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  Author’s note


  On Thursday, 31 January 1991, a week after the ill-fated Bravo Two Zero patrol had been compromised, I crossed the Iraqi border into Syria. I was the only member of the unit to escape capture alive, but I was in a bad way. I’d been on the run for seven days and nights. I hadn’t eaten for six days, or drunk any water for three. My toenails had fallen off and my blistered feet had become infected and were oozing pus. I’d been exposed to nuclear waste and I was hallucinating. But at least, here in Syria, I was safe.


  Or so I thought.


  The first Syrian people I encountered were villagers living so simply that they were cooking breakfast on a fire outside their little house of whitewashed stone. They gave me cool water. Without their kindness I doubt I could have survived much longer.


  We did not speak each other’s language, but I managed to make them understand that I needed to get to the nearest town. A young man helped me get there, but in the hours that followed I saw a very different side to life in Syria. I had to escape an angry mob who seemed determined to kill me. I found myself in the custody of three low-ranking Syrian police officers who performed a mock execution on me. Having covered about two hundred miles on foot in Iraq, I crossed most of Syria by car before reaching the capital, Damascus. There I ended up in the headquarters of the feared Mukhabarat secret police. The very name was enough to terrify the ordinary citizens of Syria, as the Mukhabarat’s tortures were notoriously cruel and they had a nasty habit of ‘disappearing’ anyone who displeased them.


  Syria was a complex, dangerous place for me back in 1991. But now, more than twenty years on, one thing strikes me: it was not nearly so dangerous then as it is now. I got out alive. Tens of thousands of victims of the present Syrian civil war haven’t been so lucky.


  The story that follows is drawn from experience, and from first-hand knowledge of a country which, as I write these words, has become one of the most dangerous and war-torn places on earth. Some of it might make uncomfortable reading. I make no apology for that. Conflict is not a glamorous business. It’s ugly and violent, and those who suffer the worst are not the politicians, for whom death tolls are little more than statistics. They are the ordinary people, stuck in the middle, and the soldiers sent to do the bidding of the masters of war.
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  EIGHT


  Homs, Syria.


  It was the children who made it so difficult, Clara Macleod decided. Children she would remember as long as she lived.


  She was a qualified doctor. A few months of working with Médecins Sans Frontières had knocked any squeamishness out of her that still remained after five years of medical school. She had witnessed field amputations without anaesthetic. She’d held the hand of an elderly grandmother while she bled copiously to death. When she had come across a man with a split stomach, she had gently reinserted his bulging, sponge-like intestines and come away thinking he might even live. But it didn’t matter how hardened you were to the sights and sounds of the Third World, or the grotesque horrors of a war zone, you never got used to the suffering of children.


  Like the child in front of her now.


  Clara didn’t know the little girl’s name. She couldn’t speak. Death was so close. Clara could do nothing but make sure that the end of the child’s life was as comfortable as possible.


  She brushed her blonde hair off her forehead and looked around her. Nobody would ever guess that this was once a hospital. A makeshift, cobbled-together field hospital, but a hospital all the same. Now it was a bomb site. The exterior walls had crumpled into rubble. Supporting columns just about held up the ceiling, but these too were badly damaged. The breeze-blocks from which they were constructed were cracked and bare and, like everything else that remained of this building, they were streaked with soot. Inside, the open shelves that once carried scant medical supplies – now plundered – were hanging from the cracked walls at an angle. Every so often there was an ominous groan from above and the ceiling was distinctly bowed. The cautious part of Clara told her she should get out before the columns themselves collapsed. But this little girl couldn’t be moved, and she didn’t have the heart to leave her.


  The fire damage made the whole place stink. Steel reinforcing rods jutted out of the floor, rusting and dangerous. And because the walls were no longer standing, Clara could see outside. There was blood on the road. Somebody had tried to wash it away with a hose and it had pooled in the shallow craters caused by the recent bombardment. Great puddles of pale pink liquid. The few shell-shocked locals who had remained in the area stepped around them without so much as a glance. Maybe they were used to sights like this. More likely, with the death of their loved ones and the destruction of their homes, they had other things on their minds.


  The little girl groaned and Clara snapped her attention back to her. She was lying on the hard floor – there was no other place to put her – with Clara’s MSF jacket as a makeshift pillow. She had a bandage round her head – not sterilised, barely even clean. It was the best Clara could find, but the wound on the child’s head required more than a thin strip of gauze. It was already saturated with blood. Sodden. Clara squeezed the girl’s hand. Whoever had been caring for her previously had inserted a cannula into the skin, but Clara hadn’t been able to find any saline bags among the rubble to attach to it. The pouch of medical supplies that she had slung over her shoulder contained a couple of morphine shots, but there was no point administering them. The child was unconscious and unable to feel pain, and Clara knew she might need those shots later. In the absence of anything else, perhaps she could offer a little comfort.


  About fifteen metres away, in one corner of this demolished room, Clara’s boyfriend Bradley was hunched over four more figures. They were not moving. Bradley was a lanky Australian with a goatee beard and a ponytail. He looked more like a surfer bum than a doctor – the kind of guy Clara’s parents would never have approved of. Not that they approved of much in her life. In her more self-aware moments she admitted to herself that this was the driving force behind much that she did. She was, as her father had once called her, a stubborn little madam. Before she left for Syria he had pressed a cheap, gold-plated wedding band on her. He’d read somewhere that female Western journalists always wore one when they were reporting from the Middle East. It was a way of attracting less attention. She’d given her dad a withering look and told him that the world wasn’t really full of his stereotypes. Besides, rings harboured germs. Medics never wore them when they were working.


  She and Bradley had watched the bombardment of this part of Homs from the Médecins Sans Frontières camp to the east of the city. As the aircraft dropped their ordnance indiscriminately over the area where they were now, Clara had wondered out loud if it really was a rebel stronghold, as the government forces carrying out the raid would undoubtedly claim, or just an ordinary part of an ordinary town populated by ordinary people.


  ‘No way to know,’ Bradley had said. ‘Anyway, we’ve got enough patients here to keep our hands full.’


  Bradley was right: their resources were limited and they already had more patients than they could adequately care for. But still, he’d gone down in her estimation a little when he’d said that. At sunrise, Clara had announced that she was going to take a vehicle and some medical supplies into the city. Bradley had tried to talk her out of it. When it had become clear that Clara was in no mood to be persuaded otherwise, he had agreed to accompany her, more out of guilt than enthusiasm, she could tell. The tension between them had disappeared when they had seen the extent of the damage. Now he was checking the pulse of these tiny bodies, verifying that they were indeed beyond anyone’s help, before covering them with dirty blankets.


  A yellow pick-up truck pulled over in the road ten metres from where a little girl was lying dead, its worn rubber tyres splashing in one of the rosy puddles. Two Syrian men climbed out. They couldn’t have been more than twenty, but they had the worn features of much older men. One of them lowered the tailgate of the pick-up, then followed his companion into the devastated hospital. Neither of them paid Clara any attention. Their destination was the far corner of the room, where four bodies were lined up on the floor, covered in soot-stained blankets. The corpses were sufficiently small and light for the men to carry one each in their arms. Clara turned her head from the sight of a small hand, clenched tight by rigor mortis, hanging from under one of the blankets as its impromptu undertaker carried it to the pick-up and laid it in the back. Two trips each and the men had loaded the bodies. Only now did one of them look over at Clara, his expression questioning. Clara shook her head. The man shrugged, climbed into the pick-up with his companion and drove away. Clara’s patient groaned again. Clara squeezed her hand a little tighter.


  And then the firing started. It was the rat-tat-tat of automatic weapons. Clara didn’t know how close, but near enough for it to send a physical shock through her body. She looked round. Out in the street, the few locals had quickly scampered away. Another burst of fire. Closer. She could hear shouting. It couldn’t be more than thirty metres away.


  Bradley hurried over to her. ‘We need to get out of here,’ he said. His voice had an edge of panic. ‘The shooting’s coming from the opposite direction to the car.’ He was right. They’d had to leave their vehicle some hundred metres south of here because a bomb crater in the road had blocked their way. The gunfire sounded like it came from the north.


  Clara didn’t move.


  ‘Come on,’ Bradley said. He leaned over, grabbed her right arm and started to pull her up. She shook him away and looked back at the girl.


  ‘I’m not leaving her,’ she said quietly. The hand in which she held the girl’s was trembling. She squeezed a little harder to stop this outward sign of the terror that was rising in her gut.


  ‘For God’s sake, Clara.’ Bradley looked anxiously over his shoulder. ‘They’re running riot out there. Let’s just get in the car and go.’ He pointed down at the child. ‘You know she’s not going to make it, right? You can tell she’s only got a few minutes left?’


  Something snapped inside Clara. ‘Fine,’ she hissed. ‘You go. I’ll see you back at the camp. I’m a doctor. I’m staying with her.’


  ‘You’re so bloody . . .’ For a moment Bradley looked as if she had shamed him into staying with her. But then there was a third burst of automatic fire. Bradley winced, then staggered backwards as his courage deserted him. Clara was only watching him through the corner of her eye. She refused to give him her full attention as he turned and fled.


  His footsteps faded as he raced up the road. Then there was a sudden, terrible silence.


  It didn’t last long.


  Gunfire to the north and the south. In less than ten seconds, armed men appeared in front of the abandoned field hospital from either end of the street. Fifteen perhaps? Unlike the locals who had deserted the place minutes earlier, these gunmen were in uniform – standard military camouflage. Clara knew nothing about guns, but the weapons they were carrying looked ugly. So did the expressions on their faces. Two men looked over at the bombed-out hospital, leered and then started to amble unpleasantly in Clara’s direction.


  A ghastly rattle came from the little girl’s chest. Her lungs were filling with fluid. She didn’t have long.


  Clara fumbled inside her jacket. She pulled out the ring her dad had given her and squeezed it on to the fourth finger of her left hand. Then she reached for her MSF ID card. With a fierce expression that she hoped would hide the terror pulsing through her, she held it up to the approaching gunmen when they were just a couple of metres away. One of them – he had a beard which, despite his youth, was flecked with grey – grabbed it contemptuously and tossed it into the debris.


  Now they were standing over Clara. One of them bent down to pull her to her feet. She tried to wriggle free of him, as she had done with Bradley, but this bastard wasn’t going to let her go so easily. He dragged her away from her patient. Clara could only watch, sickened, as the bearded soldier booted the little girl hard in the side of her bleeding head. The child’s body jerked alarmingly, and then it fell still.


  Clara wanted to scream, but the shock of what she had just witnessed silenced her. The two government soldiers started shouting at her in Arabic. She couldn’t understand a word. The man holding her pushed her towards the street. She stumbled. He grabbed hold of her and pushed her again. Seconds later she was outside and had fallen to her knees in one of the puddles of diluted blood. She looked to her right. Farther down the street, perhaps fifty metres away, she saw a figure lying face down on the ground. Bradley’s ponytail was sticking girlishly up into the air. He was surrounded by a pool of his own blood.


  Bile rose in the back of Clara’s throat. She bent forward to retch, but even as she did this, she felt a hand grab her and pull her to her feet. Most of the gunmen had dispersed. She was surrounded by three of them, the bearded man and two others. They were government forces all right, but she could tell at a glance they had no interest in law and order. In a country where the military had been given carte blanche, and where looting was encouraged by the administration, these three had the arrogant look of men who knew they could do what they wanted, to whom they wanted, with no comeback at all.


  ‘Please,’ Clara said. ‘I just want to help people . . .’ She silently cursed her lack of Arabic. How could she explain that she was simply a doctor? ‘Je ne veux qu’aider des malades . . .’ she said. Maybe if she showed them the medical supplies she had in her pouch. She opened it and was about to pull out a dressing, when she felt the butt of a rifle rub between her legs.


  She felt a flash of anger and swiped the rifle away. Instantly, the gunman gave her reason to regret it. He swiped the barrel brutally against the side of her face, a stunning blow that disorientated her and knocked her once more to the ground. The bearded soldier gave a harsh, barking laugh. Then Clara heard a clicking sound and although she knew little about weapons, she knew what that meant.


  What happened next was a reflex action. The survival instinct.


  Clara reached into her medical pouch. The first thing her fingers touched was a sterilised hypodermic needle, about four inches long, sealed in a white vacuum pack. She pulled it out, holding the blunt end of the needle like a knife. With her free hand she pushed away the barrel of the rifle that was pointing directly at her, and with the other stabbed the vacuum pack into the side of the gunman’s knee. The needle slid through the packaging and pierced the gunman’s trousers, before slipping easily into the tendon behind his patella. The man screamed. At the same time he fired his weapon. The rounds discharged erratically. Several of them thundered into the ribcage of one of the other soldiers, throwing him back on to the ground. Clara pushed herself to her feet, and ran.


  She didn’t expect to make it out of there alive. Especially when, out of nowhere, she heard a helicopter overhead. A quick glance over her shoulder, however, told her what was going on. One soldier was dead. A second was doubled over in agony, the needle protruding from his kneecap. The third – the bearded soldier who seconds previously had found the whole situation such a joke but who had now taken in the disaster around him – was anxiously looking up at the helicopter. Suddenly he turned and fled in the opposite direction. Evidently he wanted no association with what had just happened.


  Clara continued to run, past walls covered with anti-government graffiti and metal security shutters that remained intact even though the buildings they protected had massive holes blasted into their facades. Her only chance was to get to their vehicle. It was 100 metres away. She looked only straight ahead as she ran. Her eyes were misty with tears and she didn’t realise what she was looking at until she had covered half that distance.


  Something was burning. It was just beyond the enormous bomb crater that had stopped them from continuing along the road. With a sickening twist in her stomach she realised it was their vehicle. It was surrounded by figures – five, maybe more – who were hazy in the heat and through Clara’s tears. She had no doubt that they were unfriendly.


  She stopped, breathless, exhaustion burning in her chest, her limbs cold with fear. She looked around. There was a street leading off to her left. A telegraph pole, damaged at the root, was swaying dangerously across the start of the street, and two of the cables it once supported were snaked messily on the ground. This street had taken the brunt of the recent bombing – the houses on either side were ruins, and it was deserted. Almost without thinking, Clara ran down it. She heard more gunfire near the hospital and, with a desperate sob, upped her pace. She was barely aware of her surroundings now, and only knew that she had to get away from the government forces who had taken Bradley’s life and nearly killed her.


  She ran for ten minutes, maybe more, before the build-up of lactic acid in her limbs forced her to stop. She doubled over to catch her breath, her hands shaking and her skin moist with sweat. As the burning in her legs and lungs subsided, she straightened up and looked around. She was in a narrow street. It had not been quite so heavily bombarded as the area around the hospital, but it bore the scars of war nonetheless. She saw a first-floor window with a sniper-fire hole the size of her fist, and the pavements were crammed with overflowing bags of stinking uncollected rubbish that rustled worryingly, no doubt overrun with feasting rodents.


  She counted three shopfronts. Two of them had had their display windows smashed in and their contents looted. Somebody had taken the precaution of applying gaffer tape to the splintered window of the third to stop it falling in. Fifteen metres away, another car was still smouldering. Its features were burned away, with the exception of a skew-whiff Mercedes symbol that had miraculously remained fixed to the bonnet. A reek of burned fuel mingled with the stench of rotting debris. Apart from a stray dog sitting patiently in front of one of the smashed shop windows, the street was deserted – or so Clara thought. As she regained her breath, a pair of eyes peered out from behind the car.


  Dark. Frightened. They belonged to a child. A little girl with a nasty cut across one cheek.


  Clara couldn’t stop a sob escaping her lips. She stepped towards the child, one hand outstretched. It was the worst thing she could have done. The terrified kid turned and fled, running away as fast as her little legs would go, not looking back. Clara would have run after her, but she had no energy. And in any case, her attention was suddenly elsewhere.


  Two noises started at once. The first was the dog. Half a yap, half a howl. The second was the sound of machinery somewhere overhead. Clara assumed it was a helicopter. She didn’t quite know why, but it filled her with fear. If the chopper was about to fly over this street, she didn’t want it to spot her. That single thought was enough to urge her legs back into action. She ran to the nearest of the three looted shops and climbed over what remained of the window’s jagged glass. Shards crunched underfoot as she stepped into the shop.


  Just in time.


  She turned and looked back through the broken window. The helicopter thundered overhead. She knew nothing about the machinery of war, but the glimpse of a man sitting at the open side of the aircraft with some kind of machine gun was enough to make her feel sick with fear all over again.


  The chopper hovered above her for a full minute, low and threatening. Clara felt the thunder of its rotors vibrating. By the time it had moved on, she could barely move through exhaustion.


  And distress. All-consuming.


  It wasn’t just the image of Brad’s dead body, viciously seared on her mind.


  It wasn’t just the memory of her bruising escape from the government forces who had killed her tiny patient without a thought, and who, she was quite sure, would now want to do the same to her.


  It was this. She was alone. And lost. Her only option was to try to make it back to the MSF base. She had no idea how to get there, no means of calling for help and no wish to leave the dubious protection of the abandoned shop. She didn’t know what to do.


  Her knees buckled underneath her and she fell to the floor, her face in her hands, overcome with the kind of desperate, racking sobs that are only ever caused by fear.


  ELEVEN


  Danny was a good driver. He’d passed his advanced test before he even went up for selection, and since joining the Regiment he’d absorbed every last bit of know-how the members of mobility troop had fed him. He’d been up to the test tracks at MIRA, near Birmingham, where rally drivers had taught him how to handle different vehicles in icy and wet terrain. The ever-present instructors at Hereford had taught him J-turns and handbrake turns, and how to drive aggressively, using your car not just as a mode of transport but as a weapon. Right now, though, he wasn’t interested in speed or technique behind the wheel. He needed to keep things steady. Unobtrusive. He was an ordinary guy driving an ordinary left-hand-drive car on ordinary business. At least, that was how he needed to appear. He accelerated to 50 kph and kept the needle there, hugging the side of the road.


  Occasionally his eyes darted from left to right. The area seemed largely unpopulated, with the exception of an isolated farmhouse perhaps a klick to his right. Jack was hanging back 500 metres, just like Danny had told him to. Buckingham mercifully kept his trap shut, leaving Danny to concentrate on his driving.


  And on the vehicle approaching from the opposite direction. Distance: 500 metres.


  It took about forty-five seconds for the vehicles to pass each other. The other car’s headlamps were on full beam. Dazzled, Danny couldn’t quite distinguish its make, but it had the shape of a Land Cruiser and he had a feeling the windows were blacked out. It whizzed past. Impossible to tell how fast it was travelling – 100 kph perhaps? That was suspicious in itself. This was a deserted part of the world and it was going nowhere in a hurry.


  ‘It’s passed,’ Buckingham said.


  ‘Thanks for the commentary.’


  ‘No . . . I just mean, we’re safe, aren’t we?’


  Danny didn’t reply. He had one eye on the rear-view mirror, which he now adjusted slightly to give him a view of the other side of the road. He noticed the red tail lights glowing brighter. The car was coming to a halt. He cursed under his breath.


  ‘What?’ Buckingham said, twisting round in his seat to look back. ‘Oh my God! It’s turning round.’


  ‘Do you still have my Sig?’ Danny said. He gave the VW a bit more juice and the speedometer climbed to 80 kph.


  ‘Your what?’


  ‘My gun.’


  Buckingham’s eyes widened a little, but then he stretched out and opened the glove compartment in front of him. He gently removed the pistol with both hands.


  ‘Hold on to it. I’ll tell you when I need it.’


  ‘What do you mean, “when”?’


  Danny gave him a flinty stare. ‘Just hold on to it.’


  The VW was touching 100 kph now as they sped east away from the coast. Danny’s attention was as much on the rear-view mirror as on the road ahead. The three vehicles were spread out. Jack was maintaining the 500-metre gap between them, which meant he had accelerated as well. Another 750 metres behind him, the headlamps of the other vehicle had come into view. Then, suddenly, they were extinguished.


  ‘They’ve stopped,’ Buckingham said, relief in his voice.


  Danny shook his head.


  ‘What do you mean? They’ve turned off their engine, haven’t they?’


  ‘They’ve turned off their lights,’ Danny said. ‘That way it’s more difficult for me to judge how far away they are.’ His face set, Danny flicked a switch on the right side of the wheel, extinguishing his own lights. Behind him, he saw Jack do the same.


  ‘Hold tight,’ he said.


  Buckingham put the Sig in the footwell and clutched the sides of his seat as Danny floored the accelerator. At 130 kph the car began to judder noisily. Danny squinted, trying to make out potholes or obstructions in the darkness of the crappy road ahead. At this speed it would only take a dislodged stone in the wrong place to spin them out of control.


  Three minutes. Danny checked the rear-view mirror. He could just make out Jack. He appeared to have closed the gap between them: 250 metres, maybe 200. That meant only one thing. The Land Cruiser was gaining on them. It was a faster vehicle. They couldn’t hope to outrun it.


  ‘Pass me my weapon,’ Danny said.


  Buckingham swallowed hard, but did as he was told. Danny took the weapon in his right hand and laid it on his lap.


  ‘Recline your seat,’ he said. Buckingham just stared at him. ‘Recline your seat!’ Danny barked. ‘As far as it’ll go . . .’


  Breathing heavily, Buckingham did as he was told, awkwardly twisting the knob at the seat’s base until the back was leaning against the rear seat.


  ‘Stay down,’ Danny told him.


  The road had got worse. It was all Danny could do to keep the car straight. Jack was 100 metres back. Now fifty. Danny could make out the shape of the Land Cruiser a scant ten metres behind that. Jack was pulling out, as though overtaking on the outside.


  Different scenarios spun through Danny’s mind. Perhaps he should slam on the brakes right now, open up on the Land Cruiser while he had the advantage. He quickly dismissed that idea. He didn’t know how many men were inside it. Entering into a contact was always the last resort, especially when you didn’t know the nature of the threat. The tank was full, and this little VW was likely to have a better fuel consumption than the bigger Land Cruiser. But the Land Cruiser would have a much bigger tank. Could they outrun it? It wasn’t something he’d like to bet on. And what if they hit a roadblock or checkpoint?


  Sparks behind them. The side of Jack’s Renault had just made contact with the Land Cruiser, which was now alongside him. Was he trying to muscle them from the road, or was it the other way round? Impossible to tell. The two cars were thirty metres behind.


  And closing.


  ‘What’s happening?’ Buckingham asked. He looked like he was trying to sit up.


  ‘Stay down,’ Danny shouted.


  And it was a good thing he did.


  More sparks. But these were not from a collision. They were from the barrel of a gun. Danny didn’t hear the retort of the weapon over the shriek of the VW’s maxed-out engine, but he sure as hell heard the crashing of its rear window as a burst of rounds spattered the glass. The entire panel shattered, and two bullet holes appeared on the right-hand side of the windscreen, directly in front of the passenger seat. If Buckingham had still been sitting up, Danny wouldn’t have been looking at the spider-web of impact. He’d have been looking at the contents of his passenger’s head.


  Instinct took over. Danny slid lower in his seat as he swung left into the middle of the road and slammed his foot on the brake. So long as he was in front of the Land Cruiser, he was a target. He couldn’t take a defensive option in that situation. His only hope was to attack. As the VW sharply decelerated, he rocked the steering wheel left and right so that he didn’t present a static target. The Land Cruiser – and Jack alongside it – caught up in a matter of seconds. All three vehicles were side by side, the Land Cruiser sandwiched in the middle. Danny felt for his weapon with his right hand and, with his left hand gripping the juddering wheel, discharged a single round across Buckingham’s prone body and into the Land Cruiser’s front-left window. The glass exploded, and the rush of air into the vehicle increased dramatically.


  Danny was right alongside the Land Cruiser, and he had the shooter in plain view. He allowed himself a split second to take in some details. His target was leaning out of the rear passenger window. He wore a Kevlar helmet and carried what almost – but not quite – looked like an AK-47. Danny had it down as a Saiga-12 combat shotgun. Its owner was clearly surprised by Danny’s sudden deceleration and was awkwardly swinging the weapon round ninety degrees so that he could aim at the VW.


  Danny fired before he had the chance: three rounds in quick succession. Because of the speed of the vehicles, and the way they shuddered on the poor road surface, he couldn’t tell how many of his 9mm rounds hit their target. At least one of them did the job, though. The Saiga-12 fell to the road and, through the darkness, Danny caught a glimpse of the trigger man’s face, mashed by the full-on impact of a bullet.


  He slowed down again. The tyres made a wincing screech as he fell in behind both Jack and the Land Cruiser at a distance of ten metres. His visibility was impaired by the network of cracks across the windscreen, but there was no way he could take out the glass while travelling at this speed – the shards would simply fly into his face. Instead he swung over to the other side of the road, hoping to lean out of his window and take out the Land Cruiser’s tyres.


  But he couldn’t risk it.


  Jack was still alongside the enemy vehicle, his right-side wheels just inches from the edge of the road. All of a sudden they were playing dodgem cars. The vehicles collided once, twice, three times – with each collision there was a shower of sparks, and they careered all over the road. Danny was now ten metres behind the other two vehicles, which had both moved inward from the right-hand lane. But he didn’t shoot. With moving targets like that, he had no way of being sure he would hit the Land Cruiser and not Jack.


  The speedometer was still flickering around 130 kph. The road was still treacherous. If another vehicle came, there’d be a pile-up. Danny found himself shouting at Jack: ‘Hold back! HOLD BACK!’ All his mate needed to do was join Danny behind the Land Cruiser and they could open up on it together. But Jack, of course, couldn’t hear him, and he remained locked in battle with the bigger car. A battle, it seemed to Danny, he couldn’t hope to win.


  ‘What the bloody hell’s happening?’ Buckingham shouted. Danny ignored him. If he lost his concentration, for even a moment, they were shafted.


  It happened in the blink of an eye. It was the Land Cruiser that lost control. Maybe one of the front wheels had hit a pothole. Maybe the driver had lost his concentration. Whatever the reason, it swerved to the right, tilted on its right-side wheels and, still at speed, tumbled over on to the Renault, ploughing it off the road and on to the rough ground to the side. The dreadful crunching sound was audible even over the screeching VW and the inrush of air. Danny slammed on his brakes and skidded past the two vehicles.


  Once more, instinct kicked in. Danny tried to bring the VW back under control, but, as he yanked the wheel down, the car spun violently. He heard two bangs in quick succession, and he knew his front tyres had gone. Within five seconds the car lurched to a halt. Buckingham, still lying back in the reclined seat, had his hands over his face. There was a dreadful silence. Danny twisted round to look back at the crash. All he could see was the undercarriage of the Land Cruiser, thirty metres away and at his five o’clock.


  ‘Don’t move,’ he said. Sig in hand, Danny opened the driver’s door and slipped out of the vehicle, keeping low, using the car for protection. He crept to the back, every sense on high alert. Heat pounded from the tyres. He could smell the burning rubber. Resting his weapon on his left forearm, he peered round the back of the VW.


  He would almost have preferred the sound of gunfire to the silence that surrounded him – a silence that made dread seep through him like icy water. There was neither the sight nor the sound of movement from the crash site. Danny’s eyes scanned the upturned Land Cruiser, ready to fire at the first sign of a threat. But there was none. Just that silence, which made the thumping of his pulse sound all the louder.


  Sweat poured from him as he made his approach. He covered the stretch of open road in about twenty seconds, moving slowly with his pistol engaged so he was ready to react to the minutest sign of movement. There was none. When he reached the Land Cruiser, he crouched low, before creeping round the front of the vehicle to assess the damage to it, and to see what kind of state Jack was in.


  The answer was bad. On all counts.


  Jack had managed to keep all four wheels of the Renault on the ground. The roof, however, had been pushed in by the Land Cruiser upturning on it. The windscreen had smashed and crumpled like paper and Danny could quite clearly see a twisted, jagged shard of metal that had thrust itself into the flesh near Jack’s jugular. The rest of his body was lost in the darkness of the crushed Renault, giving him the unnerving appearance of a disembodied head upon an ugly, improvised spike. His eyes were still open, bulging in their sockets. Blood frothed from his mouth.


  A groan. Very faint. Jesus, the poor bastard was still alive.


  He wouldn’t be for long.


  Another noise. A human voice. Danny turned his attention to the Land Cruiser. Miraculously, its windscreen was still whole. A sharp jab with the heel of his boot quickly rectified that. As the glass shattered, Danny aimed his Sig into the car, ready to fire at even the faintest hint of a threat.


  The driver was clearly dead. The impact of the crash seemed to have broken his neck – his head was hanging gruesomely to his side at an unnatural angle. Like the shooter Danny had taken out, he was wearing a Kevlar helmet. Also, body armour. No question that these were pros. It was the guy in the front passenger seat making the noise. His eyes were closed, his face bloody from a severe gash along his forehead, but his lips were moving. His voice was very weak, and Danny couldn’t understand what he was saying. But he thought he recognised the accent. If this guy wasn’t speaking Russian, it was something very close to it.


  Without hesitation, Danny fired a round into the whispering man’s head. His body slammed back violently as his skull erupted like a


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  EIGHTEEN


  17.00 hrs.


  ‘What the bloody hell do you mean, you didn’t plant the device?’


  Back at Taff’s base, Danny and Buckingham were alone in the bleak first-floor room that had been set aside for their use. Danny was peering through the gap in the wooden planks reinforcing the windows. In the street below, fifteen metres to his eleven o’clock, he could see a group of five young men huddled by a pile of garbage the size of a small car. He spotted a couple of rats among the waste, but they didn’t seem to worry the men. They were talking intently. Maybe they were making plans to cause, or avoid, violence. Maybe they just wanted to know where their next meal was coming from. In any case, they didn’t immediately appear to be armed. Danny looked back into the room, where Buckingham was standing with his arms folded. His face was grimy and covered in dust. He looked a lot less suave than when they’d first met.


  ‘I said, what the bloody hell do you mean, Black, you didn’t—?’


  ‘I had my hands full. Maybe you noticed?’


  ‘Oh, I noticed. I bloody noticed. Risking everything for some kid who was going to die anyway.’


  ‘I’ll remember that, next time you need my help.’


  ‘A fat lot of use you’ll be.’


  ‘You’re alive, aren’t you?’


  ‘Just!’ Buckingham was raging now. ‘Which is more than can be said for Jack and . . .’


  ‘Go ahead and say it, mucker.’


  For a moment, Danny thought Buckingham was going to finish by laying at Danny’s feet the death of his mates. Perhaps he thought better of it. Perhaps Taff’s appearance in the doorway quietened him. Buckingham seemed very wary of these PMCs. Deep down, Danny didn’t blame him.


  Taff’s frame filled the doorway. He didn’t need to say anything. ‘All friends?’ he asked delicately.


  ‘Oh yes,’ said Buckingham. ‘I’d say it was all going absolutely swimmingly, wouldn’t you, Black?’


  ‘Danny?’ said Taff.


  ‘Hunky fucking dory. When do we go and see Sorgen?’


  ‘First light tomorrow.’


  ‘That’s too late. I want to get this over and done with.’


  ‘No can do, kiddo,’ Taff said. ‘If we start moving around after dark, chances are we’ll be stopped by government troops. Or even worse, followed. Better to leave it till the morning.’


  ‘In any case,’ Buckingham put in, ‘Eid al-Fitr starts tomorrow. Sorgen will be more receptive to our offer then.’


  ‘So we just sit around here and wait for a MiG to dump its payload on us?’


  ‘Relax, kiddo, we’re in a safe part of town.’


  ‘That’s what Asu thought.’


  ‘Yeah, well, I’m smarter than Asu. Why don’t you head downstairs? De Fries’s cooking – some disgusting Dutch shit, but it fills a hole and there isn’t much else to do till dawn.’


  Taff nodded at them and disappeared along the hallway.


  


  03.20 hrs.


  Sleep was impossible. Not with the sound of a midnight bombardment raging all around. Taff had been right: the air strikes were avoiding this part of town. But when ordnance is dropping from the sky, any part of town is close. Lying on the hard floor in the darkness, the recumbent form of Buckingham just a couple of metres to the right, Danny could see him jerk every time a bomb hit. And, truth to tell, Danny was on edge too. This wasn’t his idea of a secure LUP. But Taff was calling the shots and he didn’t have Regiment SOPs to adhere to. Not any more. If he said this was where they were staying, then this was where they were staying.


  Buckingham sat up suddenly as a particularly loud explosion somewhere in the distance hit their ears. He cursed under his breath before lying down again. Danny got to his feet.


  ‘Where are you going?’ Buckingham whispered, unable to keep the nervousness from his voice.


  ‘I need a slash. Come if you want. Just don’t expect me to hold yours like Nanny used to.’


  He didn’t need a slash, but his companion’s constant twitching was getting on his nerves and he wanted some air. Treading silently, he left the room and padded along the corridor. The generator was still grinding in the room next door, and Danny could see the outlines of Taff’s local workforce lying on the floor, and the silhouette of the gimpy by the window. He peered in for a moment, wondering if Taff was in there, asleep. Difficult to say, but he couldn’t make him out. Perhaps he was keeping stag outside. Danny decided to go and have a look.


  The compound was still. There was a full moon overhead, and the fire pit that De Fries had used to grill fatty hunks of some meat Danny didn’t recognise – camel maybe? – was still glowing near the left-hand wall. The vehicles were parked in a row about five metres from the rear wall, all facing the gate in case they needed to evacuate quickly. And beyond them, right by the gate, were two figures. Danny couldn’t see their faces, but he could tell they were Skinner and Hector from their outlines. He could also see that they were tooled up. Heavily. Not only a rifle each, but Skinner held some other tool which Danny couldn’t quite make out.


  It was instinct that made Danny hold back in the doorway of the house. He didn’t want these two to see him and there was something about their body language that suggested they didn’t want to be seen. Hector looked furtively over his shoulder before quietly unlocking the gate and sliding it open just wide enough for the two of them to slip outside. It closed without the slightest noise.


  Something wasn’t right. Where were these two going? Why the secrecy?


  Looking back into the house, Danny thought about returning to his position by Buckingham’s side. But Taff was around somewhere, and he could trust him to make sure Buckingham was OK if anything went wrong. Danny had an itch that needed scratching. What were those two up to? Something they didn’t want Taff – or anyone – to know about? There was only one way to find out. Danny felt his fingers move to his chest rig, which he hadn’t removed since arriving in Syria. The Sig was there.


  He crept round the compound’s perimeter wall, keeping out of the moonlight and staying in the shadows. The gate was still unlocked. He slid it open and crept out. As soon as he had shut the gate behind him, he pressed himself back against it. He could hear a chopper approaching from the north. Twenty seconds later it was passing overhead, its searchlight beaming down on the compound and the street outside. But then it veered westward and the sound of its rotors disappeared. Danny breathed again.


  The street was deserted, the outlines of the concrete buildings strangely ghostly in the moonlight. Eerie, too, to be in a city with no one on the streets. The only trace of movement was thirty-five metres to his right. Two figures, also keeping to the shadows, turning left into a side street and disappearing.


  Danny made next to no noise as he ran lightly on the balls of his feet. He could move through jungle undergrowth without making a sound, so remaining the grey man, invisible and inaudible, presented no problems here in the chaotic darkness. When he reached the corner of the street, he waited and peered ahead in each direction. He saw Hector and Skinner walking along with the swagger of men who didn’t think they were being followed, or didn’t care if they were. If it hadn’t been for the signs of battle all around them – two burned-out vehicles, one behind the other fifteen metres from Danny’s position, the dark bullet holes on moonlit buildings, the total absence of civilians – they could have passed for a couple of blokes sauntering home from the pub. Except that blokes sauntering home from the pub didn’t normally have Colt Commandos strapped to them, and God only knew what other hardware these two were packing.


  Danny followed the pair for fifteen minutes, staying thirty metres behind them – far enough that they wouldn’t recognise him even if they noticed they had a trail. What were they after? What diversions could this fucked-up town offer them? Hookers, maybe. It seemed unlikely. Would they really risk venturing out just to lose their load in some rancid Homs brothel, full of clapped-out prostitutes servicing the needs of government forces and rebels alike? It occurred to Danny once more that perhaps they simply wanted to keep what they were doing below Taff’s radar.


  He kept careful track of his route, ticking off landmarks in his head: a small mosque on his left, one of whose minarets was crumbling and dilapidated, a school with elephants and zebras painted on the perimeter wall. Finally, Hector and Skinner stopped in a side street. From his vantage point on the corner, Danny could see that this little road had avoided the worst of the fighting. It was deserted, of course, and there was the ever-present smell of rubbish decaying as fast as Homs’s failing infrastructure. But the buildings – modern, two-storey structures on either side – looked largely untouched. The pair stopped outside one of these buildings, twenty-five metres from where Danny stood watching in the shadows.


  What Skinner was carrying, Danny could now see, was a set of bolt-cutters. Hector kept watch while Skinner got to work on what looked like a shopfront. Whatever he was cutting gave way in about twenty seconds. He bent down and effortlessly raised a metal shutter – Danny heard it rattle. The two checked their surroundings once more, their gaze passing over Danny like he wasn’t there. A short tinkle of glass breaking, then they disappeared into the building.


  Danny gave it forty-five seconds before stepping from the shadows. He pulled out his Sig and unlocked the safety switch as he moved stealthily up the street. From nowhere, an aircraft roared overhead. He threw himself against the wall and steeled himself for another explosion, but none came. It was a strafing run, he decided, intended to put the shits up the local populace. Not that that was at all necessary.


  He took up a position opposite the building Hector and Skinner had entered. Although he couldn’t read the Arabic sign on the window of the building, the image of a golden loaf of bread told him it was a bakery. A broken padlock lay on the ground in front of the shop. The metal shutters were up. The glass door was smashed in.


  The place had been locked from the outside. That meant either there was nobody inside or there was another entrance. For a moment Danny considered trying to find it, but then decided to stay where he was. Just watch, he told himself. He might have been trained to go in hard and fast when the situation required it, but he also knew the benefits of patient surveillance. He remembered Taff’s story of his mates in Northern Ireland. Yeah, he thought. Nothing to be gained from going in blind.


  A minute passed. Everything remained dark and still. If he hadn’t seen the evidence of Hector and Skinner’s forced entry, he wouldn’t have known they were inside. But then he saw a light – not on the ground floor, but in a window on the level above. The light was dim and directional. It moved. Somebody was using a torch up there.


  As Danny watched, something clicked into place. He remembered being back in London, face to face with Max Saunders in his comfortable office in St James’s. What had he said? ‘There’s always the chance to earn a little extra while you’re out there.’ And, just a few hours ago, these two cunts had been counting out a hefty wad of cash. Where do you get money like that in a place like this? A place where the only holes in the wall were made by ballistics, not Barclays. Danny was no bleeding heart – a few months in the squadron hangar at Hereford would soon knock that out of you – but thieving from some poor bastards whose own government was bombing the shit out of them struck him as low.


  It took Hector and Skinner longer than Danny expected to ransack the bakery. Fifteen minutes, maybe twenty. The torch told the story of their movements. The bulk of that time was clearly spent on the first floor – this seemed to be where they expected to find the richest pickings. There was a lot of moving about: the place was being thoroughly ransacked. When the torchlight disappeared, however, there was a pause of only about a minute before the two men reappeared.


  The money was in Hector’s fist – a disorganised wad of notes, rather thin. His face showed his disappointment. ‘Hardly fucking worth it,’ he grunted. ‘Should have stayed back at base, yanked myself off.’


  Skinner shrugged. The flat expression of menace he normally wore was even more aggressive than usual.


  Hector was tucking the crumpled notes into a pouch on the ammo vest he was wearing when Danny stepped out of the shadows. His left forearm was just below eye level, his right hand holding the Sig, resting on it. Hector and Skinner, alerted not by sound but by movement, spun round. Their hands reached for their weapons, but they were experienced enough soldiers to know at once that Danny had beaten them to it. They slowly dropped their hands, peering towards him as they tried to work out who he was.


  Distance between them: six or seven metres, no more. Danny stepped into the moonlight. ‘Looting, fellas?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong? Taff not paying you enough?’


  Almost identical looks of disgust tinged with relief fell across their faces. ‘Fuck you, kid,’ Skinner said. He turned to Hector. ‘Let’s go.’


  ‘You take a single step, Skinner, I’ll plug you without even thinking about it.’


  Skinner froze momentarily. Then he turned back to Danny, a dangerous look in his eyes.


  ‘We’re going back in there,’ Danny said. ‘You’re going to show me what you’ve been up to.’


  Skinner’s eyes tightened. ‘In your dreams.’


  ‘I already warned you, Skinner. Don’t tell me anyone’s going to shed a tear over your carcass rotting in the gutter. I’m happy to do the world a favour and stick one in you.’


  Skinner sneered. ‘Bullshit,’ he said. He moved, not away down the street but towards Danny. He made no attempt to step out of his line of fire, and stopped only when his face was half a metre from the Sig’s barrel. ‘You’re stupid,’ he said quietly. ‘Even Taff knows that. But you’re not that stupid.’


  Danny didn’t move. He just kept the gun pointing resolutely at Skinner’s forehead. Somewhere in the distance, a bomb fell.


  ‘What’s the matter, kid?’ Skinner taunted. ‘Trigger finger not working? Or are you just scared that Uncle Taff will give you a bollocking when you get home?’ His sneer grew even more pronounced. ‘You think you’re the dog’s bollocks, you Regiment cunts. You wouldn’t last two weeks in the Legion.’ For the first time ever, Danny saw Skinner smile – a mirthless expression. He noticed something else too. A small smear, just above his left eyebrow. Blood? There was no sign of a cut. If it was blood, it was somebody else’s. He glanced towards the bakery, an uneasy feeling rising in his gut, then looked back at Skinner.


  ‘Get out of my sight,’ Danny said. He glanced over at Hector, who, like his friend, was grinning unpleasantly. ‘You too.’


  Tilting his head sardonically, Skinner turned and started to walk away. He began to whistle. It was a tuneless sound, but Danny recognised it and remembered the words of the nursery rhyme it went with. The insult was perfectly clear. Skinner was right. He was never going to pull the trigger. Like it or not, they were on the same side, even if Danny was having trouble establishing just which side that was. He kept his weapon at the ready, however, as Hector and Skinner sauntered back along the street, neither man looking back until they reached the nearest corner. They disappeared from sight.


  The looted building beckoned to Danny. He crossed the street and stepped inside. The ground floor, as he expected, had hardly been touched. There was a counter, and behind it some racks on the wall. Beyond a door in the back wall a staircase led up to the right. Danny stood holding his breath, listening. There was total silence.


  Ominous silence.


  He made for the stairs. The treads were wooden and rickety. Impossible to climb without announcing your presence. His weapon still engaged, he stopped halfway up and listened again.


  Nothing.


  He pulled a thin torch from his chest rig and held it parallel to the side of his head so it lit up the sight at the end of his Sig as well as the stairs ahead. He could see a half-open door at the top. Slowly, he ascended. He gently kicked the door open and panned the torch around.


  It took every ounce of self-control to suppress his nausea.


  This one room, about ten metres square, took up the entire first floor of the building. To his right, Danny saw the window through which he had watched Hector and Skinner’s torch moving around. He lit up the middle of the room. A single glance told him that it served as a living area and bedroom for a family. He counted them – two adults, two children – dead in their beds and on the floor.


  The kids’ faces looked like they were sleeping. It was their bodies that told the full story of their horrific death. They were lying in a small double bed, covered by a single sheet so heavily saturated with blood that thick red gobbets dropped, mucus-like, from its edge on to the floor. Hard to believe that such small bodies could produce such quantities of fluid. Each child lay beneath a knife hole in the sheet. Danny figured they had been murdered in their sleep. Certainly they appeared calm – unaware of how the last few seconds of their short lives had passed. But he couldn’t tell, at first, if he was looking at two boys, two girls, or one of each. Then he noticed that in one of the children’s hair was a clip. Cheap, plastic and pink. The girl had probably been very proud of it.


  The father lay on his back, naked on the floor. He was a stout man, and his belly spread out on either side like a jelly that was not stiff enough to hold its shape. His skin was smeared with blood. Its source was a deep, dreadful gash across his throat. Blood was no longer pumping from the wound, but the puddle that surrounded his head – a gruesome red halo – continued to spread slowly outwards. As he passed the torch over him, Danny thought he caught a glimpse of the man’s severed, glistening trachea. His dead eyes were wide open, his mouth locked in a rictus grimace of agony.


  But it was the sight of the mother that turned Danny’s stomach.


  He was no stranger to death. He had dished it out on more occasions than he could count, and the human anatomy held few secrets for him. But some sights should never be seen. This was one.


  The woman was – had been – pregnant. Heavily. She lay, naked and exposed, on a second double bed. Her swollen belly had been cut: a long incision from an inch above her pubic hair, along her navel, bisecting her ribs and stopping just shy of her swollen breasts. A catastrophic amount of blood had spilled on either side of the incision. But although the woman was clearly dead, there was movement inside her stomach, a faint, slimy quivering. Danny stared at it, awed by the foulness of this atrocity, for perhaps twenty seconds. Then the movement stopped. The woman’s belly was still. The final, youngest member of this little family had expired.


  Sickened to his core, Danny switched off the torch and stood for a moment in darkness. In his mind he saw Hector greedily rummaging through his handful of worn notes. ‘It was hardly fucking worth it,’ he had said.


  What would have been worth it? Danny wondered. A hundred dollars? A thousand? What price the medieval butchery of an innocent family?


  And what kind of people had Taff surrounded himself with? His old friend needed to know. To understand.


  It needed to happen now.


  


  It took Danny fifteen minutes to get back to the base. This time he kept to the shadows more from habit than necessity, following the landmarks carefully as he tried to expel the image of the murdered family from his mind. Easier said than done.


  As soon as he turned into the street where the base was located, he saw that there were lights on in the compound. By the time he was fifteen metres away he could hear the sound of a vehicle’s engine turning over. He glanced at his watch. 04.39 hrs. The guys must be getting ready to leave. The gate was shut and locked from the inside. He pounded his fist against it and waited about thirty seconds before anyone answered. ‘Who?’ one of the Syrian kids shouted.


  ‘Tell Taff it’s Danny,’ he called back.


  There was a pause of about fifteen seconds before the gate slid open. Taff was there. He looked furious. ‘Where the fuck have you been?’ he demanded. ‘Buckingham’s spitting blood and I don’t blame him.’


  ‘We need to talk,’ Danny said as he stepped into the compound.


  ‘Damn right we need to talk,’ Taff retorted. There was a clang as he slammed the gate shut and secured it. Danny looked around. One of the Land Rovers had its bonnet up, while the other’s engine was running. Skinner sat behind the wheel, slowly revving the engine. The headlamps were shining straight at Danny, so he could only make out the outline of Skinner’s head. Hector appeared in front of the bonnet of the second Land Rover. He didn’t acknowledge Danny, but went about his business of topping up the vehicle’s oil.


  ‘You’ve got a problem,’ Danny told Taff. ‘Two problems.’ He pointed at Hector and Skinner. ‘One, two.’


  Immediately he spoke, the engine of Skinner’s Land Rover cut out. The headlamps died, leaving spots of colour dancing in front of Danny’s eyes. A door slammed. Skinner was approaching. And now Hector. With his back to the gate, Danny found himself hemmed in: Taff two metres directly in front of him, Hector to his right, Skinner to his left.


  ‘What’s going on?’ said Taff.


  ‘Ask Skinner,’ replied Danny. And then, when Skinner didn’t comment, he continued. ‘Your two boys here have just had a little night-time walkabout.’


  Taff seemed to relax. ‘They’re big boys, kiddo. They’re allowed out after midnight.’


  ‘Not to break into houses and steal from the local population.’


  A strange thing happened then. A flicker of annoyance crossed Taff’s brow, but his lips also displayed the ghost of a smile. He looked left and right at the two men. ‘This true, fellas?’ he asked.


  Skinner stepped forwards. ‘You know what the trouble is dealing with kids?’ he said. ‘You have to put up with their fucking stupidity.’ He looked at Taff. ‘He’s going to tell you next that we murdered a family and stole all their money.’


  Taff’s smile grew a little more pronounced. ‘Is that what you’re going to tell me, kiddo?’


  ‘Not so much murdered as butchered. They’re out of control, Taff. Both of them. You need to stand them down. They’re a liability.’


  ‘You hear that, boyos? You’re a liability.’


  ‘I saw what they did—’ Danny started to say, but he was interrupted by Hector.


  ‘For fuck’s sake. There’s a baker’s shop a few blocks away, all right? One of the kids back at Asu’s told us there was a rumour the family had been killed by government forces. Happens all the bloody time, right? We went to investigate and yeah, they were properly fucked up. Some cunt had taken a knife to them. Taken anything of value too. We found a few lousy notes hidden under a mattress so we took them. It’s not like they were going to spend it on anything, and trust me, the place will be looted within twenty-four hours anyway.’


  ‘They’re lying,’ Danny said. ‘I saw the bodies, they were—’


  ‘Tell you what, fellas,’ Taff addressed Hector and Skinner. ‘How about you both get ready? We leave in ten minutes. Me and Danny’ll sort this out.’


  ‘Fine,’ Hector said. ‘I could do with a dump anyway.’ He wandered back into the house. Skinner gave a look of triumph that only Danny caught, before joining De Fries back by the vehicles. Taff manoeuvred Danny away from the gate and across the compound. ‘You want to be careful, kiddo,’ he said, as the engines of both Land Rovers coughed into life. ‘Hector and Skinner are good soldiers, but you don’t want them pissed with you.’


  ‘They’re not soldiers at all,’ Danny snapped. ‘What they did was—’


  ‘What they did was totally normal, kiddo.’ Taff’s voice was full of authority. ‘They’re not here because they like Middle Eastern skirt. They’re here for the money. They’re mercenaries, for fuck’s sake, and there isn’t a mercenary in the world who doesn’t go out of their way to earn a little extra if they see the chance.’


  ‘And killing those people? What was that, a bit of fun?’


  Taff shook his head. ‘They didn’t kill anyone, Danny. Didn’t you hear what Hector said? You think that sort of atrocity is rare out here? It’s two a penny. Why do you think your paymasters are helping the rebels? Because they think Asu’s St Francis of fucking Assisi? Or because he’s the best of a bad bunch? These government forces can do what the hell they want. There’s no one to stop them. Plugging a local shopkeeper and his family isn’t the half of it . . .’


  ‘They used a knife.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘They didn’t plug them. They used a knife. And they did it recently.’


  ‘Danny!’ Taff’s voice was sharp. Almost like a schoolteacher. Or an irritated parent. He stretched out one arm to indicate the city around them. ‘You’re in the middle of a fucking war zone. Do yourself a favour and remember who your friends are.’


  They stared at each other.


  ‘I expected more of you, lad,’ Taff went on. ‘You’re losing your grip out here. You’re seeing things that aren’t there. If you can’t stand the fucking heat, you know what to do.’


  He turned away and strode back to the Land Rovers, where he struck up a conversation with Skinner and De Fries. Danny watched them for a moment, then stormed over to the house. He paused outside the door that led to the fire-damaged part. He drew a couple of deep breaths and tried to calm himself. To clear his head and get things straight. Was Taff right? Was he losing it? He’d heard of such things happening. Maybe the loss of his three mates had affected him more than he knew. It wouldn’t be the first time, he realised with a sick feeling, that a Regiment guy had lost the plot in the middle of an op. He thought back to the bakery. Had he really seen what he thought he’d seen? It had been dark, and he’d been expecting the worst. Maybe Hector’s explanation added up. If so, stealing a handful of notes was of a different order to massacring an entire family. There were plenty of guys back at Hereford who’d have done the same. It didn’t make them monsters, did it?


  But then the memory of the pregnant woman’s quivering stomach returned. Those people were freshly dead. There was no doubt about it. Taff was being blind. He was a stubborn bastard – always had been, if Danny was honest with himself – and he clearly wasn’t going to accept Danny’s word for it that he’d teamed up with a couple of psychos. So what would it take? How could Danny convince him? What kind of evidence could he find that Taff couldn’t dismiss so easily?


  The idea came to him in an instant. Danny slipped his hand into his pocket. The small, magnetic infinity device that he was supposed to have planted on Asu was still there.


  He flipped it around in his fingers for a few seconds as he looked up the stairs.


  He checked over his shoulder to see if anyone was watching him from the doorway. Nobody was.


  He went up.


  At the top of the stairs, he listened. The sound of Hector straining on the throne emerged from the filthy bathroom. Danny stepped quietly away and into the generator room. As usual, Hector’s M16 was propped up against the chintzy armchair. Danny bent down and pressed the magazine-release button on the side of the weapon. The mag clicked easily out.


  He had to work quickly. Hector could walk back in at any moment. The mag was packed with 5.56s. Danny tipped them out and laid them on the armchair before turning back to the magazine itself. At the closed end of the mag was a detachable slide. He opened it to reveal the bottom of the spring action that fed the rounds up from the mag into the chamber of the weapon. He looked around the room. He needed something to push the bottom of the spring upwards. A splint of wood would do it. Removing his knife, the one Taff had given him all those years ago, he sliced off what he needed from the corner of the window frame. Nobody would notice, and even if they did they’d never guess why the wood had been cut. He stuffed the splint into the mag, raising the spring mechanism by about half an inch. Then he carefully placed the infinity device in the newly created cavity and refitted the slide on to the bottom of the mag.


  A noise from next door: the sluicing of water down the pan.


  Danny fumbled for the rounds on the armchair and started plugging them, one by one, into the doctored magazine. He’d reduced the capacity of the mag. By the time it was full, he still had five rounds left over. He shoved these in his pocket as he heard the bathroom door open and close.


  Footsteps along the corridor.


  He clicked the magazine back into place.


  ‘What the fuck are you doing?’


  Danny spun round to see Hector standing in the doorway, looking darkly from Danny to the M16 by his side.


  ‘Looking for you,’ Danny replied. He picked up the M16 and carried it to Hector, who warily accepted it. He didn’t move from the doorway, though.


  ‘If it wasn’t for Taff, knobwad,’ he whispered, ‘I’d stick one in you right now. Or even let Skinner do it. He’d love to get to work on you.’


  ‘You could even nick my wallet while you’re at it,’ Danny replied. ‘Or maybe – what was it you said? – maybe it would be hardly fucking worth it.’


  They stood, half a metre apart, eye to eye.


  ‘I need to get past,’ Danny said.


  Hector’s face oozed menace, but he stepped aside. Danny waited until Taff’s colleague had headed back down the stairs before he continued along the corridor and into the room he shared with Buckingham. The MI6 man was standing waiting for him, obviously ready to go, obviously pissed off. ‘Where the bloody hell?. . . ?’


  ‘Leave it, pal,’ Danny said, grabbing him by the arm and pushing him out of the door. ‘We’ve got an RV to make and I’m really, really not in the mood.’
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