
[image: cover]


Readers are gripped by the Sleeper 13 series

‘An original action-packed international thriller with tension and danger on every page. Rob Sinclair is a writer of immense power’ – Michael Wood, author of For Reasons Unknown

‘Timely, gripping and utterly shocking … one of the most intense and engrossing thrillers of the last decade’

‘Perfect for thriller lovers and fans of I Am Pilgrim, Orphan X’

‘Another excellent read from Rob Sinclair. Couldn’t tear myself away from it from start to finish’

‘I could not put down this book’

‘A powerful and hard-hitting psychological thriller’

‘Took my breath away with its sheer energy and fast-paced narrative … I lived and breathed every moment’

‘A fast-paced, all-action thriller which keeps you on the edge of your seat’


For my mum and dad


[image: image]


Contents

Praise

Dedication

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

About the Author

By Rob Sinclair

Copyright


ONE

Sevilla, Spain

The windowless room was a chilly sixteen degrees and the skin on Wahid’s bare arms prickled as he sat, alone, on the hard metal chair, in his prison issue cotton t-shirt and trousers. The only door to the room was directly in front of him, across the plain metal table that, like his chair, was bolted to the floor. Thick cuffs clasped Wahid’s hands together. A chain ran down from his wrists to the cuffs around his ankles. The small amount of flex was long enough when he was sitting, but caused him to stoop uncomfortably and shuffle demeaningly when walking. Just one of many indignities designed to make him feel weak and defeated.

As Wahid stared straight ahead at the closed door, wondering what questions today’s trip from his cell would include, he heard footsteps the other side. Two sets. One set was cushioned – a guard, they all wore the same thick rubber-soled boots. The other footsteps made a sharper click-clack sound. Hard soles on the concrete floor. Not a guard, but someone else. A smartly dressed someone else.

Locks clicked and churned. Wahid thought through all of the people who’d been to see him in this place over the last twelve months. Which face would it be today? Which approach would they come at him with? Aggressive, conciliatory, understanding, accusatory? Whatever tactic they tried, all they had were their words, and Wahid was confident that this time would be no different.

The door swung open. Wahid caught a glimpse of the hand of the guard who’d opened it, but he didn’t make a move to come inside. The fresh face of a young man Wahid didn’t recognise appeared in the doorway. An unexpected visitor. Wahid was immediately intrigued. Confidence and arrogance seeped from the man despite his youthful appearance. He stepped inside, hands behind his back, his eyes fixed on Wahid, both men unblinking. The door closed with a thud. Locks clicked back into place. The man didn’t say a word. Wahid didn’t move, but his curiosity bubbled away, even though he was also now wary.

Something about this visit already felt different, wrong, even before the man glanced up to where one of the two CCTV cameras in the room was located. After a couple of seconds the little red light beneath the lenses flicked off. The lens shrivelled back inside its black plastic casing. The man switched his gaze to the other camera, which shut down too, before turning his attention to the four-foot-wide two-way mirror that took up most of one wall. In a flash the glare on the mirror noticeably reduced as the glass was blacked out from the other side.

Wahid’s eyes narrowed. The man finally looked at Wahid once more.

‘And now we can talk,’ he said.

He slapped a newspaper down onto the table. A UK tabloid. Wahid first glanced at the date. Today’s paper. Then his eyes fell upon the headline – Muchas Gracias, España – and the grainy image that accompanied it. A grainy image of Wahid. Despite himself, he frowned. The reaction drew a smile from the man.

‘Congratulations,’ he said. ‘You’re dead.’

Fifteen minutes passed. The man who’d introduced himself as Eric Neumayer was sitting opposite Wahid. Neumayer’s manner remained confident yet relaxed. Almost snide, with a plastered crooked half-smile. The man certainly wasn’t like any of the other visitors Wahid had had here, yet Wahid hadn’t said a single word since his arrival, despite his growing curiosity at the situation. Combined with his apparent authority – the switched-off cameras and the blacked-out glass – it was made clear to Wahid that Neumayer wanted to do the talking, not the other way round.

‘Do you understand what I’m saying to you?’ Neumayer asked.

Once again Wahid held his tongue.

‘The whole world believes you’re dead now.’

Or so the headline said. Wahid, aka Ismail Obbadi, the infamous terrorist caught red-handed on Spanish soil by MI6 more than twelve months before, had been killed in a brawl at a maximum-security jail in southern Spain.

‘The Spanish government have had enough of you. They don’t want to put you on trial, and neither does anyone else. They want rid of you. Within twenty-four hours you’ll be on a plane out of Europe for good. You’ll be sent directly to a black site. Zed site. Have you heard of that? I’m not kidding when I say it makes Guantanamo look like a luxury resort.’

Wahid’s mind whirred. Could the governments of Western European countries really be so corrupt and deceitful as to concoct such lies to their public?

The answer was simple. Of course they could.

‘I’m sure I don’t need to explain what will happen to you when you get there,’ Neumayer said. ‘The lengths we’re prepared to go to in order to get you to talk.’

‘We?’ Wahid said.

That smile on Neumayer’s face rose slightly at Wahid’s decision to speak. He hadn’t yet stated who he worked for, even though it was pretty damn obvious.

‘Does the accent not give it away?’ Neumayer said.

MI6, Wahid would bet, but once again chose to say nothing.

‘There’ll be no stop to the torture. Not until you tell them about your brother. And the others at the Farm.’

Wahid clenched his fists under the table. His brother, Talatashar, number thirteen, was still on the loose. Talatashar was the reason that many of Wahid’s brothers were now dead, and why Wahid himself would soon become a plaything of the British government. He could only hope the authorities never caught up with that vermin. He wanted his own people to get there first.

Neumayer looked up to the two cameras which remained switched off. Wahid’s eyes narrowed again. He had so many questions for the man sitting in front of him, but he wouldn’t ask them. He couldn’t show any weakness.

‘I’m not expecting you to open up to me here,’ Neumayer said. ‘And besides, to do so would be pointless.’

Neumayer paused as if for dramatic effect.

‘But I do have a message for you, from the man I work for.’

Another pause. The crooked smile on Neumayer’s face dropped away. He squinted and leaned forward.

‘Shadow Hand.’

The two words rattled in Wahid’s head. Two simple words that meant so much. Did Neumayer have any idea of the true nature of what he’d just said?

That look on his face suggested he probably did.

Then what was this? A threat? Or was it possible that Neumayer actually was an ally? That he was working for the same people as Wahid?

Or was the threat, in fact, coming from his own people?

Wahid had never talked in the twelve months of his captivity. Hadn’t given away a single piece of intelligence. But now the authorities were shipping him out of jail to a black site – perhaps he was nothing but a liability. Once a shining example of the capabilities of his people, Wahid – number one – was now simply a problem.

Whatever the answer, it didn’t matter. Wahid knew what he had to do.

Neumayer opened his mouth to speak again.

Before a word passed his lips, Wahid roared, leaped up and hurled his whole body across the table. Neumayer twisted backward, trying to find a counter, but the element of surprise was enough to give Wahid the upper hand. The two men crashed to the ground. Neumayer was young and sprightly, but Wahid had been trained in close quarters combat since he was just a boy, and he’d always been top of the class at the Farm.

Despite Neumayer’s attempts to gain ground in the scuffle, Wahid seamlessly wormed onto his back. Neumayer’s lean body was on top, the chain between Wahid’s cuffs wrapped around Neumayer’s throat.

Wahid tugged and pulled on the chains, his body tensed, the muscles on his arms rippling and bulging. Neumayer gasped for air, jolted and bucked. He threw fists and elbows into Wahid’s side.

An alarm blared. How did they know? Had they been watching all along, or had Neumayer somehow triggered the alert?

Barely a second later the door burst open and two uniformed guards barrelled inside, weapons drawn, shouting instructions in a convoluted mess of Spanish and half-baked English.

Neumayer screamed at the guards, as best he could with the metal crushing his throat.

There was a loud pop as one of the guards fired his dart gun. A painful jab on Wahid’s thigh. Another pop. Another jab in his shoulder. A wave of numbness quickly spread across his limbs. He only had a few seconds before he was out cold.

He tugged even harder on the chains. Wrapped the links around his wrist to shorten the flex further. The grip was now so tight the metal cut into his skin. Blood poured down his hands and arms. With one final effort, Wahid mustered all the strength he could and shouted out again with pure venom and hatred as he jerked sharply on the chains. There was a sickening crunch. Wahid didn’t know if he’d snapped the spine or crushed the windpipe. Maybe both.

Neumayer’s body gave a final fateful shudder, then he went still.

Wahid heaved a long sigh, his body slumped. His vision blurred before turning black.


TWO

Alexandria, Egypt

‘You have nothing to worry about,’ Aydin Torkal said to the man crumpled by his feet. ‘By tomorrow morning you’ll be at home with your family. No harm will come to you. As long as you do as I’ve said.’

The man didn’t respond. He couldn’t talk with the tape covering his mouth. Instead he huffed through his nostrils and glared defiantly into Aydin’s eyes.

Aydin leaned forward and slowly pressed the needle into the man’s neck. He pushed down on the plunger. When all five millimetres of the liquid was inside the man’s bloodstream, Aydin pulled the needle out and placed the syringe into the clear plastic bag by his side. He sat for a few moments as the man slowly drifted off. When Aydin was sure he was unconscious, he pulled the balaclava off his head and placed that too in the plastic bag. He’d dispose of both later.

He opened the van’s back doors, looked across the street. No one was in sight.

Satisfied, he grabbed the backpack and stepped out into the glorious afternoon sunshine.

A few hundred yards from where he’d left the van, Aydin walked along the coastal road with the rippling blue waters of the Mediterranean off to his left. On the opposite side was modern-day Alexandria, a sprawling urban mass with lofty apartment blocks and hotels rising up by the side of the road, that every now and then gave a glimpse of the city’s rich and spectacular ancient past. At the mouth of the eastern harbour in the near distance the Citadel of Qaitbay sat in pride of place, the fifteenth-century defensive fortress partly built from the ruins of the ancient wonder that the city was most famous for: the Lighthouse of Alexandria. Just like the lighthouse, Aydin had been broken into pieces, but after twelve months in the shadows, he was now back – a different beast altogether from the young man the world had come to know as Talatashar.

He turned off the coastal road onto a wide paved street with a mishmash of run-down sandstone apartments and the occasional modern glass-rich office block. On a late Sunday afternoon the street was quiet. Across the tops of the buildings a call to prayer sounded out through loudspeakers from all directions.

Aydin carried on past a glass-canopied entrance to a four-storey office block. A small plaque by the entrance noted the tenant of the building as Alexandria Technology Systems. ATS. Aydin turned into a narrow alley that ran alongside the building. He passed a line of over-spilling industrial waste bins, then stopped at an innocuous-looking metal-panelled door. There were no handles or visible locks. Just a small, discreet security pad attached to the wall. Aydin kept his head low as he came to a stop. The baseball cap, emblazoned with the logo of the security company the man in the van worked for, did its job of hiding his face from the camera he knew was located above his head.

Aydin flipped the plastic case up from the security pad and pressed his thumb onto the sensor. After a second a green light flashed to show the silicon thumbprint stuck over his own had been accepted.

Next, he input the six-digit code. A moment later the door hissed open an inch. Aydin pushed the door further open and stepped through.

Inside, faint blue strip lights along the bottom edges of the corridor walls trailed into the distance, illuminating the passage like a runway. Aydin closed the door behind him and stayed on the spot for a few moments to allow his eyes to adjust to the dull light.

He’d been inside the offices of ATS twice before, but only ever through the front entrance as an apparent customer. Having obtained and perused the blueprints for the three-year-old building at length, however, the space in front of him felt familiar. He looked at his watch. The time was approaching five thirty. He had until seven p.m. before the change of security for the night. The day guards would perform one last sweep before the end of their shifts, leaving their posts at roughly six forty-five. If all went to plan, Aydin would be back on the outside well before then.

Happy that the corridor in front of him was clear, Aydin cautiously made his way along, once again keeping his head low so that the many cameras couldn’t make out his face. If one of the guards was watching the camera feeds, they’d see only the baseball cap and the uniform, and together with the name tag and Aydin’s size and frame, the guards would surely assume he was Hakim Mahi – the guard who lay unconscious in Aydin’s van, whose night shift started with the change of guard at seven.

Aydin stopped outside a closed door. Unlike most of the others on the corridor, that led into meeting rooms and offices, this one wasn’t frosted glass, but solid. Mahi and the other guards didn’t have access to this space.

Aydin looked left and right. Still nothing. He slipped the tablet from his backpack, attached the cable to the USB port, then carefully prised the keypad away from the wall to reveal the wires at the back. After attaching his cable into the maintenance port at the back of the keypad he fixed his eyes on the tablet screen as the software kicked into action and flashed through countless permutations for the eight-digit code to open the door.

One digit after another the code was read. The hack would leave a clear digital footprint, but gaining physical access to this room was the only way to get to the servers inside. He’d tried every back door he could to remotely hack ATS’s systems, but had failed at every attempt.

Aydin’s nerves continued to build as he waited. His eyes settled on the door further along the corridor that led to the large central foyer. He was sure he’d just seen a shadow moving across the frosted glass. One of the guards?

His hand brushed down to the gun holstered on his hip. He didn’t want to use it, to hurt the guards, but he was prepared to do whatever it took.

A clicking sound made him flinch. He quickly realised it was only the door unlocking. It had taken close to five minutes, but the riskiest part was over. Aydin pushed the door open, and packed the equipment back inside his bag. He refitted the keypad back on the wall as best he could, then stepped through into the black space beyond.

He put on the night vision goggles he’d brought, then gave himself a few seconds to allow his eyes to properly adjust. When he was happy, he moved off down the metal staircase. He could relax now, if only a little. There were no cameras in the basement, and no one would be coming down here. Not tonight.

At the bottom of the stairs Aydin continued through the cool corridor. The floor and walls were rough concrete, everything purely functional. At the end of the corridor was a single metal door. Another keypad. This one only needed a simple four-digit code. After all, not many people ever got this far.

Less than two minutes later the door was open and Aydin moved inside, already fishing in his backpack for the equipment he needed to take a complete image of ATS’s most off-limits server drives.


THREE

At six forty Aydin climbed the stairs. He only had five minutes to make himself scarce. The imaging had taken longer than expected, but now he had what he needed. The backpack over his shoulders felt as it had done before, yet he now had over two terabytes of data crammed onto the external drives he was carrying. Much of the data he’d stolen was likely encrypted, and getting through those layers of security would be an even tougher step than what he’d just been through, but at least he’d have time and privacy for it. Right now, he didn’t have either of those. He had to get out, and quick.

He reached the top and the blue-lit corridor, heading back towards the exit. He was only a few yards away when there was a noise behind him. A door opening? One of the guards? It had to be. Completing his rounds early, most likely.

‘Hey,’ the guard shouted out. Not a hostile shout, more one of greeting. ‘Hey, Hakim.’

Aydin almost smiled to himself. Would the simple subterfuge be enough to save him?

‘Where you going?’

‘Cigarette,’ Aydin said, without turning round, and without breaking stride.

‘You’re early.’

Aydin said nothing, just carried on walking.

‘What’s in the backpack?’ the guard shouted out, the tone more neutral, almost questioning now.

Not that Aydin believed the cover was completely blown. It was more likely the guard’s scepticism was for another reason – how could the lowly paid security guards not be tempted, given the nature of the data stored at ATS?

Aydin stopped, his range of options narrowing by the second. The door to the outside was three yards away. He had to get there.

Aydin spun and drew the Colt handgun from his hip. He fired. The warning shot sent the guard scuttling back into the room he’d come from. Aydin burst towards the door. Released the lock. Crashed out into the alley and moved into a sprint.

The alarm sounded.

Not only would the guards on duty be after him in a flash, but the call would no doubt go straight to the local police too. He had to get back to the van before they got to him.

Aydin bounded to the end of the alley and skidded round the corner to head away from the front entrance of ATS. He heard the shouts behind him, but didn’t dare look back. He knew the guards were armed, but dodging between parked cars and the odd pedestrian, he seriously doubted they’d shoot unless they were absolutely sure.

He took a quick left. Then a right. Then another left, and found himself edging into the old town, busy with tourists and locals heading out to cafes and restaurants. He barged his way through, deliberately aiming for and flattening a young couple. He needed the distraction. More shouts around him. But this time it was just the concerned yelps of pedestrians.

Up ahead he spotted two uniformed police officers. One had a radio handset up to his mouth. He locked eyes with Aydin.

‘Stop him!’ he shouted out.

His colleague drew his gun. Aydin ducked and darted off to his right. No gunshots came. Two yards away was another alley. He burst into it and started sprinting, though he could already feel the build-up of lactic acid in his muscles. He was only a little over halfway back to the van, and there was no way he could continue at full pelt.

The end of the alley neared. His muscles burned, he was losing pace. He risked a glance behind, saw a guard and the two police officers just turning in. They were a good ten seconds behind, but Aydin needed more. He fired another warning shot. The bullet ricocheted off a metal fire escape and caused all three of the men to falter and cower.

Distracted, Aydin clattered into someone ahead of him, only spotting it was another policeman as the gun flew from his grip. The strap of his backpack snapped and the bag tumbled across the tarmac. Aydin landed on the cop, knocking the wind from him, and saving Aydin from more painful contact with the ground. It also meant, luckily, that there was barely a scuffle. Aydin craned his neck and crashed his forehead onto the top of the policeman’s nose. Blood spurted, and with the policeman dazed and fighting for breath, Aydin clambered back to his feet.

Behind him, the three other men were quickly closing in. Aydin scooped up the gun and fired again. This time they returned fire and a bullet whizzed past Aydin’s ear. Time to step things up. Aydin took a fraction of a second to aim. The bullet sank into the thigh of the security guard, sending him crashing to the ground. Aydin grabbed his backpack and carried on running, only realising as his legs got going again that he’d badly twisted an ankle in the earlier fall. It wouldn’t stop him now. Finding every last ounce of energy and strength, he hobbled along as fast as he could. Took the next right, then a left – now well clear of the chasing pack.

The van was right there. He threw open the back doors and climbed inside, caught in two minds. He could fire up the engine and speed away. But no. There was another option. He quickly rifled through the medical kit in the back. Hakim Mahi was still sleeping soundly. Not for long. Aydin snipped away the cable ties. Pulled the tape from his mouth. Grabbed the shot of adrenaline. Lifted the needle and slammed it down into Mahi’s heart. The guard jolted upright almost instantly, took a huge inhale of breath, his eyes bulging. Aydin didn’t give him a beat more than that. He kicked him out of the van. Mahi tumbled to the ground. Aydin grabbed the doors and was swinging them shut when the first of the policemen careered around the corner, gun drawn. He immediately spotted Mahi.

‘Hands up!’ the policeman screamed.

As he jumped from the back of the van into the driver’s seat, Aydin heard Mahi’s confused protests. The engine fired up on the first attempt and Aydin slammed the gear stick into first and thumped his foot onto the accelerator. The van lurched forward, only narrowly missing the parked car in front as Aydin shot out into the road. The police opened fire. Aydin ducked as bullets hammered into the back of the van.

He swung the van round the first corner. Was soon into fourth gear as the needle swept beyond a hundred km/h on the cramped city streets. He took a series of lefts and rights, his eyes busy the whole time.

After thirty seconds he realised there were no flashes of blue behind. None ahead either. He slowed the pace. Drove more measuredly for two minutes as he headed onto quieter streets. Finally he turned into the abandoned three-storey car park adjoining a derelict industrial area near the western harbour. He parked the van on the middle floor, stripped off the guard’s uniform and put on his own casual clothes. He put the uniform and the plastic bag with the other items he needed to dispose of into his backpack, then stepped out and jumped onto the motorbike he’d parked up earlier.

Seconds later, he was outside again, casually riding the Yamaha along the coastal road, heading out of the city for good. Up ahead, the blood-red sun was setting in the distance, its edges merging at the horizon with the shimmering blue of the sea.


FOUR

Kabul, Afghanistan

Rachel Cox had commanded or overseen countless armed extractions and assaults in her time as a field agent for SIS – the British secret intelligence service, more commonly referred to as MI6. But never before had she taken control of such an exercise while sitting alone in a rusted-out 1980s Toyota Corolla. Was that called blending in, or something to do with the never-ending austerity back home?

She had no visual of the upcoming raid, only a running commentary from the three-man assault team – known to her simply as Blue One, Blue Two and Blue Three – run through a minuscule wireless earpiece. The building that Blue Team was about to enter was fifty yards further up the run-down street in front of Cox – a small private compound in a semi-rural area on the outskirts of Kabul. Surrounded by a seven-foot-high rendered perimeter wall, the two-storey house within the compound was big enough to be called a mansion, had it not been in such a dire state of disrepair.

With her headscarf on, and sitting low in her seat, Cox was about as inconspicuous in her surroundings as she could be, given her light, freckled skin and green eyes – and the fact that she was an unaccompanied adult female. Yet every time someone walked past the parked car she felt her nerves ratchet several notches, one hand always on the Glock handgun balanced on the seat between her legs – a precaution she hoped she wouldn’t need. Not if Blue Team did its job anyway. But this was her op, based on her intel, and she needed to be there, not sitting in some cushy safe house several miles away.

‘Blue One in position,’ came the crackling voice in her ear.

‘Blue Two, Blue Three – ready.’

Cox gripped the steering wheel tightly, trying to channel the anxiety away through white knuckles. ‘Blue One, go on your command,’ she said.

A short pause, then came the follow-up command in her ear: ‘Blue Team go, go, go!’

There was an echoing bang as charges erupted both in the near distance and in Cox’s ear. A plume of smoke billowed into the sky as she listened to the shouted instructions of the raiding team. A brief rattle of gunfire. Cox frowned. Blue Team were armed, but they hadn’t been sent to eliminate the three targets – known for the operation as Alpha, Beta and Gamma – only to capture them. So who was shooting?

‘Target Gamma is down!’ shouted Blue Two seconds later.

Cox growled in frustration. ‘What about the others?’

No answer. More shouting. More gunfire. Cox spotted two people running down the street towards her. A man and a woman. After an initial wave of panic, Cox realised they were just two terrified pedestrians who’d heard the commotion – in the wrong place at the wrong time. They carried on past her car without so much as a backward glance.

‘Target Beta detained,’ came the out-of-breath voice of Blue Three. ‘Alpha on the run.’

‘Shit.’ Cox turned the key and the Corolla’s aged engine grumbled to life. Concentrating too hard on the sounds in her ear she pulled out into the road without checking and was nearly side-swiped by a passing four-by-four. The driver honked at her and shook his fist angrily but carried on ahead, before taking a left turn at the compound and disappearing.

Cox took a deep breath, checked her mirrors properly, then sped up, heading for the double gates at the entrance to the compound.

‘Target Beta locked and loaded,’ shouted Blue Three. Which meant the guy was out of the compound and already in the van.

‘Update on Alpha?’ Cox asked.

No response.

‘Update on Alpha?’

‘He’s coming your way!’

The next moment the gate in front of Cox swung open and Alpha – aka Kasim Noor, their primary target – barefooted and wearing only khaki shorts and a white t-shirt, came bursting out. He locked eyes with Cox. Reached behind his back …

Cox thumped her foot onto the accelerator and the Corolla’s engine whined as the rusty beast bolted forward. Noor tried his best to dodge the speeding car. He didn’t make it. Cox slammed on the brakes to avoid crashing into the compound’s walls. The front bumper smacked into Noor’s legs, sent him clattering onto the Corolla’s bonnet. He slid off and landed in a crumpled heap by the passenger side.

Cox jumped from the car, Glock held out. Noor was moaning and writhing on the ground, but he’d live.

‘Stay down!’ Cox yelled, pointing the gun at him.

Another chorus of gunfire from the compound.

‘Get Beta out of there!’ Cox shouted. They couldn’t afford to lose another target. Blue Team’s van was the other side of the compound. The intention was to transport all three detainees together, but clearly events weren’t going to plan.

‘But Blue One and Blue Two are still inside,’ came Three’s response.

‘Just get him to the extraction point.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Noor was trying to sit up, his furious eyes on Cox.

‘Don’t you fucking move. Or I’ll shoot your damn balls off.’

‘Nice,’ called Blue One, his bulky mass – even wider with his combat fatigues and equipment on – jolted as he came running out of the open gate of the compound. He moved up to Cox’s side, lifted the semi-automatic from his shoulder and smacked the butt of the weapon down onto Noor’s face.

‘We need to go,’ he said. ‘Now.’

‘Damn right. Where’s Blue Two?’

Blue One indicated. Cox looked back over and saw him coming through the gates too, dragging another man by his neck, his feet scuffing along the dusty ground.

‘What the hell?’

‘We don’t know who he is,’ Blue One said, ‘but he was taking pot shots at us. He’s coming too.’

Cox groaned. She was in charge of the extraction. She could have stood her ground and argued that one, but frankly, leaving the unknown man behind could prove a bigger risk than taking him with them. The main issue right then wasn’t taking the extra prisoner along for the ride, it was that Blue Three had already scarpered in the van with Beta.

‘OK, load them up,’ Cox said, looking up at Blue One.

The deep ridges in his forehead folded over even more than they normally did.

‘You have a better idea?’ Cox asked.

He growled, opened the back doors of the Corolla then cable-tied Noor’s wrists, before scooping up the barely conscious man and climbing cumbersomely inside the car, pulling Noor into the seat beside him. Blue Two pushed and shoved the other man to the ground, clasped his wrists together with cable ties, then crammed him into the back with Noor and Blue One before jumping into the front. Cox put her foot down and the weak engine did its best to pull the now-hefty load along.

‘Where are you guys?’ Blue Three’s voice crackled.

‘On our way. We’ll see you there,’ Cox said.

She looked in her rear-view mirror. The two prisoners were conscious, but their eyes were rolling. Cox’s stare found Blue One’s.

‘What the hell happened in there?’ Cox asked, her tone not particularly friendly.

She didn’t know the identities of any of the ops team, who they really worked for, what their backgrounds were. That was often the case with operations like this one. Unless the UK government had authority from the local government for their action, then it was necessary to operate at arm’s length. That meant using outside contractors and mercenaries, whether British or foreign, to do the dirty field work. It also meant accepting varying degrees of competence, aptitude and, of course, attitude. She’d only met Blue Team two days ago and had been impressed with them in planning the op, but she was now wondering whether – like so many ex-military guys – they became too trigger happy in the heat of the moment.

‘There was nothing we could do,’ Blue One said, his face stern and giving away no emotion. ‘Gamma pulled the gun first. It was him or me.’

‘You could have shot him in the fucking leg,’ Cox said.

‘I did. The first two times. These bastards don’t know when to give up.’

He threw an elbow into Noor’s gut as though in recompense for his fighting back.

‘Still, we got three targets, eh?’ said Blue Three.

Cox looked over and saw the wry smirk on his face. The problem was, if the unknown was just an innocent civilian, it was Cox who would be reprimanded. The former commandos would just head off to their next job for whomever.

It only took another five minutes before the overloaded Toyota was rolling into the abandoned car park of an ageing industrial unit. As they approached, the rusted loading doors of the warehouse in the far corner were rolled open to reveal a gleaming black Ford Transit van, which two other men Cox hadn’t met before would use to take the prisoners to a little-used airbase near the border for their onward travel to whichever black site her boss, Henry Flannigan, had designated.

Parked up next to the Ford Transit was the considerably more decrepit van that Blue Team had earlier arrived in. Blue Three was by the loading doors. He approached Cox’s window.

‘Quite a crowd you’ve got there,’ he said, studying the car’s passengers and smiling.

‘Tell me about it. Where’s Beta?’

‘Ready to go.’

‘OK. Get these two in there with him.’

Blue Three nodded. Blue Two got out of the car and the two bulky men pulled the prisoners from the back of the Corolla.

‘Say bye-bye to the motherland,’ Blue Three heckled as he dragged Noor to the waiting Transit. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been so flippant. Or perhaps they shouldn’t have overestimated his injuries, because in a sudden flash of movement, Noor twisted his way out of Blue Three’s grasp, swivelled and took the mercenary’s legs from under him with a swiping kick. As the big man was falling, Noor, hands still tied behind his back, reached out and pulled the holstered sidearm from Three’s belt …

Cox glanced to Blue One, stepping from the car, gun in hand.

‘No!’ she screamed.

Bang, bang, bang. Three shots in quick succession. All were direct hits.

Noor’s lifeless body collapsed. Cox glared over at Blue One. Didn’t even bother to start the argument. The determined look on his face suggested he wouldn’t listen to a word she said anyway.

‘One out of three,’ she said. ‘I’ll know who not to call next time.’

Blue One gave an angry huff.

‘Get the other one in the van,’ she said. ‘Then you can all go home.’

Blue One grunted. ‘What about him?’ He pointed down to Noor’s corpse.

‘Not much we can do with him like that, is there? Take him home with you. Leave him for the vultures. Your choice.’

Doing her best to contain her anger, Cox sank back down into the driver’s seat, turned the wheel and spun the car round, then put her foot down, kicking up dust as the Corolla sped away.


FIVE

Istanbul, Turkey

Four years earlier

‘You’re so young, Nilay,’ her uncle Kamil said. Nilay cringed at the words. She hated people saying things like that to her, as though her youth made her dumber than they were. ‘You have so much life ahead of you. Why do you want to do this?’

‘I have to do this, uncle. Aydin is my brother. I have to know what happened to him. My father too.’

They strolled along the European bank of the Bosphorus, in the Ortaköy neighbourhood, a trendy and cosmopolitan area of the city whose literal translation was ‘middle village’. They’d just been for lunch in a new Lebanese restaurant her uncle had recommended, and her belly was as full of food as her mind was of questions.

Nilay stopped and leaned on the railings. Looked up ahead where the Ortaköy mosque sat beneath the Bosphorus bridge.

‘It’s beautiful here,’ Nilay said, staring at the twin minarets of the neo-baroque structure.

‘But if you scratch the surface … Not everything is as it first appears.’

Nilay didn’t question the strange statement. Was he referring to Istanbul and Turkey, or to the fate of her brother and father?

She’d only been nine years old when her father had disappeared from their London home one night, taking Aydin with him. Now twenty-one, she could still remember the morning after with incredible clarity and detail. Her first reaction, when her mother had torn through the apartment screaming that her boy had gone, had been one of gleeful delight. She’d never got along with Aydin all that well. There’d been no particular reason, other than typical sibling rivalry.

That fleeting thought had lasted only a few seconds, and memory of that naive reaction now, many years later, made Nilay feel huge guilt. She’d quickly learned, even as a nine-year-old, that Aydin’s disappearance was a terrible thing for the family. It had torn her mother apart, and she’d never been quite the same since. When she’d discovered her own husband had kidnapped Aydin, and taken him to Afghanistan to join some rebel jihadi outfit, it destroyed her.

Or so the story went.

But Nilay needed to know the full story, the whole truth.

Neither Aydin nor Ergun Torkal had been heard of since that day. At least not by Nilay or her mother. But did Kamil, Ergun’s brother, know something?

‘You’d tell me if you knew anything, wouldn’t you?’ Nilay said, looking her uncle in the eye.

He held her gaze for a few seconds.

‘He’d be so proud of you now,’ Kamil said. ‘If he could see the amazing young woman you’ve become. But you should be looking to the future, not the past. Getting married, starting a family. You’re a beautiful woman.’

She saw the pride in Kamil’s eyes and looked away, riled. Yes, she was young and pretty and female, but she was as bright as anyone else. She would find the truth, one way or another, and certainly wouldn’t be fobbed off by her ageing uncle’s witless charm, or by anyone else who couldn’t see past her looks and her gender.

‘I know they went to Kabul,’ Nilay said. ‘The British police confirmed that. Who did they go to see? Did my father ever tell you of his plans? You must know something.’

Kamil pulled away from the railings and began to walk off, edging closer to the bridge in the near distance.

‘Uncle!’ Nilay said. She grabbed his shoulder to stop him. ‘I’m not going to give in. I will find out. I have to. Not just for Aydin, but for my mother. The thought that one day she might see her son again is about the only thing that keeps her going.’

‘No. You’re wrong there. What keeps her going is you. Forget about Aydin. He’s gone. Even if he’s still alive he’s not the boy you remember any more.’

Again Nilay wondered exactly what Kamil meant by that.

‘Make the right choice, Nilay. Have a good life. I beg you not to go so deep that you can’t get out.’

‘I’ve already made my choice. There is no turning back now. Please, if you can help me, you have to.’

Kamil turned away and sighed.

‘If you really are determined to do this, then … Well, it’s not much, but I can give you a name. A place. You won’t find all you need there, but it could be a start.’

Nilay felt a sudden swell of emotion. Anger, resentment, that her uncle had been so reticent to help her, even though he so clearly knew more than he let on. But also optimism. All she needed was a way in. A starting point. If that’s what he could give, then she would take it.

‘Please, uncle. Tell me. I have to know.’


SIX

Mosul, Iraq

Several weeks later the conversation with her uncle in Istanbul played over and over in Nilay’s mind as she sat at the back of the hall and listened to the imam spouting his bile and hatred. There were more than fifty people crammed into the room, surrounded by crumbling stone walls, a ceiling with gaping holes, which gave a clear view to the blue sky above, filled with dust and debris from the perpetual bombardment of the city.

Behind the imam stood two soldiers – or militants? – dressed all in black, AK-47 rifles over their shoulders. On the pockmarked wall behind them the outstretched black-and-white flag of ISIS – Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham – took pride of place.

The imam finally stopped speaking, stepped away from the podium. The crowd murmured in appreciation, then people began to get to their feet. The two soldiers remained on stage as the crowd filed back outside. Nilay didn’t move. She sat as calmly as she could, her gaze on the younger, more handsome of the two soldiers as the other spectators slowly filtered out.

She became more nervous by the second, and a large part of her was desperate to get up and follow the others out. But she couldn’t do that. Just being here, among these people, wasn’t enough any more. She had to get closer, and there was only one way to do that, even though the thought of what was to come terrified her.

Even in her short time in Mosul, Nilay had seen how poorly women were treated by ISIS. Far from equal, women weren’t just second-class citizens to the men, they were little more than animals. Forced marriage and sexual subjugation was just the beginning. She knew only too well that many of the men used women to satisfy a sadistic side. At the most extreme, ISIS’s war on the Yazidi people was both terrifying and unrelenting. Men and children were butchered at will. The women unlucky enough to survive the slaughter were only kept alive to be used as slaves. Nilay and the other women were sometimes required to look after them – to clean them, feed them, and bandage their wounds. Nilay truly had seen the most horrific side of humanity in this place.

Looking at the soldier in front of her, she couldn’t believe that he could be so cruel as to be a part of that. Yet, living among these people, she knew how brainwashed and how desensitised to violence they’d all become. Including herself, she realised.

That thought petrified her almost as much as anything else.

Yet she really didn’t have a choice, she had to make the next move. She’d come here for a reason: for Aydin. And she wouldn’t turn back now.

When Nilay was the last remaining spectator, she got to her feet. The soldiers both looked over in her direction. Not a particularly friendly look on their faces. She walked towards them. At first her legs were wobbly, but she fought against it and idled over, not looking either of them in the eye for more than a fleeting second, though making sure her target knew it was him she wanted to speak to, and not his friend.

The men got the message. The companion slapped his comrade on the back, then turned and walked away. Nilay moved right up to the man, her head bowed. She stopped, looked up into his dark eyes to see a confident smile on his face. Nilay smiled back, with just enough meekness to make him feel in charge – and just enough eagerness to show him her intentions. She knew in that instant that she had him.

Step one complete.


SEVEN

Kabul, Afghanistan

The wood-panelled room in the MI6 safe house was a depressing throwback to the corporate offices of the 1970s, Cox thought. She was surprised not to see a sign on the door demanding staff don flares and a perm in order to enter. She leaned back in the creaky swivel chair and stared at the laptop balanced awkwardly on the narrow work surface, which was clearly designed long before personal computers were the norm.

Cox sighed and looked out of the windows that were covered in grit and sand from the high winds that had bombarded the city the night before. The sun was shining outside now, though Cox was glad to be back on the inside following the botched operation earlier in the day.

The desk phone rang. Cox answered.

‘It’s me,’ Henry Flannigan said in his usual gruff tone.

Flannigan was Cox’s level four boss back at Vauxhall Cross in London. She felt sure she knew what this call was about.

‘Have you seen?’ he asked.

‘Seen what?’

‘Are you at your computer?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Check the news. Where have you been, Cox? I thought you of all people would have been all over this.’

‘What? I––’

‘Call me back. We need a secure line.’

The line went dead. She navigated to the BBC News website and immediately spotted the picture of Ismail Obbadi, aka Wahid. Killed in police custody in Spain?

‘What the …’

Cox grabbed her mobile phone from her bag. Realised she had a message from Flannigan on there too, requesting a white line call. The safe house was as secure, eavesdropping wise, as it could be, but there was always the chance that the telephone line was somehow compromised. A white line call remained the most secure means of telecommunication – a voice over IP line that was encrypted through a secure real-time transport protocol, or SRTP for short. It meant that both of the devices on either end of the conversation were encrypted, as was the line itself. Not completely foolproof, but far better than using regular telephone lines.

It took a few seconds for the call to connect on Cox’s laptop. She didn’t bother with any pleasantries.

‘Please tell me it’s not true,’ Cox said.

‘You would rather Wahid lived a long and prosperous life?’

‘I didn’t say that. But I’d rather there was a chance that we could get him to talk, and we certainly can’t do that if he’s buried in the ground.’

‘Yeah, about that? I could say the same thing about Kasim Noor.’

Cox scoffed. Good news travelled fast.

‘Noor pulled a gun. There was nothing we could have done. And we still bagged two of them.’

‘But only one we actually wanted. What the hell were you thinking? You lost two of your targets so you just picked up some random guy off the street to make up for it?’

‘He’s not a random guy. He was there with Noor and the others. And he was armed. Once we’ve ID’d him I’m sure we’ll realise this was actually a slice of good fortune.’

‘Chance’ll be a fine thing.’

‘But what about Wahid? I can’t believe––’

‘It’s not true. Wahid is still alive.’

Cox took a long inhale. Relief, though it wasn’t because she felt Wahid deserved to live. His name and face was recognisable to nearly every person in the West as the leader of a violent terrorist group that had very nearly inflicted catastrophic carnage in cities across Europe last year. Cox had played a huge hand in stopping those attacks, with the help of one of the members of the group – Aydin Torkal, also know as Talatashar.

Unfortunately for Aydin, the press and the authorities hadn’t been quite so impressed with his heroics as they had been with Cox’s. As far as the world was concerned, Aydin was still one of them. A terrorist sleeper no longer dormant – a fugitive at large, at the top of both the FBI and Interpol’s most wanted lists. In the aftermath Cox, although she hadn’t been formally named in the press, had been nicknamed ‘Plain Jane’. A covert MI6 operative who, to the outside world, was portrayed as a kind of female James Bond. How disappointed the public would be to know the truth, Cox thought. She was no action hero, as demonstrated that morning.

‘Then why the charade?’ Cox











































OPS/images/cover.jpg
FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
SLEEPER 13

!
FUGITIVE ;

HE MUST
FIND THE TRUTH.

THEY MUST ENSURE
HE DOESN'T.

ROB SINCLAIR

NN






OPS/images/title.jpg
FUGITIVE

13

ROB SINCLAIR

ORION





