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Danny turned to Spud. ‘Follow him,’ he said.

Spud looked unsure. ‘What you got in mind, mucker?’ he said. It was clear that he didn’t fully trust Danny to do the right thing.

‘I’ll recce the flat. But you need to keep on him, so I know when he’s coming back.’

Spud looked through the net curtain again. The kid was walking up to the iron gate at the end of the short front path. ‘Roger that,’ he breathed. Without another word he jogged from the room and down the stairs. Danny heard the door open and shut, and a moment later saw Spud following the target down Dalewood Mews, walking on the other side of the street with his head down.

A strange calm descended on Danny as he picked up his prepared snap gun and shouldered his heavy rucksack. Spud’s voice crackled in his ear: ‘Heading up towards Hammersmith Broadway.’

Danny tapped the pressel switch on his radio twice: universal code for ‘Roger that’.

He headed downstairs and out into the street. He could hear traffic nearby, much louder than it had been during the night. The rain had stopped, but the morning sky was threatening. He reckoned a storm was coming. As he closed the door behind him, he saw a woman emerge from a separate entrance to the first-floor flat above number 27. Her hair was tied back in an Alice band and she was eating a muesli bar. Late for work. She didn’t give Danny a second glance. He waited for her to hurry down the road, then headed across the street right up to the door of number 27.

With a single, swift movement, he inserted the snap gun into the lock. A few squeezes of the trigger and a tweak from the tension rod, and the door was open. Danny stepped inside and closed the door quietly behind him. The latch clicked shut.

The front door had opened directly on to the front room of the flat. A smallish room, eight metres by eight. Thick floral curtains, closed. A sofa bed against one wall, opened up but without any bedclothes. A strange smell: dirt, with a tinge of cordite. Danny instinctively knew he was going to find something here.

He didn’t step any further into the room. Not yet. His presence here needed to be totally deniable. That meant no fingerprints and no DNA traces. He fished in his rucksack for one of the two vacuum-packed SOCO suits he had stowed inside, and bit into the stiff plastic wrapping. The pack expanded like an inflating lung. He carefully tore it open and removed a pair of latex gloves, which he pulled on to each hand, covering his cuffs with the latex to make a tight seal. Next up, he donned a polythene hairnet and a paper mask that gave him the air of a surgeon. All that was left in the kit now was the paper suit, which he pulled over his clothes and shoes to avoid contaminating the scene with any stray fibres that might contain his DNA. Once he was properly suited up, the only weak point was his rucksack, but he’d just have to take a risk with that. He shouldered it again and, holding his cocked weapon in his right hand, stepped forward.

The front room led directly to a second reception, exactly the same size and just as scantly furnished. A window on the right-hand side of the far wall was covered with an almost opaque blind, but he could see through it into a badly kept garden. Next to the window was an opening into a small galley kitchen. Just like in the flat across the road that they’d been using as an OP, there was another door at the far end of the kitchen that Danny assumed led to the bathroom.

But of much more interest was another door in the corner of the room to his left. The geography of the place meant it could only lead down to a basement. Danny stepped towards the door and opened it up.

Sure enough, he found a flight of stone steps leading downwards. 

He spoke into his radio. ‘Do you copy?’

‘Roger that.’

‘Where are you?’

‘Tesco Metro, two blocks away. So far he’s bought a carton of soya milk and a four-pack of Andrex. Looks like he’s in for a great morning.’

Danny looked down the stone steps. ‘How long have I got?’

A pause.

‘What you doing, mucker? I thought this was just a recce. If there’s any bomb-making gear, we’ll go back later.’

‘Just a recce,’ Danny agreed. ‘But can you distract him?’

More silence.

‘What do you mean, distract him?’

‘I don’t know, ask him directions or something. Just keep him out of here as long as you can while I search for explosives.’

‘Okay,’ Spud said with obvious suspicion. ‘But it’s not going to be long. He’s queueing up with his bog roll right now. Get the hell out of there as quick as you can.’

‘Keep radio contact,’ Danny said. 

He pulled a thin, bright Maglite from his bag and shone it down the stairs. He heard interference over his earpiece. The signal was bad down here. There was a large room, the size of both ground-floor receptions put together, with a long trestle table set up in the middle.

Weapon primed, Danny descended. His breath was hot behind the paper mask and he could feel his own pulse: not fast, but pumping hard … 

He shone the torch towards the four corners of the cellar. Nobody there. He directed the beam at the trestle table. It illuminated what Danny immediately recognised as two old artillery shells. They looked like bullets, rounded at one end, pointed at the other. But larger: a good couple of feet in length. He wondered where they originated from. Eastern Europe, maybe? These things were two a penny after the Bosnia conflict. Either that or the Middle East. Not that it mattered much. What was important was that someone had carefully cut away the base of each shell and started to scoop out the contents – military-grade high explosive. It was accumulated in three small piles between the shells. It didn’t look like a lot, but no doubt the process of evacuating the shells wasn’t yet complete. And even that small amount of explosive could do a lot of damage in the wrong hands.

Danny paused for a moment, and gave serious thought to hiding out in the flat, waiting for the target to come home and simply killing him. But that wouldn’t do. Hammerstone had been very clear: it had to look like an accident. 

Danny touched nothing. He moved back out of the cellar and up the stairs, extinguishing his torch but keeping his weapon at the ready. Back up on the ground floor he pushed the cellar door closed with one latexed hand, then headed towards the gloomy, unlit kitchen. There were dirty plates in the sink and crumbs on the worktops. The tiles on the floor were scuffed and sticky. A door to his right looking out on to the scruffy garden. There was a key on the side – presumably to open the back door. And there was a second door at the far end, which he thought led to the bathroom. It was slightly ajar.

Danny stepped up to the door and slowly pushed it open. It creaked. He stepped inside.

He needed his torch again. There was only one window in here, overlooking the unkempt garden. But it was covered with a blackout blind that completely blocked the daylight. It didn’t take Danny long to work out why. Galaid needed privacy. The bath was stained with rings of limescale. It contained three plastic bottles filled with a clear liquid. He undid each one of them in turn and smelled the contents. They each gave off the unmistakable aroma of nail varnish. Acetone. Danny felt sure that if he nosed around the flat a bit more, he’d find bottles of hydrogen peroxide. Acetone peroxide wasn’t as explosive as the military-grade gear in the basement, but it was a hell of a sight easier to make, with a couple of easily bought chemicals and some instructions from the internet.

The Hammerstone quartet were right. There didn’t seem much doubt that this bastard was planning another spectacular.

A crackle in his ear. Spud. ‘We’ve left Tesco. I think he’s heading back.’

‘Keep on him.’

‘Fuck’s sake, Danny, what are you doing? Did you find any bomb-making gear?’

‘You could say that.’

‘Then get out. We’ll wait until he leaves the house again, then set something up.’

‘Keep on him!’

Danny turned his attention back to the contents of the bathroom.

There were enough explosives in this place to kill a hundred extremists. But Danny knew better than to use any of Sarim Galaid’s gear. If he came back and noticed anything out of place, he’d be gone. Hammerstone had lucked out knowing this kid’s exact location. If Danny gave him any sense that the authorities were on to him, he’d go immediately underground.

Maybe he should leave now.

Or maybe he should grab this opportunity while he had it. Galaid might not leave the house again for another two days, or longer. Spud would be pissed off, but he’d get over it.

Whatever Danny did, it had to be subtle. Covert. Something the terrorist would never expect until it was too late.

He turned his attention to the toilet.

If Galaid was buying bog roll, that was likely to be his first port of call when he got back.

He spoke into the radio. ‘What’s your status?’

‘We’re three minutes away.’

‘I need five minutes minimum. Keep the radio open. I need to know what’s happening.’

A pause.

Under his breath, Spud whispered: ‘Jesus Christ.’ But then, over the open radio, Danny heard him call, ‘Hey, you, mate! You got a ciggie?’

Danny’s paper SOCO suit whispered as he bent over and removed the heavy ceramic lid from the top of the cistern. He laid it gently on the tiled floor, then shone his torch into the cistern and examined the flush mechanism. It was caked with limescale, but looked to be in working order. He lowered his rucksack on to the toilet seat and felt inside. The constituent parts of his MOE kit were exactly where he’d stowed them. He withdrew the shaped charge, the silver detonator, the roll of coated wire and the battery pack.

Spud’s voice: ‘What’s your fucking problem, mate? I just asked for a ciggie!’

A faint reply: ‘I ain’t got no ciggies. Leave me alone.’

Spud: ‘Touchy bastard. I was only asking. What are you anyway, a fucking Paki?’

Danny gave a grim smile. If the best way to delay a target was often to pick a fight with them, Spud was extremely good at it.

Quickly, he went to work.



He looked at her half-eaten Egg McMuffin, sitting unappetisingly in its wrapper. She obviously didn’t want to finish it, and now he’d spent most of his money so he couldn’t offer her anything else. Even worse, he was panicking that he didn’t have enough cash to buy her a tube ticket back to his house. He’d forgotten all about that. This wasn’t going anything like as well as he’d hoped.

But then she put her hand on his and smiled at him again.

‘Shall we go for a walk?’ she asked.

He nodded.

They stood up and headed to the exit. Lots of people stared at them. He knew why: such a beautiful woman with such a strange-looking man. But he was used to people staring, and she had, after all, gone out of her way to find him. That made him feel very special.

Outside McDonald’s he noticed that the sky had turned black. He half wished it would rain, because that would be more romantic. He looked at her suitcase. ‘Allow me,’ he said very politely, and he took the handle.

‘Thank you,’ she said. She took hold of his free hand. Her skin was so soft. His own hand was sweaty and clammy. He hoped she didn’t mind. He wanted to squeeze her hand affectionately, but felt shy of doing it. So he kept it limp as they sauntered up Lower Regent Street, the suitcase trundling along behind them.



The charge itself was a block of plastic explosive backed with a strong adhesive: he had to peel back a strip of waxed paper to reveal it. You could stick one of these to the hull of a boat in high seas and be confident that it wouldn’t shift, so there would be no problem fitting it to the inside wall of the cistern. He inserted the detonator into the charge. He cut two pieces of wire, each about ten inches in length, then stripped an inch of plastic coating from each of the four ends. He attached the end of one piece of wire to the detonator, the end of another to the battery pack. When the two free ends touched, the charge would explode.

Voices in his earphone: muffled curses. Danny zoned it out. Spud was giving Galaid some proper aggro. That was all he needed to know.

He turned his attention back to the cistern. With a single finger he flushed the chain. The water was noisily sucked down into the pan, but he lifted the dark blue float ball to stop it refilling. With his free hand, he picked up the charge and stuck it to the wall of the cistern. The front wall – not the back. The presence of water behind the charge would encourage it to blast forwards. The ceramic of the cistern would explode violently. He was, in effect, creating an enormous, static Claymore mine.

A mine that he hoped the victim would detonate with his own hand.

The charge held fast to the front wall of the cistern, even though it was damp. Danny carefully coiled the free end of the wire round the flushing mechanism. Still holding the float ball to stop the cistern from refilling, he picked up the battery pack. It was waterproof, so he knew there was no problem getting it wet. He tied the adjoining wire round the flush mechanism, making sure that – for now, at least – there was no risk of the two bare ends touching.

‘He’s running away,’ Spud said in his ear. ‘You’ve got two minutes, no longer. I’ve got some have-a-go hero eyeing me from the other side of the road. If I go at him again, I’ll cause more of a distraction than I want.’

‘Roger that.’

‘What are you doing in there, mucker?’

Danny didn’t reply. He released the float ball and the cistern started to refill.

It was painfully slow. The water pressure was bad. A full minute passed before the cistern was full again.

Danny felt a prickle of urgency down his spine. But he couldn’t rush. Carefully, gingerly, concentrating on keeping his hands steady, he bent the two bare ends of the wires so that they were above the water line, but just millimetres apart. He gently let go. They shook somewhat, but didn’t touch. But as soon as someone pressed the flush … 

‘Are you still in there? Fuck’s sake, buddy, he’s thirty seconds away …’

The most dangerous part: Danny lifted the cistern lid and replaced it incredibly gently. He was, he realised, holding his breath, and when ceramic met ceramic he winced, knowing that too much force would shake the wires into contact. But they remained separate. Danny carefully lifted his gear from the toilet seat and stuffed it into the rucksack.

Time to get out. IEDs had a habit of going wrong. Danny didn’t want to be in the vicinity when it exploded. He stepped out of the bathroom and hurried to the kitchen door, grabbing the key that he’d noticed on the side. He needed to get out into the garden.

He put the key in the lock. It didn’t fit. He looked round for another one. Nothing.

‘He’s turning into Dalewood Mews,’ Spud reported.

Danny suppressed a moment of panic. He edged out of the kitchen … into the reception … the front room …

Shit! He realised he’d left the bathroom door open, wider than it had been. But he couldn’t go back, because there was a scuffling sound at the front door. Galaid was back. He had his key in the lock.

Danny’s pulse was racing. There was no place to hide, other than under the extended sofa bed. He quickly chucked his rucksack underneath it.

The door started to open.

He fell to the ground and, his paper suit rustling against the grimy carpet, rolled under the bed. He held his breath. Any movement would make a noise, and if this bastard found him here it would be a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

And even if he didn’t, Danny was about to find himself trapped in a flat he’d just booby-trapped.

Footsteps. A slamming door.

‘Fucking … fucker!’ Sarim Galaid’s feet appeared to Danny’s left. They were heading into the second reception room, but he suddenly turned round to face the door again. ‘Fucking FUCKER!’ he screamed. Danny realised he was yelling at an imaginary Spud. ‘You’re the worst of them! I hope you get fucking done over next time. I’ll put a bomb in your mother’s house! I’ll put a bomb in your fucking mama’s crib!’

Galaid switched from English to Arabic and continued spewing a stream of obscenities at the front door. Danny breathed out very slowly, feeling his breath hot and wet under the paper mask. Stay still. Stay calm. Trust that you’ve set the charge correctly. The blast won’t reach you in here … 

After thirty seconds, his target fell silent. The feet changed direction again. Danny saw the bottom of a plastic supermarket bag swinging as Galaid finally walked out of the room.

Danny’s body grew even tenser. From the kitchen, he heard the sound of units being opened and slammed shut. Galaid barked another word, again in Arabic.

Silence.

What was he doing? Pouring himself a glass of fucking soya milk? Or was he moving into the bathroom? Danny pictured the bare wires of the device in the cistern. There was a chance that he’d detonate the whole thing simply by sitting down.

Or perhaps he was staring at the bathroom door, wondering why it was now open when he had left it closed.

He gripped his weapon a little harder. If it came down to it, and Galaid twigged that something was up, Danny would have to deal with this the old-fashioned way.

Hammerstone wouldn’t like it, but Hammerstone weren’t on the ground … 

A noise. Liquid. Gushing. It took a couple of seconds for Danny to understand what he was hearing. It was the sound of Sarim Galaid pissing thunderously against the porcelain.

Danny silently cursed. From the sound of it he was taking a piss, not a shit as he’d expected. There was always a chance that the filthy fucker wouldn’t flush.

A burst in Danny’s ear. Spud. Pissed off. ‘Mucker, what the hell’s going down?’

Danny didn’t reply.

The gushing stopped.

Five seconds passed.

‘Mucker, you need to respond or I’m coming in.’

Ten.

What was happening?

Danny felt his breath trembling. He tried to picture the scene in the bathroom. Was Galaid still in there? Maybe Danny should just burst through and throw him against the toilet, let the impact do its work … 

It would put him in the line of the blast, but Galaid would surely absorb the shrapnel … 

He started to move.

The paper suit rustled again.

He emerged from under the bed, and for a moment saw a silhouette pass in front of the floral curtains.

Spud?

‘Stay away,’ Danny hissed. ‘It’s under control …’

No reply.

‘Stay away!’

And then, without warning, it happened.

The explosion was a short sharp crack. Loud, certainly, but there was no boom or echo. Danny felt the floorboards beneath him vibrate with the detonation. He heard a shower of shrapnel pelting the walls of the bathroom. A shock wave almost topped him and a lump of plaster fell from the ceiling a metre to his right.

Then silence.

Danny felt for his rucksack. If everything had gone according to plan, he didn’t want to trail bloody footprints back across the flat. He pushed himself to his feet, shouldered the rucksack and held his gun firmly with two hands. Just because the device had exploded, it didn’t mean Galaid was there when it happened. There was a thick cloud of dust in the second reception, and Danny could hear a high-pitched hissing sound. He could still see the door frame of the kitchen, but inside was dark and obscured. He edged forward. The hissing sound grew louder. In the kitchen, the floor was damp. The paper shoes of his SOCO suit crunched over shards of porcelain. The glass pane in the kitchen door had shattered outwards. The bathroom door was open. Danny lit his torch again and looked inside.

His makeshift Claymore had worked like a dream. Through the darkness and the smoke, Danny saw that the cistern itself was completely destroyed. The hissing noise came from the twisted inlet pipe that was spurting a tight jet of water up on to the ceiling. But the real devastation was on the floor.

Sarim Galaid had clearly been facing the cistern when it blew. Now he was on his back, feet at the toilet end, head at the door end. At least, what was left of him was.

The exploding cistern had ripped out the core of the bomber’s groin and abdomen. Where there was once a stomach, there was now just a bleeding cavity. A thick, jagged shard of ceramic jutted out of where the corpse’s bollocks once were, and although the heart had clearly already stopped, a thick slurry of blood, gastric juices and semi-digested food oozed from the catastrophic wound. Water from the spraying inlet pipe caused rivulets of pink to smear over the tiled floor.

Galaid’s face was unrecognisable. Shrapnel had peppered it, and proximity to the explosive charge had burned away the skin. The eye sockets were weeping blood. His hair had been burned away. He was nothing more than a smouldering, bleeding piece of meat.

Danny stared at him for a moment. For some reason he found himself thinking about Clara. About finishing with her because he knew that in the days that followed, death would be his constant companion. Looked like he’d been right.

He’d seen enough. He trod carefully back into the kitchen where he started to remove his SOCO suit, though for the moment he kept the gloves, mask and hairnet on. As he shoved the paper suit back into the bag, he heard a thumping noise from the front door – neighbours, probably, wanting to find out what had happened. He spoke into the radio. ‘Spud, is that you?’

‘Negative,’ Spud replied tersely. ‘I’m at the end of the street. You’ve got two coppers and a neighbour banging on the door. You need to get out of there, mucker.’

The thumping on the front door grew louder.

‘RV at the car,’ Danny said.

He trod over to the kitchen door, checking over his shoulder that he hadn’t left footprints. All clear. He clambered through the shattered pane of the kitchen door and jumped outside into the garden. Only then did he remove the remainder of his SOCO gear. He stuffed it in his rucksack, then ran down the overgrown garden.

There was a rickety, two-metre-high wooden fence at the end of the garden. Several panels damaged. Danny scaled it with ease and landed with a thump in a weed-strewn, litter-strewn alleyway. He looked both ways. Deserted. He ran north. Thirty-five metres to the end of the alleyway. Thunder cracked overhead. Heavy droplets of rain started to fall.

He reached the end of the alleyway and found himself in the road where, several hours previously, he’d collected pizza flyers from the parked cars. He caught sight of Spud, standing on the opposite side of the street, his expression darker than the sky. Danny nodded. From the direction they needed to go came the sound of sirens. Instinctively, Danny and Spud walked the opposite way. After thirty seconds, Danny crossed the road and fell in beside his mate.

‘Been busy?’ Spud asked from between gritted teeth.

‘Spotted an opportunity,’ Danny said. ‘Grabbed it.’

‘Feel like telling me what happened?’

Danny sniffed. ‘Put it this way,’ he said. ‘If that Abu Ra’id cunt wants to blow up London again, he’ll need to find another bomber.’



Her name wasn’t really Nicki, of course. The lustrous curly hair was false and she would never normally wear so much lipstick or eyeliner that it made her look like a Western whore. And it went without saying that she did not find her gullible victim remotely attractive. Quite the opposite. He made her flesh creep with his strange features and lecherous glances. But as Abu Ra’id had said: in war, sacrifices have to be made. In Pakistan and Afghanistan, and across the Muslim world, the British and American monsters had targeted the weak and the helpless. So why shouldn’t they use the weak and helpless in their retaliations?

She looked up ahead. Police officers at the corner of Lower Regent Street and Piccadilly Circus. Four of them, in high-visibility jackets. After Paddington, the sight of an Arabic woman, a Down’s syndrome man and a suitcase would surely arouse suspicion.

‘Let’s cross here,’ she suggested.

He looked a bit confused, but of course he agreed.

Hand in hand, they crossed the road and stepped into Norris Street, a quieter back street just south of Piccadilly Circus.

‘I like the arcade machines,’ she said once they were away from the busy main streets. ‘Shall we go and play them?’ And then, when he looked suddenly worried: ‘My treat!’

He grinned at her. They turned a corner. Another main road was up ahead and she saw two more police officers, a man and a woman, walking towards them. Her pulse raced. She had hoped she wouldn’t have to do this, but now there was no choice. She stopped, pinned him against the wall and pressed her lips to his. She felt his tongue, wet and warm, twitching in her mouth. An unpleasant bulge in his trousers. 

The police officers passed. She pulled away and saw his foolishly grinning face.

‘That was nice,’ she said.

Two minutes later, still hand in hand, they entered the Trocadero. It was very crowded, even at this hour. They walked past outlets selling brightly coloured sweeties, royal-family plates and tacky models of red London buses. They stood close to each other on the escalator as it carried them down into the basement. Here, the air was filled with the pinging and beeping and roaring of the arcades. Kids stood shooting light guns at imaginary foes. Others sat in arcade cars, speeding round imaginary racetracks. She pointed at an empty car and tugged at his sleeve. ‘Let’s go on that,’ she said.

Dragging the suitcase behind him, he followed her to the car.

‘You go first,’ she said.

Obediently, he propped the suitcase up next to the car and climbed inside. She fed a pound coin into the machine and watched his pitifully malcoordinated attempt at playing the game, which was over in 45 seconds.

Dude, you caused a pile-up, said the machine in a robotic voice.

‘You’re really good,’ she cooed, and she inserted another pound coin. She was aware of a couple of kids loitering nearby, coiled up with suppressed laughter at his strange looks and ineptitude on the arcade.

‘Thank you,’ he said. And then, after a moment’s thought, he blurted out the word: ‘Darling.’

She cringed, and smiled.

When his second go was over, she whispered in his ear, allowing her lips to brush lightly against him. ‘I need to get some more change.’ That look of panic again. She whispered in his ear: ‘We’ll spend a bit more time here, then go back to your place.’

And, of course, he nodded.

‘Will you look after my overnight bag?’ she asked.

He nodded again. Disgusted, she wondered if he might actually start drooling.

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said. ‘Darling.’

She walked towards the escalator. Only when she was at the top did she look back down. The lairy kids had surrounded his car. They were pointing at him and laughing, no doubt as much at his strange looks as at his hopelessness on the arcade. More fool them. She turned her back on them and hurried out of the Trocadero, past the buses and tea towels and sweets, and out into the street. The sky was very dark. Thunder was in the air. She crossed the road and pulled a mobile phone from her coat. She walked briskly as she pressed speed dial number one.

There was no point listening for the ringtone, because she knew there wouldn’t be one. There would just be the explosion, and she braced herself for that.

She was at least thirty metres from the Trocadero’s entrance when it came, but it nearly knocked her from her feet nonetheless. The ground seemed to shake, and the boom seemed to reverberate against the high walls of Shaftesbury Avenue. She fell against another pedestrian – a woman in a blue raincoat, whose expression changed in an instant from annoyance to terror.

As the boom subsided, there was a moment of almost-silence. As though London was holding its breath.

And then a thunderclap cracked overhead. Like an echo of the explosion. Huge droplets of rain spattered on to the pavement. She hurried south, a faceless figure in the faceless crowds, as the desperate screams from the direction of the Trocadero reached her ears.


Eleven


Spud had blood on his boot where he’d used his heel to finish off the bomber. He wiped it on the soft grass of the verge. Danny examined the corpse. The limbs were twisted, jutting out in different directions. Blood was seeping through the bottom of the helmet. There was a burning smell in the air, and Danny knew there was a risk of the bike’s fuel tank igniting. More crucially, a car could pass at any moment. They needed to be off the scene.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said. Spud nodded his agreement.

The Discovery was 20 metres away. They jogged up to it. Danny took the wheel. Seconds later they were driving away, and a few seconds after that a saloon car thundered past in the opposite direction. They were leaving just in time.

‘Muppet,’ Spud said as they drove. ‘I tell you what, mucker, these lot are like shooting fish in a barrel.’

‘Yeah,’ Danny murmured. ‘That’s what worries me.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ Danny said quickly. And the conversation was rescued by his phone ringing over the Discovery’s hands-free system. Number withheld, naturally. Danny pressed a button on the steering wheel to answer. ‘Who’s this?’

‘Buckingham, old sport,’ came the voice over the loudspeaker.

Neither of the SAS men answered.

‘I’m going to work on the assumption that you’ve recovered from your little temper tantrum,’ the MI6 man said. ‘Glad to see it hasn’t interfered with your












































































































































































Eighteen



The hit on Abu Ra’id couldn’t happen during the day. They needed to enter the camp covertly, carry out the hit covertly, and leave covertly. That required the cover of night. That didn’t mean Danny or Spud liked the idea of waiting. If Hamza had told anyone else of their destination, they could expect company. Either that, or someone might arrive from Ha’dah to tip Abu Ra’id off. Danny silently cursed himself for not listening to Spud. Not knowing who might arrive to blow their cover made every minute feel like an hour. A sick, anxious feeling gnawed at Danny’s gut.

‘Wish we could just snipe the fucker from here,’ Spud said. But that wasn’t an option. They didn’t have the right hardware to take such a shot, it would only give away their position and anyway, their orders were very precise: make the kill at close quarters so you can be sure the bastard’s dead. But there was no question about it: they had to make the hit the following night. The longer they delayed, the higher their chance of being compromised.

Their target remained outside until an hour after sunrise. Various people from around the camp approached him. The militants seemed to be taking their turns in receiving an audience from the cleric. They were like clones: bandoliers of ammo, black and white shemaghs covering their heads. ‘Might as well have a sign round their necks saying “terrorist cunts”,’ Spud said. Danny welcomed his sarcastic asides. Spud was his old self, which meant that Danny’s fuck-up of the previous night was forgiven, if not forgotten.

By 07.00hrs the desert sun was already very hot. As Danny watched carefully through the spotting scope, he saw Abu Ra’id disappearing into one of the tents, presumably to protect himself from the fierce glare of the rising sun. Danny made a mental note of which tent it was: the sixth of ten rows, six columns along from the right. He reported that location to Spud, then kept the scope trained precisely on it, in case Abu Ra’id emerged and repositioned himself.

He didn’t, but as the morning wore on there was a great deal of other activity around the camp. Each tent seemed to house three or four men. They queued up at the fire – which was smoking heavily – to be given some food, before congregating on the flat ground at the northern end of the camp. Even from their OP, which was a good 400 metres away from this training area, Danny could hear the barking of instructors, followed by the retorts of weapon fire. There were wooden structures here – scrambling ropes and precarious-looking climbing frames. Take away the dry desert heat and the fact that these were jihadi insurgents in the making, and it could have been a British army training exercise on Salisbury Plain. Four of the technicals circled the camp with their .50 cals mounted on the back, but it was clear nobody really expected any intruders. Why would they? Who would be crazy enough to hunt them out in this bleak, unforgiving pocket of desert? It seemed significant to Danny that the machine guns were aimed upwards. These militants clearly expected any threat to come from the sky, not the surrounding area. Not for the first time, he remembered Hammond’s warnings about Yemeni drones.

Midday. The heat had massively increased. Danny found himself lying in a clammy puddle of his own sweat. He and Spud drank sparingly from their bottles, but they were losing water far more quickly than they were drinking it. Danny ignored his parched throat and the sore itchiness as his skin chafed against his sweat-soaked clothes, and kept his full attention on Abu Ra’id’s tent. Even when Spud took over on the scope, Danny watched with his naked eye, to the accompanying retorts of gunfire that echoed over the dry desert terrain. The pounding midday sun made him feel slightly dizzy, but he still kept eyes-on. Abu Ra’id didn’t emerge. Several other men entered the tent at intervals throughout the day, but they always walked out alone. Abu Ra’id himself stayed put.

‘You think the fucker’s still in there?’ Spud said.

‘Sure, unless he’s dug a rabbit hole,’ Danny said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

‘What if he’s not alone in the tent when we go in?’ It was an issue. The tents were about six metres by eight in size – comfortable enough for four or five guys.

‘Then we take out everyone who is.’ Simple as that. 

Nothing changed until the late afternoon, when the heat of the sun started gradually to diminish, even though the warlike sounds of the camp did not. At 16.58hrs there was a flapping at the entrance to Abu Ra’id’s tent, and the familiar figure of the cleric stepped outside. Immediately, two men ran up to him and accompanied him to the fire in the centre of the camp, which had stayed smouldering despite the heat, the air above it a smoky, wobbly haze. They sat cross-legged together by the fire, and didn’t move as the sun sank slowly behind Danny and Spud’s OP, filling the Yemeni sky with astonishing streaks of pink and orange.

Danny and Spud barely noticed the beauty of the sky. All their attention was on the target. As night fell, the retorts of gunfire eased off. The jihadi students returned from the open plain of the desert to the camp. Most of them retired to their tents. A handful – maybe fifteen, it was difficult to count in the poor light, even through the spotting scope – sat round the fire with Abu Ra’id. The cleric was on his feet now, one hand raised. He seemed to be preaching again. He pointed to the sky, then used his hands to indicate an explosion. Obviously a warning against evil Westerners and their weapons of destruction. ‘They’d better not listen to him talking for too long,’ Spud said. ‘They might end up with the urge to cut their own throats. Fucker has that effect on people.’ He paused. ‘Come to think of it, maybe they should just chat away. Make our job easier.’ The flames were visible again now, and Danny found himself wishing he could share their warmth. The temperature had dropped dramatically in their little OP. His sweat-moistened clothes were clammy. ‘Roll on midnight,’ Spud said, his parched voice cracking slightly.

In the event, the camp fell quiet long before that. At 21.58, the figures around the fire suddenly stood up. Danny was watching through the scope, the green haze of Abu Ra’id’s bearded face bang in the centre of his field of view. Everyone dispersed, heading off to tents around the camp. Abu Ra’id returned alone to the one in which he had spent most of the day.

The only movement now came from the pick-up truck with the mounted .50 cal, which had resumed its circling of the camp. A slow trundle, regular and bluntly predictable. ‘Could be a decoy?’ Spud said. ‘They’ve got better security outside my fucking local.’ He sniffed. ‘Mind you,’ he said, ‘that is Catford.’ A similar thought had crossed Danny’s mind, and for the last half hour he’d been scanning the surrounding terrain, searching for other, more sophisticated threats. He saw none, and told Spud so. ‘They chose this place because they don’t expect anyone to come here. And if someone does, they expect them to be mob-handed. That’s why they’ve got the fifty-cals.’

Spud grunted. ‘Then let’s get down there,’ he said. ‘Show them how wrong they are.’

Danny shook his head. ‘We’ll give our brave little soldiers time to settle down after lights-out,’ he said.

‘Had a feeling you’d say that.’

‘We know where Abu Ra’id is. And I haven’t seen anyone else getting into his tent. I doubt he’s going anywhere tonight.’

Midnight came and went. There was no movement in the camp except for the circling technical. 01.00hrs. 01.30hrs. Not until 01.45 did they agree to make their advance.

They couldn’t use a firearm for the hit. Even suppressed, the retort of one of their handguns would echo round the camp just like the gunfire they’d heard earlier in the day. As they crawled out of their cramped, stinking OP, they both checked the knives they had tucked into their ops vests. Sharper than razors. As Danny went through the rest of his gear, he was aware of Spud taking a shit ten metres to his left, before burying the result. He checked the time. 01.53.

‘Ready?’ he said as Spud returned to the OP.

‘Ready.’

Both men lowered their NV over their eyes. The world changed. The stars in the night sky burned hot. Danny’s field of view increased to a full 180 degrees thanks to the fly-like side optics in his goggles. You could see better through these things than with the naked eye. The circling truck passed in front of them, from left to right at a distance of 100 metres. They waited, crouching low, until it had turned left to trundle along the far end of the camp. Then they advanced. 

They moved in convoy, Danny in the front, Spud seven or eight metres directly behind him. Danny had his weapon slung across his chest, his hands resting lightly on it. He didn’t want to discharge any rounds, but the potential for contact was high and if he needed to, he would.

Fifty metres to the first column of tents. Zero movement, except the pick-up which was now moving up the far edge of the camp. Danny increased pace. They needed to be among the tents for cover by the time the truck completed its circuit. His breath sounded loud in his own ears, his footsteps regular and noisier than they actually were.

Twenty metres to the nearest tent.

Fifteen.

Movement.

Shit.

Danny held up one hand. Both men came to a halt and slowly, quietly, hit the ground. They were in open ground, ten metres from the perimeter of the camp. The pick-up circling the perimeter was moving along the top end. Two minutes, Danny estimated, before their path was lit up by its headlamps. Fifteen metres up ahead, a man had emerged from the nearest tent. Plain robe, wispy beard, young. He looked directly out in Danny and Spud’s direction, his eyes glinting in the NV like a cat’s in torchlight.

He squinted.

Had he seen them?

No. He turned and walked ten metres in the opposite direction towards the centre of the camp. Then he lit a cigarette and stood there smoking it with his back to them, gazing up at the stars.

Sixty seconds till the truck lit them up. Enough for this guy to finish his fag and go back to bed? Unlikely. But this figure was directly in their way, 25 metres from their position. There was only a fifty-fifty chance that they could creep up on him unseen and unheard. The second he clocked them, he’d raise the alarm. But to take him out now with a gunshot would spell the end of the op.

Decision time.

The guy was still smoking.

They couldn’t wait. They had to creep past him. And if there was a chance of him seeing them, they’d have to deal with it … 

Danny raised a silent arm and pointed at a bearing of 30 degrees clockwise, away from the path that would lead them past the guy with the cigarette to Abu Ra’id’s tent. Slowly, he and Spud pushed themselves to their feet. The figure still had his back to them as they trod silently out of his potential line of view. They reached the tents, skirted round one and started heading down the aisle parallel to Abu Ra’id’s. His was in the sixth row along, which meant they had to pass another four tents. The tents were about six metres wide, the space between them roughly the same. Danny crept past one of them.

Two.

A noise. Danny froze, holding his breath. It came again – a low groan. He exhaled slowly. Just someone moaning in their sleep.

The pick-up was approaching their part of the perimeter. Danny could hear the low buzz of its engine, and his NV grew brighter in the light-spill. He crouched down on the far side of one of the tents and sensed Spud doing the same thing by the tent behind him. Distance between them: 12 metres.

Footsteps.

The lone figure had turned and was walking back towards the perimeter, towards the truck. He passed barely five metres from where Danny was crouching, but his focus was clearly on the truck itself. Like most people, he failed to see what he didn’t expect and walked straight past the heavily armed intruder.

Voices. Arabic. They spoke for maybe 30 seconds before the truck continued its circuit.

Then nothing.

Danny remained very still, listening hard for any movement. There was none.

Thirty seconds. He slowly pushed himself to his feet again.

The figure seemed to come from nowhere, turning round the corner of the tent behind which Danny was crouching, suddenly facing him full on. Danny felt a surge of adrenaline as he let go of his rifle and felt for his knife. But he could tell he was going to be too late. The young jihadi’s face was a picture of sudden alarm and he was opening his mouth to shout a sudden warning.

It never left his lips.

Spud had appeared behind the target. One firm, broad hand covered his mouth and nose. The other whipped a blade in front of his neck and, with two clean, deft flicks sliced into the flesh on either side of his Adam’s apple. There was barely a sound from Spud’s victim as a sudden fountain of blood erupted from his jugular. Danny stepped quickly forward and grabbed his legs and wrists so they couldn’t make a noise as he flailed during his body’s death throes. He lifted the feet a few inches off the ground and held the squirming man tight as blood flowed, less violently now, from the twin wounds on his neck.

He took 30 silent seconds to die.

When his body was still, they laid him quietly on the ground, parallel to the nearest tent. Then they crouched silently again, fully aware that they might have disturbed someone beneath the adjacent canvas. But nobody emerged. Once more everything seemed still. Danny pointed again in the direction of Abu Ra’id’s tent. Estimated distance: 20 metres. Seconds later, they were advancing once more.

They met no more obstacles as they approached their target. The truck was moving along the far edge of the camp but it was almost 100 metres away and posed no threat now that they were in the thick of things. The threats came from closer at hand. The slumbering jihadis – perhaps four or five of them per tent – were doubtless armed. Disturb them, and things would go noisy. Danny and Spud were better equipped and better trained. But the numbers were not in their favour, and they knew a contact could become a bloodbath. The Regiment men, however, were expert at moving in silence. Slow, firm steps, feeling for loose ground with the tips of their toes before placing a full footstep.

A minute later, they were outside Abu Ra’id’s tent.

Speaking wasn’t an option. Not this close to the target. But that was okay. Danny was holding his breath anyway. They moved as one, in sync with each other. The tent itself was about half a metre higher than Danny, six metres in length and three in width. Its entrance was merely a loose piece of canvas, unpegged, unfastened, hanging motionless in the still desert night. Gaining entry would be straightforward. Exactly what would happen when they were in that enclosed space was anybody’s guess. One thing was for sure: here, in the heart of enemy territory, they would have to be swift and silent. They expected their target to be alone in here, but if there were any others, there was going to be a sudden bloodbath. They’d need silently to take out anyone who was still awake first, before killing the rest in their sleep.

Danny and Spud stood on either side of the entrance. Danny held up three fingers.

Two.

One.

Go.

Spud entered first, Danny a fraction of a second behind him.

The interior of the tent was sparse. The only ground cover was a sheet of rough hessian. There was a thin mattress along the far end with a single figure lying asleep upon it, his chest rising and falling in slow regular movement. Danny picked out the man’s features and instantly identified them, beyond question, as belonging to Abu Ra’id.

They had their man.

At his foot end, to the side of the mattress. Next to it, a book – a Qu’ran, maybe? And lying on the book, a data stick. Aside from that, the tent was empty.

Heart pounding, Danny quietly loosened his knife. Spud did the same. The best way to keep quiet was to murder the bastard in his sleep.

They were seconds away from ending this.

Spud stepped forward, blade in hand. Danny turned towards the target’s feet, ready to hold them tight while Spud slit his throat. A speciality of his, and even if the target woke with the pain, he wouldn’t be able to cry out if he had a severed trachea. 

They were big men in a cramped space, but they moved with slow, silent precision, knowing that to take out the target while he slept was their quietest and safest option. They closed the gap between them and the sleeping Abu Ra’id to four metres.

Three.

Which was when their target’s eyes opened.

For a split second, nobody moved. Three statues, frozen with indecision.

Abu Ra’id’s head turned to look at them. His piercing eyes, bright in the NV, stared first at Spud, then Danny. His face was acutely familiar, not only from their briefings but from news reports on the TV back home, and pieces in the newspapers. Now, though, even through the green haze Danny could see a riot of unfamiliar emotions in them. Astonishment. Fear. Fury.

Panic. And panic could be noisy.

The SAS men hurried forwards, Spud to the head end, Danny to the feet. It felt to Danny like everything was happening in slow motion. As he collapsed to his knees, he saw Spud bending over the target’s head. His left hand fell towards Abu Ra’id’s mouth. His right swiped the knife across the top of the chest to his throat.

Spud’s left hand was mere inches from Abu Ra’id’s face when a sound escaped their target’s lips.

It was not a cry of alarm. Not a shout for help. The cleric was not even begging for his life. He simply breathed a single word.

‘Hammerstone.’

Danny froze again for a split second. Then, almost by instinct, he stretched out his arm to stay Spud’s knife hand.

Too late.

The sharp blade slid easily through the cleric’s wiry beard and into his throat. The beard itself hid the flow of blood but it was clear from the sudden stiffening of the body that Abu Ra’id was mortally wounded. His body started to shake, and there was a muffled sound from his mouth, against which Spud was now pressing his broad hand while he pushed the edge of the knife blade further into the cleric’s butchered throat to silence him completely.

They held the writhing body fast and still.

In a matter of seconds it was a corpse.

Silent.

Motionless.

Unlike Danny’s mind, which was suddenly spinning.

Hammerstone.

He and Spud looked at each other, raising their NV goggles in unison.

‘Did he just say what I thought he said?’ Spud breathed.

Danny didn’t even answer. Just gave a short nod. Too many things were falling into place.

He tried to keep a clear head. What were their orders? To phone in confirmation of Abu Ra’id’s execution before they’d even left the camp.

Why? Was it really in case they were killed while extracting? Or for some other reason?

Think.

Their radio packs were fitted to their ops vest. Should they make the call? There was no doubt that they wanted to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible. Already Spud’s hand was heading to his radio.

Hammerstone.

‘Don’t phone it in,’ Danny said.

‘Why the fuck not?’

‘Just don’t.’ He paused a moment, staring down at his own radio. Both his and Spud’s unit contained a GPS tracker – Hammond had told them so – which meant their handlers could locate their position to the nearest metre.

If Danny and Spud had learned something they shouldn’t, their handlers knew exactly where to kill them.

‘That other bloke you just nailed,’ Danny said. ‘Get his body.’

‘What? You crazy?’

Crazy? Maybe.

Maybe not.

Hammerstone.

‘You want to get out of here alive, we need that body. And quickly, while it’s still warm.’

Even in the darkness of the tent, Spud couldn’t hide the look on his face: a look that said quite plainly that he thought Danny was losing it. But the truth was that for the first time in days, everything was clear. Without another moment of hesitation, Danny moved towards the entrance of the tent, re-engaged his NV, and looked over his shoulder.

‘Cover me.’ He stepped outside.

Their silent, lethal work didn’t appear to have disturbed anyone. The technical had completed another circuit of the perimeter, but a quick scan told Danny that the coast was clear. As Spud stepped out of the tent, handgun primed, Danny hurried past the lines of tents to where they had left their first casualty. The corpse was still there, a sticky pool of blood surrounding its head. Danny picked it up, and heaved it over his shoulder before loosening his own handgun. Then he hurried back to Abu Ra’id’s tent and carried the second body inside. Spud joined him.

‘Take out your radio,’ he told his mate as he laid the body down on the floor.

Spud did as he was told with obvious reluctance. Danny took his own radio and laid it on the corpse’s chest. He jabbed his finger to indicate that Spud should lay his on Abu Ra’id’s body.

‘I’m going to phone it in now,’ Danny said. ‘I give it a minute after that before it goes noisy. Get ready to run.’

‘I hope you fucking know what you’re doing, mucker.’

Danny grabbed the data stick from the side of Abu Ra’id’s bed and stuck it in his pocket. ‘Me too,’ he said. He crouched down at his radio and punched in his access codes. He didn’t speak into the handset, but instead speedily inputted a text message.

Target down. Preparing to extract.

Then, leaving the radio on the corpse’s chest, he turned to Spud.

‘Head for the OP,’ he said.

Spud nodded. He looked like he was beginning to understand what Danny was doing. He engaged his NV and stepped out of the tent. Danny followed.

‘Run!’ he hissed.

Danny and Spud sprinted side by side towards the edge of the camp. They pounded past the tents. Danny heard shouts. Scuffling. Figures flickering on the edge of their vision. They were compromised, only it didn’t matter now because in a matter of minutes he knew that everyone in this training camp would be dead.

Including them if they didn’t get the hell out of there.

Thirty metres to the edge of the camp. Somewhere behind them, skywards, there was a noise. A buzzing sound, like some distant, angry bee. It was punctured by the sound of a firearm being discharged. Badly aimed – a round flew several metres over their heads – but clearly intended for them.

‘Keep running!’ Danny yelled. The muscles in his legs were burning. His lungs too. The edge of the camp was only 20 metres away, but there was a massive commotion behind them as tens – hundreds – of militants awoke, disturbed by their presence.

A second round. Closer this time – it flew just inches above Danny’s right shoulder as they cleared the edge of the camp. Danny risked looking back. The camp was ablaze with torches.

Distance to the OP: 150 metres. Open ground. They had no option but to run. 

The two SAS men thundered up the sandy, rocky incline. They covered the first 50 metres in 15 seconds. They weren’t being followed, yet, but he clearly saw three of the technicals screeching round the perimeter of the camp. Any minute now, they’d come under heavy .50-cal fire.

They sprinted again. From behind, Danny heard the distinctive bark of an AK-47 – a single shot at first, then a burst of rounds. An explosion of sand five metres ahead of them as the rounds hit the ground.

‘We need to take cover!’ Spud roared as they carried on sprinting.

‘To the OP!’

‘Bollocks! That won’t protect us from fifty cals …’

But Danny shook his head. ‘We need to get under the thermal sheeting. Now!’

‘What the fuck for?’

Distance to the OP: 25 metres. Danny didn’t have time to explain. The two men just carried on sprinting.

They were only ten metres from the OP when it happened.

There was another burst of AK fire from the direction of the camp. Most of the rounds went loose, slamming on to the desert floor a metre to Spud’s left. Most, but not all. Spud lurched and fell forwards, so heavily that Danny knew he hadn’t tripped. He’d been hit.

Time slowed down. Danny threw himself to the ground by his mate, just as a third burst of fire flew low over their heads. ‘YOU OKAY?’

Spud wasn’t. He was gasping for air, trying to say something but unable to get the words out. Danny looked over his shoulder. The three technicals were turning to face them. Any second now they were going to open up, and a sustained burst of .50-cal fire would turn them both to mincemeat.

Danny had no time to think. He was acting on raw instinct. He pushed himself to his feet, leaned over and pulled Spud up from the ground. His mate was a heavy lump, and Danny heard himself shouting with the strain as he hauled the wounded Spud over his shoulder and staggered the final ten metres to the OP. The grisly sound of Spud trying to get air inside him made Danny feel cold and sick. He kicked off the hessian covering and thermal sheeting from the OP, then lowered his mate quickly down into the hole. Spud’s gasping sounded panicked as Danny rolled in beside him and covered them with the flimsy, silvery material of the thermal sheeting and the hessian camo, leaving just the tiniest gap between the front edge of the sheet and the ground so he could observe what was going on down below.

Danny stared desperately down at the camp. The three technicals were facing them now, spaced only a few metres apart. The distance between them was 150 metres, but that was nothing for a .50 machine gun. They’d clearly seen where Danny and Spud had hidden themselves, and were preparing to rain down their fire on that exact location.

‘I … can’t … breathe …’ Spud gasped.

‘Take it easy, buddy,’ Danny said, his voice hoarse and grim. ‘We’re going to get you out of here.’

But as he spoke, there was the thunder of machine-gun fire. Danny could see the flashing of the barrel as it swept a broad arc from left to right. A fraction of a second later, the sand exploded 15 metres in front of them, the arc of the gun repeating itself on the ground as the rounds landed.

A half-second pause. The gunner continued to fire, sweeping from right to left this time, and aiming closer. This time the rounds landed just seven or eight metres from their position. Sand showered their OP. Danny pressed himself closer into the ground as the drilling noise of the weaponry shuddered right through him. But that deafening sound was not nearly so awful as Spud’s desperate, pained gasping next to him.

‘Stick in there, mate!’ Danny shouted.

But his voice was cut short by a sudden explosion.

The ordnance had come from the sky. Danny had just caught the trail, as clear as tracer fire through his NV. It had landed precisely in the centre of the camp, mere metres from the location of Abu Rai’d’s tent. There was a blinding blast of white light, and the ground itself shuddered violently as a shock wave emanated from the epicentre of the hit. A wave of intense heat followed, then the sound of falling shrapnel surrounded them. Through the noise, Danny could faintly hear screaming: the blind, agonised screaming of men who were on the brink of death and wished they could hurry it along. He peered out from under the thermal sheeting and saw, glowing in the green haze of his NV, a scene of utter devastation.

The entire camp was ablaze. Every tent was burning and so too were several of the militants, who were running around in unspeakable agony. The technicals had been overturned, and there were hunks of burning metal as close as 30 metres away from the OP. Suddenly, as though someone had turned the volume down, the screaming stopped and the flailing, burning figures fell still. Danny could tell at a single glance that there would be nobody left alive down there.

And a single thought rang in his head. We left our radios broadcasting a GPS signal on two warm bodies. Someone thinks we’re still down there. That strike was meant for us.

Shrapnel had stopped falling now, but the impact had kicked up a great sand cloud which was still swirling around them. And it was through the hazy filter of this cloud that Danny saw the drone. It was hovering maybe 50 metres above the camp, an indistinct green blotch in his field of view. It seemed to be concentrating at first on the area in the very centre of the camp, but after about ten seconds it started to spiral outwards. Sinister. Quiet. Covering the whole area systematically.

‘Don’t move,’ Danny breathed. ‘There’s a UAV up there looking for us.’ He didn’t know if Spud was listening or could understand. But he did know he had to keep talking to his mate to give him the best chance of staying conscious. He closed the gap so that they were completely covered by the thermal sheeting.

‘We have to keep under the sheeting. They’ll have thermal imaging. That’s why we left our radios on the dead bodies.’

‘I … I can’t breathe … can’t … breathe …’

Silence. Just the distant flickering of flames in the demolished training camp.

Danny gingerly peered out from under the thermal sheeting. The sand cloud had cleared and, so far as he could tell, the drone was no longer in the vicinity.

His mind was spinning. Abu Ra’id name-checked Hammerstone.

Spud’s breath was coming quicker. Shallower. He needed immediate attention, but Danny didn’t dare move. Not just yet. He kept talking, doing his best to keep the anger from surging.

‘We should have known,’ he said. ‘That’s why they sent us out here on our own. This isn’t a two-man job, but it’s easier to kill two guys than a whole fucking squadron. And they wanted us out of the way if – or when – we found out the one thing they didn’t want us to know.’

A pause. Spud was trying to say something. ‘Hammerstone …’ he breathed weakly. ‘Working … with Abu Ra’id.’

Another silence.

‘Don’t fucking leave me here …’

A secondary explosion suddenly filled the air – some kind of ordnance down in the camp that made the two men start as it ignited.

More thoughts spun through Danny’s head as he hunkered down again. If Hammerstone was running Abu Ra’id, if it was an official thing, would it matter if Danny and Spud knew about it? They were buttoned up with the Official Secrets Act anyway. But if it was only one of them, maybe two, and they were keeping their little game secret from the others …

He left the thought hanging, as a sinister, rattling sound came from Spud’s chest. He peered out again.

The drone had gone, and he knew none of the militants could have survived that hit. Danny’s focus now was his friend. He pushed away the thermal sheeting and the hessian cover, then gently rolled Spud on to his side so he could see his back. His clothes were wet with blood. Danny took his knife and sliced the clothes open to get access to the entry wound. But as one half of his brain concentrated on Spud, the other was working away in the background.

If one of the Hammerstone group was cosy with Abu Ra’id, they might have been behind the London bombings …

Concentrate. Danny knew it had been an AK-47 that had hit Spud. That meant that the entry wound the size of his fingernail had come from a .762 short. The bleeding wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but there was a more serious issue. The position of the entry wound in the lower back and Spud’s struggled gasping suggested that the round had become lodged in his left lung. And it sounded like the lung was collapsing.

‘Agony …’ Spud managed to say. Then, more quietly, ‘Morphine …’

‘No can do, mate.’ Morphine was a respiratory depressant. It would slow Spud’s breathing down, which was the last thing he needed.

Danny rummaged in his bag for his med pack. He needed to keep his focus on Spud, but he couldn’t help the faces of the four Hammerstone spooks appearing in his mind. The clearest of all of them, with his absurdly handsome features and cold, calculating stare, was the man Danny hated more than anyone else in the world: Buckingham.

If one of them was worried we might learn they were involved in the bombing, no wonder they want us dead.

First things first. Stop the air escaping from the lung.

He removed a waterproof adhesive patch and stuck it carefully over the entry wound. Spud’s body jolted when the patch made contact, but he didn’t shout out. Danny knew he was barely conscious. And if he didn’t stop the lung collapsing, his mate only had minutes to live.

But it was going to hurt.

There were two cannulas in his med pack. Hollow, wide-bore needles, four or five inches long, with a soft plastic casing and a valve at one end. Danny took one of the cannulas, then rolled Spud on to his back and ripped open his clothes to gain access to his rib cage. Spud’s thorax was rising and falling in short, sharp bursts as he tried to breathe. But with only one working lung, he was struggling badly. Danny’s fingers traced the left-hand side of his rib cage. The lower rib felt broken, but it was the gap between the ribs that Danny was interested in. He held the point of the cannula against the ridge between the two lower ribs.

‘Sorry, buddy,’ he breathed. ‘This will be bad.’

With a single, firm movement, he pushed.

The needle slid easily through the skin and into the centre of Spud’s left lung. Spud’s back arched slightly and his limbs shook with the sudden pain. No shouts, though. Spud just didn’t have the breath for it. Danny felt sweat dripping into his eyes. He wiped it away, then turned his attention back to the cannula. Slowly, carefully, he eased the needle out of Spud’s abdomen, leaving only a couple of inches of the plastic coating sticking out of the body.

Spud’s face was pale and screwed-up with agony, but his breathing eased slightly, which told Danny he had stopped the bad lung from collapsing completely. But there was still a .762 in there, and the lung cavity could fill with blood any moment. This was a serious wound. It needed proper medical care. But there was no one around to give it. Except Danny.

Danny realised his hands were covered with Spud’s blood. He looked over towards the smoking wreckage of the training camp, then back down at his injured mate. He tried to assess his options. Spud was in a shit state. He needed a medic. But Danny couldn’t call for one because their radios would have been destroyed in the drone strike.

The drone strike. Even if they could call in their position, it would simply invite another attack. Because someone had just used the GPS signal beaming from their radios as a marker for a Hellfire missile. Someone had just tried to kill Danny and Spud after they’d confirmed Abu Ra’id was dead. Then a drone had hovered over the impact site to make sure nobody was escaping. But Danny and Spud had managed to hide from the drone. Which meant that whoever had just tried to kill them most likely thought that they’d succeeded.

Danny looked at his blood-soaked hands again. For someone supposedly dead in the hostile wilds of the Yemeni desert, he at least was very much alive.

Unlike Spud. Danny felt his blood temperature rising. Thanks to Hammerstone, they were stuck in the middle of nowhere, and his mate was on the brink.
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