

[image: cover]






Also by Chris Ryan

Non-fiction

The One That Got Away

Chris Ryan’s SAS Fitness Book

Chris Ryan’s Ultimate Survival Guide

Fight to Win

Safe

Fiction

Stand By, Stand By

Zero Option

The Kremlin Device

Tenth Man Down

Hit List

The Watchman

Land of Fire

Greed

The Increment

Blackout

Ultimate Weapon

Strike Back

Firefight

Who Dares Wins

The Kill Zone

Killing for the Company

Osama

In the Danny Black Series

Masters of War

Hunter Killer

Hellfire

Bad Soldier

Warlord

Head Hunters

Black Ops

In the Strikeback Series

Deathlist

Shadow Kill

Global Strike

Red Strike

Circle of Death

Chris Ryan Extreme

Hard Target

Night Strike

Most Wanted

Silent Kill





CONTENTS

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX





 

EIGHT

01.30 hrs, Eastern European Time.

The Hercules was heading south. They were somewhere over Lebanon, heading down to the Israel–Jordan border. It was time to get ready.

Danny gave the quad bike a final once-over – two loadies were doing the same – then headed over to Bethany. They had to communicate with gestures due to the noise. Danny fitted her tandem harness, helmet and visor. He showed her how to clip her oxygen canister to the side of her body and fit her mask with its elephant-trunk oxygen tube to her face. He also showed her how to strap both their packs to her legs, then encouraged her to sit down while he prepared himself. The tandem chute was bigger than a regular one, and slightly heavier. Its strapping was as thick as seatbelts. He put on the pack, then clipped his suppressed C8 assault rifle to his side, his pistol already securely holstered across his chest. He put his boxy altimeter on to his wrist – it told him they were at 27,000 feet and climbing – then strapped his GPS device next to it. He fitted and checked his own helmet, oxygen canister and mask, then looked over at the main loadie. He was holding up ten fingers, which told Danny they were ten minutes out. At the back of the aircraft, a red light appeared. Two of the other loadies were cracking lumisticks and tying the glowing plastic tubes to the top of the quad bike. Danny moved over to Bethany and got her to stand up. He checked that the day sacks were firmly strapped to her legs, then stood behind her and clipped the tandem harness together. He noticed the familiar smell of her sweat. It smelled good.

One of the loadies joined them. He pointed at the quad bike on its pallet and shouted above the noise of the engines, ‘Automatic deployment at three thousand five hundred feet!’

Danny gave a thumbs up to indicate he understood. With the help of another loadie, they waddled awkwardly but carefully to the back of the plane. They stood to one side of the rails that carried the quad bike. Danny grabbed a piece of strapping on the side of the fuselage and gripped it tightly as the tailgate started to open.

There was a distinct change in the atmosphere. Cold air hit the exposed parts of Danny’s face. Although he knew that the next few hours were dangerous, that he was freefalling into hostile territory with a woman he couldn’t trust, to carry out an operation that everyone involved with would deny should it go wrong, he couldn’t help but feel a thrill. If you didn’t get a buzz from a HALO jump, the SAS wasn’t for you.

The tailgate was fully open. There was no sign of the moon, but Danny could see the stars and, far away and far below, arteries of light on the ground. The head loadie held up three fingers to indicate three minutes out. Danny waited for the red light to turn green while the other guys prepped the quad bike’s pallet. He could sense that Bethany’s nervousness was increasing. Her limbs were rigid and she was breathing fast. The oxygen mask amplified the sound of Danny’s own breathing, which was slow and composed. It was impossible to ask Bethany if she was okay, so he squeezed her arm reassuringly. She flinched and withdrew it.

Two minutes out. They edged a little closer to the tailgate, Danny still gripping the strapping.

One minute out.

Green light.

Everything happened in a moment. The quad bike on its pallet shot along the rails and out into the sky, a tiny stabilising drogue chute stretching out behind it, flapping wildly. Danny threw himself and Bethany after it, arching his outstretched arms and legs back to ensure that they fell stably. They slid over the familiar curve of the Herc’s slipstream. The deafening roar of the aircraft’s engines instantly disappeared, replaced with the fierce, icy rush of wind in their ears as they accelerated towards the earth, their clothes and gear flapping madly. He needn’t have worried Bethany about the risk of turning over. His body was arched rigidly and they were falling face down to the earth, her legs tucked inside his. He quickly felt for his own drogue chute, which was folded into a side pouch of his rig. He grabbed it, threw it out and immediately felt its steadying influence as they continued their acceleration towards terminal velocity.

There was light everywhere. Danny could see the moon now, crescent and hanging low. Infinite stars clouded the sky. From this great height he could see villages and towns on the ground, glowing yellow masses with arterial routes spreading in all directions. The curvature of the earth glowed faintly even in the darkness. He concentrated on the glowing lumisticks tied to the quad bike. There they were, red and blue, below them. It was not easy to judge distances in the air, but he estimated that they were separated by a constant fifty feet of altitude. He altered his body position so that they were falling a little closer to the vertical, but not so close that they would get tangled in the quad bike’s parachute when the automatic deployment device activated.

He checked the glowing altimeter on his wrist. The number on the display was decreasing rapidly.

25,000.

20,000.

They had certainly reached their maximum rate of descent, well in excess of 120 miles per hour. The rush of air was louder, the lift of air resistance at its peak. Here, closer to the earth, Danny’s field of view was smaller and diminishing. Fewer settlements. Fewer towns. He had a much greater sense now that they were freefalling into a large, uninhabited expanse. The thick darkness of the desert at night. He saw spots of light here and there. Bedouin encampments, maybe, or vehicles traversing the bare terrain. Civilian or military? Impossible to know. Either way, they were to be avoided. Directly below them, however, he saw nothing. The drop zone had been well chosen.

15,000.

10,000.

5,000.

Any moment now, the quad bike’s automatic deployment device would kick in.

4,000.

3,500.

Suddenly he saw the quad bike’s enormous chute deploy and billow, blocking his view of the lumisticks. He immediately deployed his own rig and sensed the rigging lines shoot up above him. He felt the instant pull of deceleration. The wind noise diminished. Almost complete silence. Just the gentle flapping of the spreader bar, a rectangular piece of material above him that held the rigging lines in place and stopped the chute from inflating too quickly and messily.

They didn’t need oxygen at this altitude. Danny reached for Bethany’s mask, pulled it away and removed his own. ‘You okay?’ he said. There was no need to raise his voice.

‘What if I said I wasn’t?’ Her voice had a slightly wired timbre, half thrill, half fear.

‘You’re doing great,’ Danny said, and instantly regretted it.

‘I’m not a child.’

Danny reached for the toggle lines of their parachute, which he could use to follow the quad bike to the ground and guide them on to target. They drifted quietly. The air, so cold when they’d left the Herc, grew warmer. Danny scanned the earth below, checking for threats or obstacles on the landing zone. It was a clear night, well lit by the moon, and he had a good view of the ground. He saw nothing to worry him.

The quad bike made contact with the earth and its chute started to deflate. Danny guided himself and Bethany to one side of it. When they were almost on the ground, he pulled both the toggle lines to flare the tandem chute and put them safely down. Their feet touched the ground and he could sense Bethany’s tension releasing. He immediately unclipped her from the tandem rig. She disentangled herself from the day packs round her legs and staggered forwards, plainly relieved to be on solid ground again. Danny gathered the chute. Once he had an armful of crumpled canvas, he took off his freefall rig. He opened his day pack and retrieved his collapsible entrenching tool. He unfolded it while scanning the area all around. The moon lit the terrain up well, but there was little to see. It was barren and almost featureless. Hard earth, with the occasional sturdy desert weed. The ground was level, giving Danny a 360 view of a couple of hundred metres into the distance. There was a shallow wadi, only a couple of metres wide and less than a metre deep, a little beyond the quad bike. He saw no vehicle marks on the ground, but that didn’t mean people never came here, and Danny couldn’t risk just leaving the parachutes. He would have to dig them in.

‘Gather that chute,’ he told Bethany, pointing at the quad bike’s rig. ‘Then keep watch. Let me know if you see anything.’ Bethany nodded. Danny took his entrenching tool over to the wadi. The ground would be softer in the ditch, easier to excavate. He jumped inside and started to dig.

It was hot, hard work. The entrenching tool could only cut into the earth inch by inch, with the metronomic scraping of a gravedigger’s shovel. It took a full twenty minutes for Danny to make a hole big enough to conceal both chutes, while Bethany kept watch. By the time he’d stuffed them inside, he was drenched with sweat. Before filling the hole in, he jumped up out of the wadi and turned his attention to the quad bike. It was still fastened to its wooden pallet with a tangled mess of strapping. He loosened, undid and removed the straps, then carried them over to the hole and buried them. He shovelled the dislodged earth back over the stash, flattened it down with his boots and redistributed the surplus. He rejoined Bethany, took the quad bike’s keys from the secure pouch, climbed on board and drove it off the pallet.

‘What do we do with that?’ Bethany said, pointing at the pallet.

‘We take it with us,’ Danny said. ‘Dump it somewhere else. If anybody comes across it in this location, chances are they’ll start nosing around and find where I’ve buried the chutes.’

‘How are we going to carry it?’

‘We’re not going to carry it,’ Danny said. ‘You’re going to carry it.’ He climbed off the quad bike and took the night-vision gear from one of the day packs. ‘We’ll be driving blind,’ he told her as he fitted one set of goggles to her helmet. ‘No headlamps. The moon’s pretty bright, but we might need these.’

Bethany pulled the goggles over her eyes, looked around for a few seconds, then raised them and stared at Danny. ‘They suit you,’ she said.

Danny ignored her. He loaded the day packs on to the bike. ‘Get on,’ he said.

Bethany mounted the bike. Danny lifted the pallet, upended it and handed it to her so it was positioned vertically with one edge resting on her lap. He took the driving seat again. ‘This isn’t easy to hold,’ Bethany complained.

‘I guess not,’ Danny said. He checked the quad bike’s GPS unit. It was set to night mode, so it gave off very little light. The coordinates of their destination were pre-set, and it gave them an estimated journey time of three hours. That meant they would hit the Roman ruins just before dawn, assuming they didn’t encounter any problems on the way.

They moved off, slowly at first but with increasing speed as Danny got a feel for the terrain and the level of light. The moon was sufficiently bright to cast a faint shadow from the quad bike, which trundled quietly over the rough ground. Only after they’d been going for five minutes did Danny stop and allow Bethany to discard the pallet. It broke up a little as she threw it to the ground. Danny drove off again immediately.

His senses were keen. He scanned the horizon as he drove, aware of Bethany watching to the side and behind them now that she no longer had to handle the pallet. There was something strangely reassuring about her manner. Bethany was a difficult, dangerous woman, but Danny had almost forgotten what a capable operator she was. At least as capable as many of the guys back at Hereford. He respected her, in a peculiar way.

He drove without the aid of his NV goggles for twenty minutes. But then a bank of cloud drifted across the moon, severely limiting his vision. He lowered the goggles and viewed the world through a green haze. The NV gave him a good sense of the detail of his surroundings. Small undulations in the terrain became more distinct and he could make out straggly patches of low brush. The use of goggles for extended periods could be tiring on the eyes, but right now it was necessary.

Half an hour passed. In the distance, maybe three hundred metres away, there was a road heading east-west. Danny’s preprogrammed GPS route took them that way, but they had to stay clear of the road itself, dressed and tooled up like this. Danny turned right a hundred metres before they met it, then followed the road’s direction without getting any closer to it.

The road was deserted, which made sense. It was a minor road leading straight to the Israeli border and into the West Bank. Any normal person wanting to travel in that direction would be safer taking a properly policed main supply route. A journey into that territory could go either way. It just depended if it was one of those days when the Arabs and the Israelis were taking chunks out of each other. But deserted or not, Danny kept to the unmade desert. There might be Jordanian police vehicles in the area. There might be Hezbollah militants. There might be ordinary citizens. None of them would react well to the presence of two British operatives. Much better to remain unseen.

Danny raised his NV goggles to relieve the strain on his eyes and allow some of his natural night vision to return. The moon was hazy but not completely obscured. There was just enough light to see by. He focused on the ground ahead. It had become slightly bumpier and required more of his attention.

Which was why he didn’t see the threat until Bethany alerted him. ‘Over there!’ she hissed.

Danny brought the quad bike to a sudden halt and killed the engine. Bethany was pointing up towards the road. They had been travelling parallel to it, but now it was curving round to the south. If they continued on the same trajectory, they would hit it in about 200 metres. Danny cursed himself for his momentary lack of awareness. Parked up by the road were several vehicles: at least three, perhaps more hidden behind those he could see. A saloon car. Two heavy trucks. There was movement of personnel around the trucks. Danny raised his night sight and surveyed the scene.

Something was going down. The men moving around the vehicles – Danny counted four of them – were armed. Two had rifles. Two had something heavier – RPG launchers, Danny guessed, though it was hard to be certain. Shamags covered their heads and they were facing away from the vehicles, out into the desert, in Danny and Bethany’s direction. They were obviously guarding whatever was in the trucks.

And they had just as obviously clocked the quad bike and its two passengers.

They started shouting at each other. Hoarse, curt instructions in Arabic that travelled clearly across the still desert air. Danny recognised the tone of these shouts, even if he couldn’t discern the words. He knew that he and Bethany were about to come under fire. He swore under his breath, twisted round and, with all the force he could muster, pushed her from the bike. Danny grabbed his C8 as she fell to the ground, leapt off the other side of the bike and crawled quickly away from it. ‘Keep down!’ he shouted, pressing himself as closely as possible to the ground. ‘Get away from the bike! Contact!’

The distant fizz of an RPG launch was a sound Danny knew well. Every time he’d heard it in the past it had given him the same sensation: the bite of anticipation and fear, not knowing how or where the grenade would land, or what damage its shrapnel would inflict. Tonight, the fizz triggered a specific memory. He was back in north-eastern Syria, with eyes on an abandoned prison, and his team were unexpectedly under fire from a Russian ambush. For the briefest moment, he saw not the enemy before him, but a flashback of his burned and mangled unit mates, encased in coffins of twisted metal. He saw missiles hurtling through the air. He saw himself crouched in a cramped culvert as an earth-shaking fast air strike detonated above him.

He was there, and not here.

An explosion returned him to the present as the RPG hit the quad bike. The impact shook Danny from his moment of inattention. He felt a sour wave of self-loathing at his lack of focus as shrapnel showered around him and a second RPG flew towards the quad bike.

His training kicked in. Instinct. Situational awareness. He didn’t know who these people were or why they had engaged him and Bethany. He didn’t know if they had been expecting them, or if they were simply in the wrong place or the wrong time. But none of that mattered. All that mattered was the fight, and right now Danny was at the wrong end of it. That had to change. The second RPG hit the quad bike, knocking it back. As another shower of shrapnel fell, he heard the unmistakeable bang of an exploding tyre. The quad bike was fucked. But it told him one thing: the enemy targets were focusing on the bike. It suggested that they couldn’t see Danny and Bethany. Here, exposed and in open ground, that was their only strategic advantage. He had to make use of it, and quickly.

‘Stay down!’ he told Bethany. ‘Don’t move! If you move, they’ll see you!’

There was no response from Bethany. He couldn’t see her and had no idea if she was hit. He suspected not. He knew how a person screamed when they’d been injured by hot shrapnel. Not even Bethany, cold-hearted and self-controlled as she was, would be able to suppress that kind of pain. And if she had been hit? There was nothing he could do. Priorities. He had to deal with the threat first.

His C8, with its full thirty-round magazine, was by his side. He placed it in front of him in the firing position. Through the sight he could see the enemy targets: four guys, artlessly standing in a line with no apparent thought for taking defensive positions. He would have to pick them off, one by one, and quickly before they were able to work out his position.

The bad news for the four targets was that Danny Black had clocked up more hours on the range in Hereford than almost any other soldier, in this precise position, preparing for this precise moment. His weapon was also suppressed, which meant that although it was not silent, it would be difficult for the targets to identify the source of the dull knock of its retort.

He rested his finger on the trigger, breathed in and held his breath to keep his body as still as possible. Then he squeezed.

He knew the shot was good the moment the empty casing ejected itself from the rifle and his shoulder absorbed the weapon’s recoil. He half saw the first target crumple suddenly and heavily to the ground as he re-aimed and positioned the second target in his sight, the crosshair directly over his chest. It was one of the RPG guys. He had the launcher by his side and was scanning the desert, plainly not yet aware that his mate had been shot. Danny didn’t give him time to twig what was happening. His second shot was as swift and accurate as the first. The target hit the ground.

There was immediate panic now. The two remaining targets realised that events were not unfolding as they intended. They were shouting. Danny could hear their stressed voices. If they had any sense, they would run, but they were too busy yelling instructions at each other. Danny’s third target was standing side on, waving his arms and rifle at his companion. His movement and position made this a more challenging shot. Danny raised the rifle just a little, so the crosshairs were aligned with the target’s body. He fired and made no mistake.

The fourth man ran. Danny tried to follow him with his sights, but he sprinted behind the nearest truck before Danny could release a fourth round.

There was a deep silence. No movement.

Danny glanced to the left. The quad bike was smouldering. There was still no sign of Bethany on the other side, nor any indication that she was alright. He didn’t budge. He could feel his heart beating strong, but his pulse was slow, controlled by his regular breathing as he turned his attention back to the vehicles. He appraised the situation. There was at least one enemy target left, but there could well be more, and he might be calling for help. The four guys had looked like they’d been guarding something or someone. Danny’s money was on more personnel waiting. What would their next move be? Either they’d make a run for it, or they’d continue their attack. Stalemate wasn’t an option. So Danny needed to be ready to suppress any contact from the targets. He continued to look through his rifle sight, panning the area from left to right. Truck. Open ground. Truck. Open ground. Saloon car. And then back again. Saloon car. Open ground. Truck. Open ground. Truck.

A minute passed. No movement.

Another minute. Danny’s mouth felt dry. He knew something was coming. Any moment now . . .

He nearly wasn’t fast enough. The target appeared from behind the middle truck just as Danny’s sights had panned past him. He only saw a clip of movement on the edge of the sight. By the time he had panned back, the militant was in plain view, an RPG launcher on his shoulder, ready to fire. From the angle at which he was standing, Danny knew the target was not now aiming at the quad bike, but at him.

He released three rounds in quick succession. The first missed, striking the side of the truck. The second hit its mark. As the target crumpled uselessly to the ground, the third round flew over his head and into the desert beyond.

Silence again. Stillness. And then, seemingly from nowhere, more movement and noise. Two of the vehicles pulled away: the saloon car and the truck that had remained untouched by Danny’s ammo. Danny followed the vehicles with his weapon but let them go. Shooting out their tyres meant prolonging the contact. He’d kept the upper hand so far, but firefights when you were as heavily outnumbered as this were unpredictable. Much better for him if the remaining targets got the hell out of here.

The distant sound of the vehicles’ screaming engines faded. The vehicles themselves disappeared along the road.

Danny lay still for a further two minutes. He could see one truck and four corpses, but it would be a mistake to assume the threat had disappeared. There could still be targets behind or inside the truck.

‘You okay?’ he called to Bethany.

‘Just lying here enjoying the show.’

‘No injuries?’

‘I’m okay, alright? Who they hell were those people?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. They weren’t pros. My guess is we stumbled over some sort of deal. Drugs, maybe.’ He glanced at the quad bike again. One tyre was smoking, but that wasn’t the full extent of the damage. The bodywork at the front was gnarled and twisted, and the whole thing was leaning to one side in a way that suggested a broken axle. ‘The bike’s fucked,’ he said. ‘We’re going to need another vehicle.’

‘Only one vehicle that I can see,’ Bethany said.

Danny examined the distant truck. There was no option: if their journey was to progress, he would have to approach it at some point. ‘Stay where you are,’ he said. ‘I’m going to recce the truck.’

A pause.

‘Be careful, Danny,’ Bethany said. She had momentarily lost the edge in her voice.

‘Stay where you are until I give you a signal.’

He got up in two movements; firstly on to one knee, weapon still engaged and pointing at the truck. He flicked his weapon to the automatic setting. Then, a minute later, when there was still no sign of enemy personnel, he got to his feet. The truck was 200 metres away. He advanced, the butt of his weapon pressed hard into his shoulder, his finger resting lightly on the trigger. His boots crunched on the hard earth as he advanced, ready to fire at the slightest hint of a threat.

Distance to target: 150 metres. No sign of enemy personnel.

100 metres.

75.

The attack, when it came, was sudden. A figure appeared at the front of the truck, head wrapped in a shamag, an ostentatious bandolier of ammo slung round his chest. He appeared crazed, screaming some kind of war cry, which served no other purpose than to alert Danny to his position. It only took a short burst of three rounds to silence him. His body was thrown back against the truck, then it slid to the ground. Even from this distance, Danny could see the dark swab of blood he left on the bodywork.

He knelt down again in the firing position, waited a minute, then continued his advance.

There was no further contact. As Danny reached the truck, he circled it, searching for enemy personnel. Nobody was left alive. He checked in the cab, under the body and finally placed himself in front of the back doors. He lowered his rifle, pulled his handgun and, with his free hand, opened the back of the truck.

It was stuffed full of weapons. Serious weapons. Assault rifles with underslung grenade launchers, sniper rifles, RPG launchers and wooden crates full of warheads, Claymore mines, plastic explosives, detonators, coils of wire, boxes of ammunition. They hadn’t stumbled on a drugs deal. They’d stumbled on a weapons deal. If the guys involved had had more tactical nous, they might have realised that they had enough gear here to take out an entire squadron, let alone a solitary SAS man and an unarmed former spook. He closed the truck up and checked the ignition. No keys. They had to be here somewhere. He approached the body of his final target. The man was lying at a gruesome angle by the front wheel and the three rounds from Danny’s burst had made a real mess of him. They had torn open his thoracic cavity. His chest still oozed blood and fragments of rib and lung poked through the tears in his clothes. Danny’s hands became bloodied and sticky as he patted his victim down, searching for the keys that he finally found in a back trouser pocket. He took them, then jogged back to Bethany and the wrecked quad bike.

She stood up as he approached. Danny raised his NV goggles so he could see her properly.

‘All clear?’ she asked, with the strained inflexion of a stressed person trying to sound calm.

Danny nodded. ‘Enough weapons in that truck to sink a battleship.’

‘Smugglers?’ she said.

‘Probably.’

Bethany looked over at the vehicle. ‘Probably Jordanian criminals selling weapons to West Bank Palestinians,’ she said. ‘We know it goes on.’ She frowned, clearly aware that she’d just inadvertently put herself back in the role of an active MI6 officer. ‘I mean—’

‘I know what you mean.’ He nodded at the quad bike. ‘We have to deal with this.’

‘What do you mean, deal with it?’

‘It’s a British quad bike, covered with our DNA, nowhere to hide it. If the Jordanian authorities come across it, they’ll start asking questions.’

‘So what do we do?’

‘Burn it. Stand back.’

Danny unloaded all their gear from the quad bike, removed the GPS unit and set it all in a pile fifteen metres from the bike itself. Then he located the quad bike’s fuel line, detached it and allowed fuel to spill over the chassis and on to the ground. He located a stash of waterproof matches in his day pack, lit one and threw it on to the fuel. It ignited immediately. He hurried back to where Bethany was standing and waited for the explosion of the fuel tank. It happened within seconds and, before a minute was out, the entire bike was alight, flames licking high and a plume of black greasy smoke pumping into the desert night.

‘Fetch your gear,’ Danny said. ‘That fire’s going to be visible from a distance. We need to get out of here.’

They grabbed their stuff, slung their day packs over their shoulders and ran back up to the truck. Bethany stared at the corpses as they passed. There was a blankness to her expression that chilled Danny. She showed no sign of being disturbed by the sight. She’d seen worse. She’d done worse. That was why she was here in the first place.

‘Israeli plates,’ Bethany said, pointing at the truck.

They climbed up into the truck. It was old and dirty and stank of fuel. Danny placed the GPS unit on the dashboard and familiarised himself with the vehicle. The gear stick was stiff, hard to manoeuvre, but when Danny put the keys in the ignition the engine turned over easily. Bethany looked out of the window, staring at the bodies again. ‘You’ve killed a lot of men, Danny,’ she said.

‘That makes two of us.’

‘When do you stop counting?’ she asked.

‘The trick is not to start in the first place.’

She turned to face him. ‘I was going to stop,’ she said. ‘For my son’s sake. I promised myself. No more. But here I am.’

Danny shrugged. He didn’t want her to see that the catch in her voice had triggered something like sympathy in him. ‘Turns out it becomes a habit,’ he said. ‘As long as you limit it to the bad guys, you can rest easy at night.’

‘And this general you all want me to deal with. He’s one of the bad guys?’

‘One of the worst.’ For the second time in half an hour, he remembered the ambush in Syria and his dead mates.

‘Will they look after him?’

‘What do you mean?’ Danny was confused.

‘My boy. He’s the only reason I’m giving you the time of day, you know. Will they look after him? Is he okay?’

Danny couldn’t bring himself to look her in the eye. He knocked the vehicle into first gear. ‘He’ll be fine. You’ll see him again in a couple of days. He’ll have forgotten about all this before you know it. Kids are like that.’ It wasn’t true, of course. In a couple of days, Bethany would be dead. She was one of the bad guys. And her son? Danny told himself that wasn’t his problem. ‘We need to stay off the road. The smugglers will want their gear and if anybody stops us with half a ton of heavy weaponry, it’s going to take some explaining.’ He released the clutch and the vehicle rolled off the road and back on to the desert terrain. The quad bike was still burning and smouldering. He turned away from it, following the directions given him by the GPS.

‘He talks about you, you know?’

‘Who?’ Danny said, even though he knew exactly what she meant.

‘Danny. My son. You made an impression.’ They drove in silence for a few seconds. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’m not about to suggest a cosy reunion.’

‘Good.’ He checked the GPS again. ‘We should be at the RV point in about an hour.’

‘The Roman ruins?’

‘Right. Dawn is at ten minutes past five, but I want to make sure we’re early. I’d prefer to see our contact arrive than the other way round. So I need to concentrate.’

‘Concentrate away.’ Bethany looked out of her window and fell silent.

Danny killed the vehicle’s lights, flicked down his NV goggles, and drove.





 

ELEVEN

Four members of the SAS anti-terrorist team were already on the ground in London. Their base: a run-down flat in Victoria, the look and smell of which hadn’t been improved by the presence of four military guys over the period of the last month. Their names were Bobby Hunter, Mike Cracknell, Dan Finch and Craig Knowles. Hunter was the smallest guy in the Regiment, but what he lacked in height he more than made up for in toughness. He was a broad-shouldered, stocky guy with a square chin and a taste for a fight. When the call came in from Hereford at 08.30 hrs, of the four men in the flat, he was the only one awake. That was the standard operating procedure: one guy on stag at any given time, ready to take instructions and mobilise the unit if necessary.

Hunter was making his fourth coffee of the morning when his phone rang and the terse voice of Ray Hammond, the ops officer back at Hereford, delivered their instructions. ‘The Mansion House, Battersea Power Station. A hard arrest of two Russian suspects.’

‘We could do with more guys, boss,’ Hunter said.

‘There’s another team mobilising from Hereford right now. They’re flying in and they’ll put down in the gardens of the Honourable Artillery Company at approximately 10.00 hours.’

‘Who’s on the team?’

‘Cunningham, Moore, Parsons, Hobbs. While they’re inbound, get your arses down to Battersea and put in surveillance on the apartment block. I’ve uploaded pictures of the two Russkies to the secure server. If you see either of them leaving the Mansion House, follow and apprehend. If not, you’ll force entry into the penthouse at 17.00 hours. Assuming we get the go-ahead from Whitehall.’

Hunter gulped down the rest of his coffee and unceremoniously woke the others. They were sleeping on mattresses in the living room, holsters and personal weapons on the carpet next to them. There was a ripe, male smell in the air. They grumbled at Hunter’s booming voice for only a fraction of second before they realised that he was hauling them out of bed for a good reason. And as soon as he told them the details, they rapidly started to get ready. Each guy put his personal weapon in his waist holster. They fitted their radio packs and concealed earpieces. Hunter sat squat at his laptop and downloaded the images of Boris Rostropovic and Dmitri Poliakov and distributed them to the unit’s encrypted mobiles. Within ten minutes of waking, the guys were ready to go.

They had two vehicles: a black Audi and a midnight-blue Kia. Ordinary cars to look at, but souped up and with toughened glass. Hunter and Cracknell took one, Finch and Knowles the other. The London traffic was slow. It took twenty minutes to get to Battersea Bridge and across the river. They parked up in the shadow of the old Battersea Power Station and put their disabled-driver badges on the dashboards of their vehicles. Then they performed a recce of the Mansion House.

It was a shiny new building in an area still largely under construction. Cranes and scaffolding loomed tall against the grey morning sky, but at ground level many things were finished. Fresh paving and newly planted trees surrounded the office workers walking briskly past, phones to their ears or in front of their noses. None of them paid any attention to four burly men circling the apartment block, identifying exits and planning their observation points. Aside from the main entrance at the front of the apartment building, there was a goods entrance round the back and three further side entrances at irregular points around the building. It was possible for one person to keep eyes on the two side entrances of the western edge of the block. Cracknell positioned himself on a bench in the shade of a plane tree. A service road led to the goods entrance at the back, where a bus stop offered an adequate OP, which Knowles occupied. Twenty metres from the entrance on the eastern side was a busy cab rank, where at any one time there were five or ten people milling around. Finch expertly lost himself in that ever-changing crowd, while Hunter took the front of the apartment building. Here, a coffee shop conveniently faced the entrance. Hunter installed himself at an outside table, ordered a large Americano, and watched.

Hunter had set up OPs in some desperate shitholes in his time. His diminutive stature meant he found it easier than most to conceal himself in muddy ditches in Afghanistan fertilised by the locals’ raw sewage; in wadis in the desert, covered by hessian sacks, where you sweated faster than you could get water into your system; snow holes in sub-zero temperatures, so cold you couldn’t feel your extremities. As surveillance gigs went, this was a peach. A seat. A hot drink. But in a weird way, that made it more difficult. Comfort, he well knew, could make you complacent. An SAS man was trained to thrive in extreme situations. When the elements and your surroundings were against you, it sharpened the mind. Made you more alert. When things were easy, you had to up your concentration. Force yourself to see past the ordinary. Nobody passing the coffee shop would have looked twice at Hunter as he sat facing the Mansion House, sipping his drink. Nobody would have imagined that he was making accurate note of his surroundings with an almost robotic efficiency. He clocked the face of every person exiting the building. The blonde woman in an elegant business suit carrying a burgundy briefcase. The man in his fifties with a deep tan and a v-neck golfing sweater. The teenage girl – an au pair, maybe? – with two kids in tow. The podgy guy in an expensive suit, smaller even than Hunter himself, accompanied by two blondes who almost certainly charged for their services. When his earpiece crackled and Knowles made a lewd comment about a woman he’d seen exiting from the back of the apartment building – ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing her goods entrance . . .’ – Hunter smiled inwardly, but showed no sign that he was in contact with anybody else. The first rule of surveillance: expect counter-surveillance. Hunter continued to sip his coffee and watch.

An hour passed and there was no sign of Poliakov or Rostropovic. The SAS men swapped positions, because to stay too long in one location would be a red flag for any counter-surveillance operatives. From his new position on the bench on the western side of the building, he maintained his high level of situational awareness. But something told him that their targets weren’t going to appear. He glanced skywards. Up close, perspective made the building dizzyingly tall. He wondered what was going on in the penthouse apartment. Who were these two Russian men Hereford was so interested in?

He snapped his attention back down to the exits. His curiosity would be satisfied soon enough. In the meantime, he needed to keep his focus.

He watched and waited.

 

As Hunter and his team staked out the ground floor of the Mansion House, a Dauphin 2 helicopter in civilian colours was already airborne from Hereford. Excluding the flight crew, four men were onboard: Dennis Cunningham, Johnny Moore, Rick Parsons, Ken Hobbs. They wore civvies and, as the chopper flew over the outskirts of the capital, were studying architectural plans of the Mansion House, as



















































 

EIGHTEEN

Cincinnati, Ohio. 13.30 hrs, Eastern Standard Time

Hamoud and his family were not used to airports.

They stood close to each other as if for protection. Almost touching, but not quite. Even Melissa was quiet. They had a single shabby suitcase between them, the only one they owned. Rabia had carefully packed it with the family’s clothes, old but clean and neatly pressed. They each wore more layers of clothing than they really needed, to save space. Hamoud himself had eschewed the robe he normally wore to prevent his scars hurting, in favour of three tops and a jacket. They were all too large for his bony frame, as were his jeans. He would be much too hot when they arrived in Orlando, but the concourse here at Cincinnati Airport was air-conditioned and he was so thin that he sometimes found it difficult to keep warm. For now, he was glad of the extra layers.

He carried the suitcase in one hand and the FedEx package in the other, gripping both of them tightly as if somebody might rip them from him. Crowds bustled past the family, swerving round them and making no attempt to avoid staring at Hamoud’s gruesome facial scar, as they stood gazing up at the departure screens. The 15.25 flight to Orlando was there, sandwiched between flights to Los Angeles LAX and New York JFK. ‘We need to go to the check-in area,’ said Rabia. ‘Come on, children. Stay close.’

There was a line to check in. Maybe twenty or thirty people. It took half an hour to reach the desk, but it felt longer than that. Anxiety burned in Hamoud’s chest. Surely they would be turned away. Or worse. The lady at the check-in desk looked kind, but would she call for security when she realised Hamoud and his family were trying to board a flight under false pretences? Hamoud was understandably nervous of men in uniform. Each time he saw one of the airport security guys, with their peaked caps and their weapons on display, he suppressed a shiver. He had to stop his mind flashing back to the prison camp. He had to look at his wife and children, to remind himself that everything was much better now.

There was a tremor in his hand as he gave the lady the documents. She didn’t seem to notice. ‘Where are we travelling to today, sir?’ she asked.

‘Orlando,’ Hamoud said. He had to repeat himself because the word stuck in his throat first time round. ‘Orlando.’

She was silent as she checked the documentation. Hamoud scratched his palms hard. His children were either side of him, looking up at the desk, wide-eyed. He realised they were nervous too. Nervous that this was all a mistake, and their trip wasn’t really going to happen. The woman kept looking up from the documents to glance at Hamoud, and he knew she was looking at the scar on his face. Then she smiled at the children, and it was as if the whole family exhaled at the same time. Hamoud lifted the suitcase on to the conveyor belt to be weighed. Rabia took the boarding passes and gave the children a grin and a thumbs up, and they were clearly so excited Hamoud thought they might hyperventilate. And as they walked away from the desk, asking their mum a thousand questions about where the airplane was and how long it would take to get there and if they would be allowed on all the rides or just some of them, Hamoud felt a little lighter. As they walked towards security, he listened to the children’s chatter and Rabia’s patient responses, and it all felt real.

Then something made him stop. The security area was very busy. There were more lines at the luggage and body scanners. Airport staff were shouting instructions over the crowd. Belts and shoes off. Tablets and laptops out. A man in a suit stood at the far end of the scanners. He appeared official, but he wasn’t shouting like the other members of staff. He was looking across the security area directly – or so it seemed – at Hamoud and his family. Hamoud caught his eye and inclined his head. Then a large African woman in a colourful headdress stepped in the way and Hamoud couldn’t see him any more. When the woman moved on, the man in the suit had gone. Hamoud searched for him, but there was no sign.

Rabia touched his arm tenderly. She gave him that enquiring expression that he knew meant ‘are you okay?’ He smiled and nodded. He was okay. Everything was fine. He took his son’s little hand and together they walked to the body scanner.

 

Finding a car would be easy. Finding the right car? That was a different matter altogether.

Danny ditched the Passat in a dark, quiet alley. On either side were the back entrances to restaurants, cafes and shops. Bins overflowing with rubbish. ‘What about our suitcases?’ Bethany said.

It was true. Danny was still in his suit, Bethany in her jacket and skirt. But this wasn’t the time or place to change, and they could hardly move quickly and carry their cases at the same time. ‘We’ll leave them,’ he said, even though leaving such evidence of their presence breached just about every standard operating procedure Danny could think of for a covert op like this. Question of priorities. If they were being tracked, they had to move fast.

‘What do we do?’ the General said. ‘Rent something?’

Danny gave him an incredulous look. ‘You’ve been a General too long,’ he said.

‘Then—’

‘We steal something. But not just anything. The driver needs to be in it so that we can get the keys. And it needs to be something run down.’

‘Crap,’ the General said. ‘If we’re going to take a vehicle, we’ll take something modern and reliable that we can count on to get us the extraction point.’

Danny shook his head. ‘The better the car, the richer the owner. The richer the owner, the more likely the police are to take him seriously.’ He opened up the boot of the Passat and located his night sight, which he stowed in his shoulder bag along with the Sig. He turned to Bethany and the General.

‘Hold hands,’ he said. ‘Look like a couple. It’ll stop people interfering with you. Follow me at a distance of about twenty metres. I need to be able to see you every time I look back. Stop if I stop.’ He pointed at some litter in the gutter and some Arabic graffiti scrawled on a nearby wall. ‘Looks like we’re entering a rough area. Keep your heads down, don’t make eye contact with anybody, don’t get into any arguments. We don’t want anyone to remember us.’

If Bethany and the General felt patronised by his comments, they didn’t show it. But the General did look uncomfortable, and Danny guessed he wasn’t relishing the idea of holding hands with the woman who’d been seconds away from slaughtering him like a pig earlier that evening. It was Bethany who made the first move, grabbing his hand in hers. It occurred to Danny that as foreigners they would attract attention despite presenting as a couple, and that maybe he should leave them here, in this deserted street, while he found them a new vehicle. Not an option. The operation had been turned on its head. The General’s safety was his responsibility now. And he wanted to keep Bethany White close at hand. He cleared his mind and focused on his strategy for the next couple of hours. They had to get out of this Amman suburb and return to the drop zone in the desert – the sooner they got out of country, the better.

‘Let’s move,’ he said.

They walked to the end of the side street and took a left into a much busier road. It was narrow and cobbled and on a steep hill. Danny was right about this being a rough area. There was nothing overt, but the signs were all there. Groups of young Jordanian men in Western clothes, congregating outside grotty bars. Music seeping from third-floor windows, flung wide open against the heat of the night. Shops closed up with sturdy metal grates. The stench of drains.

There was traffic, too. A constant line of cars crawling up the hill in the darkness. Danny’s sense of direction told him that this route was still heading south-west–north-east. He suppressed a moment of anxiety at the need to get back on to the main north-westerly route out of town. It was important that they lost the Wagner Group trail, otherwise they’d be leading them directly to the RV point.

Exhaust fumes were thick in the air. Appropriating one of these vehicles on the main road through this suburb was out of the question. There were too many people around to see it happen. He considered looking for a taxi and getting the driver to take them to a deserted area before overcoming him and stealing his car. Bad move. Vehicles for hire could routinely have tracking devices fitted. They wouldn’t know until they saw the Jordanian authorities bearing down on them. No, he needed a private car, nothing fancy, just like he’d told the General.

He checked behind him. Bethany and O’Brien were following. Danny himself was drawing attention from passers-by. In this district his suit marked him out. He took care not to catch anybody’s eye. A misinterpreted glance could easily lead to trouble. He couldn’t quite be the grey man, dressed like this. But he could at least be monochrome.

Danny had been walking for a couple of minutes when he spotted an opportunity. Up ahead, a young man was leaving a bar. There were two things that made Danny notice him. The first was the set of car keys in his hands. The second thing was his gait. He was having a little difficulty walking in a straight line. He’d been drinking. Danny felt a moment of gratitude that alcohol was not frowned upon in Jordan to the same extent as in some other Muslim countries. He locked on to him like a guided missile. He was the perfect target: a driver, easy to overcome and unlikely to go to the police, at least until he’d sobered up. By which time Danny and the others would be in a stealth chopper out of here.

He had to slow his pace to keep an unremarkable distance from his target, who was still weaving erratically as he walked. When the guy turned into a side street, Danny loitered for a few seconds at the corner. He watched his target stop to take a piss against a closed-up shop before continuing along the street and stopping by a parked vehicle. Danny couldn’t see what type of car it was at first, because his view was blocked by another vehicle parked in front of it. He upped his pace, striding over the stream of urine that trickled down into the gutter. He checked once to see that Bethany and the General had appeared at the street corner and were waiting there for a moment, just as he had. The guy was fumbling with his keys and seemed completely unaware of Danny as he approached. Danny could smell the booze on him from a good three metres away. He instinctively sized the guy up. He was five inches shorter than Danny, for a start. He was wearing Western clothes. The loose material of his badly fitting leather jacket told Danny that he had a light frame, was unlikely to be strong. Danny bore the guy no ill will. He just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He didn’t want to hurt him, but he did need to put him out of action for a while.

He checked his surroundings. Other than Bethany and the General, Danny and his target were the only people in the street. He approached him from behind and, before the target even knew what was happening, wrapped his right arm around his neck and covered his mouth with his left.

The secret was to asphyxiate him sufficiently that he passed out, but not so much that he would suffer any long-term consequences. It meant waiting for the precise moment that his body went limp, then releasing. He struggled, of course. A flailing of the arms. A writhing of the body. But he was entirely helpless against Danny’s strength and skill and he soon passed out and dropped the car keys on to the ground. Danny allowed the body to relax into his grip. He held the guy under both arms and dragged him away from the car to a nearby doorway. Danny sat the guy down so that he slumped into it. Just a drunk, sleeping it off. At least, that’s what any passer-by would see.

He picked up the car keys and turned to signal to Bethany and the General that they should approach, but they were already halfway up the street. They’d dropped the pretence of being a couple and were no longer holding hands, but striding purposefully in Danny’s direction. Danny opened up the vehicle – it was a yellow Nissan, maybe ten years old – and took the wheel. The interior stank of stale tobacco. The windscreen was grimy with dust. That suited them well. He turned the engine over and checked the fuel gauge. It was three quarters full. Enough, he hoped, if they had a straight run.

Bethany took the passenger seat. The General sat in the back. It was a smaller car than the Passat and the General looked correspondingly larger in the rear-view mirror. Danny retrieved the GPS unit from his shoulder bag, switched it on and set it to direct them to the drop zone. He handed it to Bethany behind him. ‘Guide me,’ he said. He placed his Sig in the door and then pulled out into the road. He glanced at the drunk guy still out in the doorway but put him from his mind. It would be a while before he raised the alarm, and longer before anybody acted on it.

‘Left at the end of the road,’ Bethany said. He accelerated. It felt good to be in an anonymous car. Untracked. Unmarked. He knew not to let his guard down, but the worst of the job was probably behind him.

They drove in silence, punctuated only by Bethany’s directions as she read them off the GPS. It took them through back streets of Amman that Danny would never have navigated without help. He was glad of Bethany’s calm co-piloting. It meant he could concentrate on his driving and his situational awareness. Not that it proved necessary. There were no trails. No SUV with hidden gunmen pulling up alongside and taking shots. It was an ordinary, uneventful journey up and down the hilly urban terrain of Amman. And so Danny allowed a corner of his mind to wander, to consider everything the General had said. If he was right, and was telling the truth, it meant Danny now found himself at the centre of a global conspiracy that led all the way to the Oval Office and the Kremlin. A foolish American president plotting an atrocity on his own people in order to justify a power grab, and all this orchestrated and masterminded by the Russians. Danny was no politician. He was just a soldier who did as he was ordered, most of the time. But this sickened him. It also made him wary. Knowledge like this was dangerous. Powerful men would kill to keep it secret. He glanced at the General, who was looking thoughtfully out of the window at the passing street scenes. The conspirators wanted him dead because of who he was and not because of what he knew. Just imagine the energy they would put into assassinating him if they realised he was on to them.

The same went for Danny, of course. To the Oval Office and the Kremlin, an SAS grunt was a thousand times more expendable than a five-star general. They’d kill him without thinking. And as for Bethany. He glanced at her beautiful face as he drove. She was incredibly calm, given everything that had happened. But for her to have this knowledge would make MI6 even more determined that she should be silenced permanently, for fear that she would use it as leverage. Had Bethany worked that out? She knew how the security services thought and operated. If she shared any of Danny’s intuition, however, she was hiding it well. Not for the first time, he felt a certain grudging respect for her. He would still do what he was told, when the time was right. But his enthusiasm for that particular part of the job was waning fast.

It took an hour for the urban sprawl of the city to subside. They found themselves on a straight motorway, clusters of buildings here and there on either side, moderately busy traffic in either direction. Danny settled into the slow lane: sedate, unremarkable driving. ‘We follow this for about forty miles,’ Bethany said. ‘Then we have to go off-road. You think the car’s up to it?’

‘It’s going to have to be,’ Danny said. ‘We’ll make it.’

As he spoke, he was checking the vehicle behind him in the rear-view mirror. He couldn’t discern its make or colour because its headlamps were bright, but he could see that it was starting to overtake.

Rapidly.

It drew up alongside the Nissan. Its passenger window was open. The man in the passenger seat looked too big for the car. He had a buzz-cut mohawk. Turgenenv. His scarred scalp was sweating and he was looking directly at Danny with that gloating grin.

And then, quite suddenly, Turgenev’s vehicle veered into Danny’s.

It was just a nudge, but the other vehicle was larger and the momentum was such that Danny momentarily lost control. The Nissan screeched to the side of the road, the steering wheel spinning through his hands. ‘What the fuck . . .’ he hissed, as he gripped the wheel again and drove into the skid just in time to regain control of the vehicle and bring it back into the lane. ‘Did you see him?’ the General shouted. ‘It was the asshole who wasted my guys!’

‘He’s done a lot more than that,’ Danny growled. Turgenev’s vehicle was twenty metres in front, but its brake lights were on and the gap was closing. Danny couldn’t work it out. They’d switched cars. How could anybody still be on to them?

And then, just as Turgenev was alongside them again, he realised what was happening, and he cursed his own stupidity. ‘They’re going to hit us again!’ Bethany shouted. All her calmness had deserted her and there was real panic in her voice. Danny maintained his speed, staying level with the other car, holding his nerve. If he was going to avoid a collision, he had to time it just right.

Just right.

He accelerated. Turgenev’s car did the same in order to keep level. He accelerated some more. Same deal. The cars behind them were hanging back, clearly aware that something dangerous was going on. That suited Danny just fine. He needed the space. He accelerated a third time. Waited for Turgenev’s driver to catch up. And then he waited for it to swerve. He could see that Bethany’s knuckles were white as she gripped the GPS unit.

Hold it.

Hold it.

The vehicle closed in. Danny waited until the two cars were separated by barely a metre. Then he hit the brakes. The Nissan slowed. Turgenev’s vehicle shot ahead and swerved into Danny’s lane. But the resistance it was expecting from the Nissan wasn’t there. It overshot the lane and careered into the hard-baked terrain at the side of the road. Danny knew the driver had lost control when he saw the wheels on one side of the vehicle rise from the ground as the Nissan sped past them. In his rear-view, he saw the car roll. It landed on its roof and slid ten metres across the ground away from the road. Then it spun and its momentum righted it again, but pointing in the wrong direction. Smoke was belching from its engine. Danny reckoned the vehicle was out of action.

‘How did they know where we were?’ Bethany demanded. ‘What the hell’s happening?’

Danny didn’t answer. He was looking for a place to stop by the side of the road where there would be some cover. There was something he had to do, and he only had a few minutes to do it before his pursuers caught up with him again. He saw a suitable location soon enough: an abandoned petrol station, run down and boarded up, no sign of any pumps. He manoeuvred off the road and brought the vehicle to a halt behind the main building, where weeds and debris littered the ground, the kind of place most sensible people would avoid. He killed the engine. Killed the lights. Grabbed his Sig and jumped out of the car. Opened the rear passenger door and pointed the Sig at the General. ‘Get out,’ he said.

‘What the hell—’

‘Get out, now!’

The General hesitated for a second then did as he was told. ‘I don’t know what you think you’re—’

‘Take your clothes off.’

‘You’re insane.’

‘Do it now.’ Bethany had also exited the Nissan and was staring at Danny, a questioning look in her eyes.

Danny ignored her. ‘Now!’ he repeated.

The General started with his sports jacket. As he wormed his body out of it, Danny took the jacket and felt inside the pockets. There was an asthma inhaler and a wallet. He removed the canister from the inhaler and checked the plastic casing. Nothing. He looked through the wallet. Several credit cards, some American dollars. Nothing else. He dropped the jacket on to the ground and indicated with a wave of his Sig that the General should remove his pink shirt. He scowled at Danny as he unfastened the buttons and handed it over. The shirt was crumpled and sweaty. It smelled bad. It was not the crisp, clean article of clothing he had been wearing when he entered the hotel bar six hours earlier. Danny checked the breast pocket and the hem. Nothing. He dumped the shirt with the sports jacket. ‘Trousers,’ he said.

Wordlessly, the General kicked off his brown brogues. They were still shiny. He removed his trousers and handed them over. Danny checked them: pockets, lining, hem, belt buckle. Nothing. The trousers joined the rest of the General’s clothes pile. O’Brien was standing in his socks and underpants – the same ones that Bethany had stuffed in his mouth – and his humiliation was plain to see in his face. Danny was about to tell him to strip completely when he remembered the brown brogues. He pocketed the Sig then bent down to pick them up. They smelled of boot polish and foot odour and were warm and moist inside. Danny removed the inner sole from the right shoe. Nothing. The inner sole from the left.

There it was.

The tracking device was no bigger than a mobile phone sim card, but thicker. It was stuck into a recess in the sole of the shoe. Danny picked it off with his nail and held it up. ‘It wasn’t the car they were tracking,’ he said. ‘It was you.’

‘How the hell did they plant that thing on me?’ the General said.

‘I don’t know. Doesn’t matter now. Get dressed.’

Bethany walked towards Danny. The General was scrambling to get his clothes back on, seemingly embarrassed to be seen by her. But she showed no sign of interest in the older man. She was interested in the tracking device. ‘Destroy it,’ she said. ‘Or just leave it here on the ground. They won’t be able to track us then.’

‘Yeah,’ Danny said. She was right. No tracking device, no trails. He dropped it on the ground and prepared to grind it with his heel.

But then he stopped.

He looked back along the road. He could just see the headlamps of Turgenev’s car blazing into the darkness a couple of hundred metres away. He squinted. There was no doubt about it. A figure was standing in front of the burning car. Even at this distance, Danny could tell that he was taller and broader than the average man. ‘Turgenev,’ he muttered.

‘The guy with the mohawk?’ the General said.

‘Yeah,’ Danny replied. ‘The guy with the mohawk.’

He thought of the Zero 22 operation. Of Bullethead and Chinese Mike. Of Dougie and his daughter. He remembered the ambush and the air strike and the burned and butchered bodies littering the blast site. The carnage that Turgenev had orchestrated. He thought of their fight, and of Turgenev’s promise to kill Danny with his bare hands. He thought of the two SAS patches he had on his jacket, and of Turgenev holding the heads of decapitated SAS men.

Danny Black was a Regiment man. It was in his blood. And from his very first day in Hereford, one rule had been instilled in him: there are consequences to killing SAS men.

Two hundred metres, he thought. I could deal with him now.

It wasn’t an option. Turgenev was likely to be armed and would see him coming. Not to mention that the police would likely be on the scene at any moment, as well as any Wagner Group backup.

If Danny wanted to deal with that mohawk-headed fucker, he’d have to think a bit smarter.

He checked his watch. 22.59 hrs. The stealth chopper would be at the pick-up point at 04.00. That gave him five hours. He consulted the geography of the area in his head. Their current location. The drop zone forty miles to the north-west of Amman. The location of the ruins where they’d hidden the smuggler’s lorry. If he was to go back there, it would involve a ten-mile detour to the south. He had enough time, just.

He bent down again and picked up the tracking device.

‘Get dressed,’ he told the General. ‘And get back into the car.’
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