos in the next fifteen minutes, BA to Paris. Ground that flight and isolate all passengers. Repeat, ground the flight and isolate the passengers. DO YOU COPY?’

Nothing.

Shit.

He changed the frequency to channel 16, the international calling and distress channel, and repeated his message.

Nothing.

Another loud groan from the bowels of the ship.

‘Black, where the fuck are you?’

He had to get out of there. He hurled himself across the bridge once again, towards the door this time. Out on the landing, he could see the staircase descending below him at an alarming angle. He grabbed hold of the railings and half-ran, half-fell down the two flights of stairs, then pushed the heavy deck door open.

Outside, it felt like the whole deck was vibrating. Looking to his right, he saw piles of cargo containers toppling against each other as they slipped down the incline of the ship towards the sinking forward deck. He stumbled breathlessly to the side of the ship, where he could grab the deck railings fiercely, then started pulling himself up towards the aft deck. In his peripheral vision he could see the bright searchlights of an approaching chopper cutting through the darkness. Distance, half a klick. Their pick-up was arriving.

The others were clinging to the deck railings at the very rear of the ship. Waves were swelling over the side. Danny pulled his way along the railings, muscles burning under his saturated clothes. It took thirty seconds to join the others. By that time, the chopper was hovering fifty feet above the sinking ship. Looking up, Danny could see the side door open, and a rope lowering, a mess of harnesses swinging from its tail and buffeting in the wind. The chopper itself wobbled precariously – Danny could tell the flight crew were struggling to keep it steady. He looked over the side of the railings. Half the ship’s hull was submerged. They had minutes before they were underwater...

The harnesses hovered a metre above their heads. Goldie caught them. ‘Team One, go!’ Danny shouted. It took no more than thirty seconds for the team to strap themselves in. Goldie raised his Surefire torch and flashed it three times in the direction of the chopper. Instantly, the three Aussie SAS guys rose from the deck, spinning in the air as the rope pulled them up towards the aircraft. The ship lurched downwards again. Danny gripped the railings more fiercely than ever. It took a full minute to get the first three guys into the chopper, which still looked very shaky as the rope descended again.

‘Team Two, go!’ Danny shouted. The guys strapped themselves in, and moments later were rising into the air.

‘What the fuck were you doing in there?’ Tony shouted at Danny. Even here, on a sinking ship, he clearly didn’t like not being in the know. 

‘They’re going to hit a plane!’ Danny shouted. ‘I was trying to make contact with the ops room.’

‘How do you know?’ Tony demanded. 

Danny didn’t answer. The vessel had just given its loudest groan yet. It sounded like it was breaking up. Half the bridge tower was submerged. Water lashed over the railings. He looked up. Team Two were scrambling into the chopper. Seconds later, the harnesses were descending for a third time. Tony grabbed hold of them the moment they came within his grasp. He started fitting his own harness while Danny handed one to Caitlin, before fitting his own. ‘Everyone good?’ he shouted.

Tony and Caitlin nodded, so Danny withdrew his own Surefire and made the sign to the loadie up above. They were immediately airborne. As they winched up to the chopper, buffeted by winds, Danny looked down at the Golden Coral. It was more than three-quarters submerged, and the sea all around it bubbled and foamed. He felt a grim satisfaction that if any instances of the plague infection were aboard, they were being consigned to the deep. But then he remembered the flight number, and the knot of panicked urgency that had been with him since they landed in Nigeria returned to his gut.

Halfway to the chopper, he turned his attention to his unit mates. Caitlin was tightly gripping Tony’s arm. For some reason, that made the knot in Danny’s stomach tighten even further. Tony clearly saw him noticing and despite everything – the roar of the ocean, the wind, the spray and the thundering beat of the chopper’s struggling rotors – a smug, self-satisfied look crossed his face.

Danny forced himself to look up. Just five metres to the chopper’s entrance. He could see the loadie reaching out one hand to help them in. A moment later, they were scrambling into the body of the chopper. The door slid shut. The chopper banked sharply. Danny unclipped himself at the harness.

‘Get me on to the ops room!’ he shouted. ‘Now!’

Danny felt the eyes of the unit on him as the confused loadie handed him a headset. He ripped off his helmet, NV gear, radio earpiece and boom mike, then fitted the headset over his ears. ‘Do you copy!’ he shouted.

‘Roger that, this is Alpha, go ahead.’

Danny plunged his hand into the leather shoulder bag to get his hands on the crumpled e-ticket. ‘Listen carefully!’ he shouted. ‘There was a makeshift lab on that ship. I think they were filling aerosol canisters with the bioweapon, and I also think one of those canisters is on flight Brave Alpha Three Three Four Eight Nine, Lagos to Paris Charles de Gaulle. You have to stop that flight taking off and isolate all the passengers. Do you copy?’

A crackly pause. Then: ‘Roger that.’

The line went quiet. Everyone in the chopper – they had all heard every word Danny had said – stared at him in horror.

The chopper roared through the air back towards the frigate. Danny found he was holding his breath as he waited for the radio operator to make contact again.

Thirty seconds passed.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ Tony demanded.

At that very moment, the radio burst into life again. ‘This is Alpha.’

‘Have you grounded the flight?’ Danny shouted.

A pause.

‘That’s a negative. The flight is already airborne. Repeat, the flight is already airborne.’


Author’s Note



The following biological toxins are known by the security services to have been weaponised:



Smallpox

Anthrax

Plague

Pneumonic Tularemia

Viral Equine Encephalitis

Botulinum

Ricin

T-2 Mycatoxin



It is not known how many terrorist organisations are in possession of these weapons.
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