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            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There are thousands of books out there that dive deep into political sociology, religion and military strategy. Invasion Downfall isn’t one of them. 

      

        

      
        It’s a near-future war thriller. Any resemblance to the current world we live in is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy it.
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        160th SOAR (Special Operations Aviation Regiment)
      

      	
        2IC - Second in Command
      

      	
        ACOG – Advanced Combat Optical Gunsight.
      

      	
        AFB – Air Force Base
      

      	
        AFV – Armoured Fighting Vehicle
      

      	
        ANPR – Automatic Number Plate Recognition
      

      	
        ARV – Armoured Reconnaissance Vehicle
      

      	
        ATC – Air Traffic Control
      

      	
        ATV – All-Terrain Vehicle
      

      	
        AV – Audio/Visual
      

      	
        AWACS – Airborne Early Warning and Control
      

      	
        Basha – A waterproof, plastic sheet used for shelter and/or groundsheet
      

      	
        BTP – British Transport Police
      

      	
        CASE-VAC – Casualty Evacuation
      

      	
        CBRN – Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear
      

      	
        CDS – Chief of Defence Staff
      

      	
        CID – Criminal Investigation Department
      

      	
        Civpop – Civilian Population
      

      	
        CO – Commanding Officer
      

      	
        Common Purpose – Alleged Marxist cult posing as Leadership Charity
      

      	
        CP – Close Protection (close protection officer/team)
      

      	
        CQB – Close Quarter Battle
      

      	
        CSM – Company Sergeant Major 
      

      	
        DEVGRU – Navy Special Warfare Development Group (formerly SEAL Team 6)
      

      	
        DMR – Designated Marksman Rifle
      

      	
        DVLA - Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency
      

      	
        EWOP – Electronic Warfare Operator
      

      	
        EXFIL – Exfiltration (Extraction) – to escape a hostile area
      

      	
        GMLRS – Guided Multiple Launch Rocket System
      

      	
        Haji – Slang term for anyone wearing the caliphate uniform
      

      	
        HEAT – High Explosive Anti-Tank
      

      	
        HUMINT – Human-sourced Intelligence
      

      	
        HUD – Head-up display
      

      	
        HVT – High-Value Target
      

      	
        IDF – Israel Defence Forces
      

      	
        IED – Improvised Explosive Device
      

      	
        IFF – Identify Friend or Foe (aviation transponder)
      

      	
        ISR Brigade – Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Brigade (UK)
      

      	
        JAASM-XR – Joint Air Surface Stand-Off Missile (Extreme Range)
      

      	
        JLTV – Joint Light Tactical Vehicle (Humvee replacement)
      

      	
        KIA – Killed in Action
      

      	
        LAV – Light Armoured Vehicle
      

      	
        LRASM – Long Range Anti-Ship Missile
      

      	
        LSV – Logistics Support Vehicle
      

      	
        M-ATV – Mine Resistant-All Terrain Vehicle
      

      	
        M-27 – Heckler & Koch Infantry Automatic Rifle
      

      	
        MIA – Missing in Action
      

      	
        MilGPS – Military navigation application
      

      	
        MOD – Ministry of Defence
      

      	
        MRAP (vehicle) – Mine-Resistant, Ambush-Protected
      

      	
        MSS-2 – Multi-Mission Special Operations Aircraft
      

      	
        MTVR – Medium Tactical Vehicle Replacement
      

      	
        NCO – Non-Commissioned Officer
      

      	
        NEST – Nuclear Emergency Support Team
      

      	
        NMCC – National Military Command Centre – Pentagon
      

      	
        NSA – National Security Agency
      

      	
        OC – Officer Commanding
      

      	
        OP – Observation Post
      

      	
        QRF – Quick Reaction Force
      

      	
        PNC – Police National Computer – UK Law Enforcement Database
      

      	
        REMF – Rear Echelon Motherfucker – A soldier with no combat experience
      

      	
        RSM – Regimental Sergeant Major
      

      	
        RTU – Returned to Unit
      

      	
        RV – Rendezvous
      

      	
        SAS – Special Air Service
      

      	
        SAW – Squad Automatic Weapon
      

      	
        SBS – Special Boat Squadron
      

      	
        SHORAD – Short Range Air Defence system
      

      	
        SIGINT – Signals Intelligence
      

      	
        SITREP – A situation report on the current military situation in a particular area
      

      	
        SLS – Space Launch System
      

      	
        SRR – Special Reconnaissance Regiment
      

      	
        TAC Tablet – A tablet-based navigation system
      

      	
        TFL - Transport for London (body responsible for London’s transport network)
      

      	
        UAV – Unmanned Aerial Vehicle
      

      	
        UFV – Unmanned Fighting Vehicle
      

      	
        UGV – Unmanned Ground Vehicle
      

      	
        UISV – Unmanned Infantry Support Vehicle
      

      	
        UKSTRATCOM – UK Strategic Command – Tri-Service Command Group
      

      	
        USEUCOM (EUCOM) – United States European Command
      

      	
        USCENTCOM (CENTCOM) – United States Central Command
      

      	
        VBSS – Visit, Board, Search, Seizure – (naval operations)
      

      	
        VEID – Vehicular Improvised Explosive Device
      

      	
        VLS - (Vertical Launch System)
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        “A conquering army on the border will not be stopped by eloquence.”

      

      

      
        
        Otto Von Bismarck
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      The moon shone in the night sky as the Black Hawk transport helicopter skimmed low over the desert dunes, rising and falling with the contours of the slopes below.

      Inside the aircraft’s transport bay, four men sat in silence, their headsets on, the noise and vibration of the helicopter enough to give one of them a headache. 

      General Faris Mousa, commander of the Islamic State’s Special Operations Command, shifted in his seat as the helicopter thundered over another towering dune, then dropped like a stone towards the desert floor. Much more of this and the pounding inside his skull would develop into a full-blown migraine.

      Stress, that was the problem. Too many plates to juggle and not enough time, but given what lay ahead, was it any wonder? He gazed out of the window, looking down as the desert flashed beneath them. His God-given name, Faris, meant Horseman in Arabic. How he’d love to be in the saddle of a beautiful Arab mare right now, travelling the silent desert guided only by the stars. Maybe in the future, when all this was over.

      Maybe.

      Yet despite the pressure, what lay ahead excited him. Mousa had been a soldier for as long as he could remember, killing his first man before he’d had hair on his balls, graduating from freedom fighter to regional military commander during the caliphate’s formative years. He was a natural soldier; tough, resourceful, instinctive, and highly intelligent, qualities he’d inherited not from his spineless father but from his mother, who’d ended her life on a bus full of Jew soldiers in Tel Aviv, her fake baby bump packed with high-explosive.

      Those same qualities had kept him alive during the Great Realignment and had steered his rise through the ranks to command Special Operations and Planning, a position that had brought him here, inside this helicopter on this night, as it raced low across the moonlit desert.

      The pilot’s voice hissed in his headphones. ‘Five minutes.’

      Mousa spread his fingers in a ‘five’ gesture to the elderly man sitting opposite him. The senior citizen, flanked by two large and armed bodyguards, smiled and nodded. He wore a simple dark robe and a traditional shemagh on his head. A trimmed white beard framed his lined face, and a pair of round spectacles rested on the bridge of his hooked nose. Through his fingers, he ran a simple band of prayer beads.

      He looked like any other elderly gent approaching his 78th birthday, an unremarkable figure dwarfed by the soldiers on either side of him. But Mousa knew that one glance, one word or gesture from this quiet man would have his bodyguards shaking in their boots. For the man sat opposite was His Holiness, the Grand Mufti Mohammed Wazir, chief cleric and supreme ruler of the caliphate.

      The Black Hawk slowed and banked to the left. Below them, scattered amongst the crumbling ruins of an ancient desert fort, Mousa glimpsed the marquees pitched around a lush oasis. On the other side of the oasis, he saw several military helicopters parked on the hard-packed dirt. Beyond the encampment, out in the darkness, combat troops patrolled the perimeter.

      The Black Hawk settled on the ground a short distance from the old fort. Mousa yanked the door open and dropped to the sand. The bodyguards were next, moving past Mousa, their weapons held ready. 

      Mousa helped Wazir down from the helicopter. The waiting Defence and Foreign ministers bowed deeply.

      ‘Your Holiness. An honour, as always,’ said Defence. Both men kissed the caliph’s outstretched hand. 

      Wazir nodded. ‘Is everyone here?’

      ‘Ready and waiting.’

      ‘Then lead on.’

      They followed a subtly lit path through the oasis, arriving at a collection of tents erected beneath the dark green canopy. The largest was a luxurious Bedouin marquee near the centre of the clearing. Guards swept aside the entrance flaps and Mousa led them inside. He saw deep couches adorned with exquisite cushions and rugs arranged around a fire pit. Oil lamps hung from the awnings, throwing the periphery of the tent into deep shadow.

      Mousa took up position behind Wazir as the man himself settled into a large chair. Several men entered the tent and formed a line in front of Wazir, taking turns to bow and kiss his hands. Then they took their seats on the surrounding couches alongside the Defence and Foreign ministers. The new arrivals wore a mixture of civilian and military uniforms, and as regional governors of the caliphate, they were powerful men in their own right. 

      Servants poured tea and coffee and retired from the marquee. The conversation was light, and the group spoke of friends and family and bodily health. The small talk ceased as the Caliph Wazir cleared his throat. 

      ‘My brothers, it is fitting that we should meet like this, in the custom of our forefathers.’ There were nods and murmurs of approval amongst the gathering. The caliph continued. ‘Our fractured past is behind us, our countries now united under a single flag. Never have we witnessed such cooperation, such unity, and peace. Such strength. Now it is time to realise our full potential, to embark on our own crusade. History in reverse, my friends.’ He turned to one delegate. ‘Mustafa, your readiness report, if you please.’

      Mousa eyed Mustafa Hassan, leader of the Turkish protectorate. Even after its absorption into the caliphate, the Europeans were powerless to invalidate the protectorate’s EU membership, its leaders too frightened to speak out as the Great Migrations facilitated by the Turks continued to trample all over Europe’s borders, their dishevelled ranks littered with jihadis, regular soldiers, and intelligence agents. With an invasion force of over half a million men, Hassan’s troops would be the first into enemy territory on the eastern front. Nothing could stop them, and everyone knew it. 

      ‘We have twenty-two tank divisions ready to advance through Bulgaria and Serbia,’ he reported. ‘Their mission is to link up with our pathfinder forces who will fly into the Austrian city of Graz. Once on the ground, the airborne troops will capture the control tower and clear the air corridors for the second wave, comprising an additional eight thousand assault troops. They will secure the airfield and the surrounding area until the ground forces reach them. When the Turkey-Austria corridor has been established, the main bulk of Turkish forces will advance into Europe.’

      Next, it was the turn of the North African (West) leader, who dabbed a handkerchief around his thick, sweaty neck. His brother Ahmed, France’s first Prime Minister of Moroccan heritage, had ambitious plans for the initial phase of the campaign; the assassination of the President, the arrest of influential members of the Army General Staff, and the sowing of doubt, confusion and fear amongst his parliament and National Assembly.

      Ahmed would then look to his EU colleagues in Brussels for guidance, but they would be too busy dying or cowering beneath their desks, leaving the Moroccan free to sue for peace on his own terms. Whether each element of that plan would work, Mousa couldn’t be sure, but there would be enough political chaos to ensure that French forces would not mobilise against the invaders.

      They discussed the nuclear question again, but it was agreed that with Ahmed at the helm, France would not initiate a pre-emptive launch on her own soil, nor against the caliphate itself, and the fifty-seven reactors dotted around the country would provide the fissile material required for Wazir’s own weapons development program.

      There would be trouble, of course; Mousa knew that many in France would fight, and perhaps their famous Resistance might form once more, but Wazir had gambled that the French had no stomach to see their country levelled again.

      The same was true for Germany, a former powerhouse that had been neutered both politically and socially by decades of progressive politics and mass immigration from Turkey and the Middle East. With the caliphate’s allies working within the Bundestag to spread chaos and uncertainty, it was unanimously agreed that France and Germany would offer little resistance. The door to Europe was wide open. 

      He listened to the Russian foreign secretary speak next. They wanted control of their precious pipelines and peace on their southern borders. They were opportunists, Mousa knew, and he didn’t trust them, but they would play their part. What the Russians didn’t want was the horrors of the Chechnya war brought to the streets of Moscow and every other major Russian city. The caliph could make that happen with a single phone call. Yes, the Russians had nuclear weapons and the technology to deliver them, but nuclear war served no one. So the Russian bear had taken the deal and would continue its growling slumber behind its own borders.

      And so it went on, around the table. Mousa had heard the plans many times. Hundreds had died to protect the military exercise narrative. Even the troops aboard those ships in the Adriatic were unaware that the invasion was real. Only the men in this tent knew the full scale of the operation. Soon, the entire world would know.

      Militarily, some of Europe’s forces would fight hard, but without clear leadership, any fightback would be disorganised and ineffective. And thanks to decades of political pressure and the introduction of divisive ideologies, the fall of Western Europe was already under way. They just didn’t realise it yet.

      Across Europe, the agents of change had worked tirelessly, infiltrating governments, undermining institutions, sowing division, widening the fractures, until people regarded their fellow citizens with suspicion and hatred. Europe was adrift, impossibly divided. All that remained was its conquest and subjugation.

      Tens of thousands of sleeper agents across Europe would help in that endeavour. Only a tiny number, handpicked by Mousa and his team, knew the full picture and were ready. With access to weapons and explosives caches, they would be the tip of the spear when the operation began, and their impact would be devastating.

      The invading force comprised eighteen strategic battle groups, numbering over two million troops. It was the biggest invasion force the world had ever seen. One week from today and we’ll see if it all works, thought Mousa.

      The caliph sipped his dark, bitter coffee and placed the cup on the table. ‘Your preparations are to be commended, my brothers. The time for talk is now over. Continue with the exercises and prepare to execute the invasion order.’ He looked at every face gathered around him. ‘We stand on the edge of history. Remember that in the coming days.’

      The caliph stood. One after the other, the attendees kissed his hand and left. Already, Mousa could hear the helicopters winding up, preparing to leave. After the tent had emptied, Wazir motioned Mousa to sit with him.

      ‘What are you thinking, Faris? Speak openly, my friend.’

      Mousa thought for a moment before he answered. ‘I believe our forces are as ready as they’ll ever be. Year in, year out, we play these games around the Mediterranean and their eastern land borders, and all the while, the Europeans smile and congratulate us. They are frightened, as they should be. Yet there are some who whisper warnings and can see with clear eyes what is coming. But those voices are few, and their detractors many. If western governments heeded those warnings, we would know. We have countless ears and eyes in their halls of power.’

      Wazir nodded and remained silent for several moments. Mousa waited, as he always did in the great man’s presence. Of all his high-ranking military personnel, Mousa was the only one to have the ear of the caliph. 

      After a few more moments, Wazir spoke. ‘In my reflections, I have seen the future of Europe, and we will be victorious in our campaign. The eleventh day of June will be a day of liberation.’ 

      Mousa nodded. ‘Inshallah.’

      The caliph stared at Mousa. ‘In which case, your duties as my planning officer are no longer required.’ 

      Mousa’s blood ran cold, and his eyes darted to the marquee flap. Nothing moved. There were no soldiers with guns, no warning shouts, no chains on his wrists. Yet the caliph had relieved him of his command. Why? His mind raced backwards over the previous few days. Had he caused some offence? A careless word? An undetected slight?

      Wazir smiled in the firelight. ‘Relax, Faris. I need your skills elsewhere. I trust those paratrooper wings are more than a soldier’s vain decoration?’

      Mousa’s heart raced. ‘I am at your service.’

      ‘Good, because I want you to lead a special airborne operation in London. For now, you will travel to Cairo, where your new 2IC, Major Allawi, will brief you on your mission.’

      Wazir paused, his voice low as he gazed into the flames of the fire pit. ‘Britain is a strange land, perhaps the only country able to resist us. Which is why I want my most trusted and gifted soldier there.’

      Mousa bowed his head. ‘I serve at your pleasure.’

      Wazir smiled and held out his hand. ‘Help an old man up, would you?’

      A few minutes later, they boarded the helicopter. As Mousa strapped in, he ran through a mental checklist. At 44, he was still in good shape, but a 5-mile run every morning wouldn’t hurt. Some refresher parachute jumps too, static and free-fall, and time on the ranges. As the Black Hawk’s rotor blades reached full speed, Wazir gestured to Mousa, tapping his headphones. Mousa dialled in his own headset.

      ‘I can see your mind ticking over,’ Wazir smiled. ‘Do not worry, Faris. Your troops have trained hard. They are ready. What they lack is your leadership.’ 

      Mousa met the caliph’s steady gaze. ‘I will not fail you, your Eminence.’

      ‘Of course you won’t,’ the older man smiled.

      The Black Hawk lifted off the ground in a cloud of stinging sand and headed north towards the gleaming city of Baghdad that lay beyond the distant horizon.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            10:44AM

          

          10 DOWNING STREET

        

      

    

    
      British Prime Minister Harry Beecham ran a finger around his shirt collar and took a sip of water as the discussion continued around the conference table.

      The air was warm and stuffy, and he wanted to get out. He didn’t like the deep-level briefing room. The reinforced concrete bunker, buried twenty-seven feet beneath Downing Street, had been built in the 1960s, and on his first visit, someone had told him it could withstand a nuclear attack in the ten-kiloton range.

      Harry was more sceptical. Some years ago, an east London tower block—also built in the sixties—had collapsed, killing over two hundred people. 

      As he listened to the voices around him, it was clear the COBRA meeting had run its course. Later, Harry had an important dinner with the US ambassador Terry Fitzgerald, and what he needed was a few uninterrupted hours of peace to prepare for the event. He gathered his briefing papers together and tapped them on the table. 

      ‘So, is there any other business?’ he asked, raising an eyebrow. The various members of the COBRA looked at each other and shook their heads. ‘In that case, let’s wrap this up.’

      The meeting adjourned and Harry and left the room, joined by his director of communications, David Fuller. As he made his way back up to Number Ten, Harry reflected on the recent discussion. Every year, the Islamic State held its massive war games around the Mediterranean and every year tensions ratcheted up across the UK and Europe as people held marches and rallies to mark the occasion, some in support and others against. COBRA gathered to discuss potential problems, which usually amounted to nothing more than low-level public disorder.

      Thankfully, religious terrorism was a bad memory these days, and while there would always be troubled individuals with axes to grind, the threat of something more organised had vanished. Which was a miracle, Harry thought, and he cast his mind back to the last terrorist attack in the UK, the Edinburgh bomb …

      

      Televised across the globe, the Edinburgh Military Tattoo was the oldest and foremost military marching band event in the world. Held over three weeks in August in the grounds of Edinburgh Castle, the event culminated in a stirring finale involving over a thousand bandsmen from around the world, watched by an audience of over five thousand lucky ticket holders packed into stands in front of the castle itself.

      Ten years ago, the massed bands of the Royal Scots, Royal Artillery and many others had marched through the castle’s historic gates and onto the esplanade, surrounded on three sides by the cheering audience.

      As the tattoo reached its finale, a lone piper stepped forward to sound the last post. For those watching, it was the most poignant moment of the whole festival. It was also the moment the plastic explosive, packed into dozens of scaffolding tubes supporting the temporary seating, detonated. On televisions around the world, viewers saw the blast before the broadcast was cut.

      The attack killed three hundred men, women, and children and left fifteen hundred injured. The security services traced the five bombers to east London and arrested four of them. The police shot the other.

      When investigations revealed the bombers were citizens of the burgeoning caliphate, Wazir had expressed his sorrow and outrage. He petitioned the British government to deport them so they may face the caliphate’s justice. The media was divided on the issue, and Human Rights lawyers looked the other way.

      After much deliberation, the government bowed to pressure and deported the bombers. An hour after they landed, Wazir had them beheaded in a Baghdad prison. The British public cheered him on.

      Since then, the world had remained peaceful, and the caliphate had grown into a superstate. Wazir had changed everything, including the Arab-Israeli question. He’d brought them to the negotiating table where agreements were made, and hands shaken.

      Wise heads had prevailed, and that peace had lasted for years. It had earned Wazir a Nobel prize and the fawning admiration of western liberal elites. Including Harry.

      Fuller’s voice echoed in the tunnel, refocussing Harry’s thoughts.

      ‘Remember, the car’s picking you up at seven this evening.’

      ‘That’s cutting it fine.’

      ‘You could cancel Greenwich,’ Fuller said.

      ‘I made a promise. Seven it is, then.’

      They parted ways as they entered the basement of Number Ten. Harry went straight up to his private apartment on the top floor, where he found Ellen in the kitchen, tapping away at her laptop. He kissed the offered cheek.

      ‘Hello, darling.’

      ‘How was your meeting?’ she said, her fingers a blur.

      ‘Tedious.’

      ‘Pour yourself a coffee and sit with me.’

      Harry did both, loosening his tie as he watched his wife work. She’d kept her good looks and trim figure, and the press often described her as warm and engaging. For Harry, there were not enough adjectives to express how he felt about Ellen Beecham. She was the love of his life, his soul mate. When Harry’s ministerial career ended, they would start over again, far away from politics and London. They had no children, and no desire to remain in the spotlight once the car drove them away from Downing Street for the last time. Harry looked forward to that day, but for now, he had work to do.

      ‘The car’s coming at seven tonight.’

      Ellen looked up from her screen. ‘What time are you due back from Greenwich?’

      Harry was due to open a new school wing in south London, but time was pressing. ‘Sixish. Problem is, I don’t feel prepared. Tonight is important.’

      ‘So cancel Greenwich. They’ll understand.’

      ‘I made a promise, Ellen. I’ll just have to work in the car.’

      ‘I’ll go,’ she said. 

      Harry shook his head. ‘I can’t ask you to do that.’

      ‘It’s a ribbon cutting. I’m happy to do it.’

      Harry didn’t argue. Ellen cared about people, and that shone through every time. She was a good fit for an event like this. ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Positive. What’s the itinerary?’

      ‘Speak to David. He has the details.’ Harry kissed her and stood. ‘Thank you, darling. I’ll be here for the rest of the day. Any problems, call me.’

      ‘Of course. Bye, Harry.’

      ‘See you later.’

      Harry left the apartment and headed downstairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            2:58 PM

          

          GREENWICH, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      A man with powerful binoculars tracked the armoured black Jaguar, sandwiched between two Range Rovers, and a quartet of motorcycle outriders as it swept through the school gates.

      He was two hundred metres away, observing the convoy through the window of a scruffy roadside portacabin furnished with plastic chairs and a table covered with discarded newspapers and stained coffee mugs. Wire mesh covered the dirt-streaked windows, giving the observer extra cover.

      The man had finished briefing his team, and they were now outside, wearing overalls and high-visibility vests, shovelling sand and staging cones like any other road gang. Unlike other gangs, his people had grenades (smoke and fragmentation) and automatic rifles, all hidden amongst the building materials on both sides of the road.

      The convoy headed towards the main building. According to his intelligence, the British Prime Minister would give a speech, mingle with the faculty, then leave the building at five pm. His convoy would then leave the school premises via a different route approved by the Downing Street security team, one that would take them through the roadworks outside.

      As the convoy slowed to negotiate the twisting traffic cone layout, the trap would be sprung, and his men would trade their tools for weapons. The directional mines, buried in piles of sand and ballast on opposite sides of the road, would detonate first, taking out the motorbikes and the Range Rovers. Then they would kidnap the British Prime Minister.

      The snatch squad had practiced the abduction in a disused factory in the Midlands for the last three days, and the visit to Greenwich was the best opportunity to carry out the mission. Once in their custody, they would transport Beecham to a safe house in Blackheath until caliphate troops arrived. The man had every confidence their mission would succeed.

      He swept his binoculars across the school building as the convoy stopped outside. A small reception of students and staff awaited Beecham’s arrival, and the man watched the security teams from the Range Rovers alight first. They watched the crowd, spreading themselves out along the temporary barriers, waiting for Beecham to appear.

      One of them opened the door to the PM’s Jaguar, and the shooter gripped his binoculars a little tighter. This was to be his first live sighting of the target. He had seen Beecham on television and in the newspapers many times, but never in the flesh…

      The legs that swung out onto the pavement were smooth and shapely. A woman, and like most western women, she dressed like a whore, with her tanned limbs visible for all to see. The shooter lingered on those limbs a little too long, and it angered him. The woman was a distraction, a decoy sent by the devil to lure him from his divine mission. His first bullet would be for her.

      Faint cheers and clapping drifted on the warm breeze as the woman headed for the waiting reception party. He switched focus back to the Jaguar, but Beecham failed to appear. He switched back to the woman, and she leapt into his vision once again. She was smiling and shaking hands, the welcome committee offering their paws to be gripped and pumped like the udders of a cow⁠—

      Beecham wasn’t there. He swept his binoculars over the crowd and settled again on the blonde woman. It was Beecham’s wife. She’d taken his place. So be it.

      He flipped open his cell phone and speed-dialled a pre-programmed number. Using code words, he briefly explained the situation, and the voice on the other end of the phone ordered him to stand down and wait at the safe house for further instructions.

      The man was bitterly disappointed. His men would be too. The voice on the phone assured him there would be many other targets in the coming hours.

      

      At a sand-blown airstrip in North Africa, a Humvee jeep screeched to a halt next to a large turbo-prop transport aircraft.

      The driver waited behind the wheel and watched two sticks of heavily laden paratroopers shuffle up its rear loading ramp. It was just one aircraft in a huge line of planes that stretched the complete length of the two-mile long runway, and each one was loading men and equipment. The noise was deafening as scores of planes rumbled past, taxiing for take-off.

      The driver stepped out into the blistering desert sun and approached a small knot of senior officers conferring beneath the wing of a giant transport plane. Just beyond the aircraft, another transport thundered down the runway and lifted off into a clear blue sky.

      ‘What d’you want?’

      The driver’s head snapped around and he saw the officers staring at him. One of them beckoned him. The driver stepped forward and saluted, his knees suddenly weak.

      So this was him, the caliph’s favourite general. The driver handed over the message slip and the general scanned it before dismissing the driver with a flick of his hand. The driver scurried away. It wasn’t a good idea for a lowly corporal such as himself to get too close to these men of power. You never knew what mood they were in, and if you incurred their wrath, well, that would be too bad. The penal battalions were full of men who had crossed an officer’s path.

      The driver hopped into his Humvee and drove off without looking back. The message must have contained bad news. After reading its contents, the famous general had cursed and reached for a radio.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            4:03 PM

          

          MORDEN, SOUTH LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Faz Shafiq rose to his feet and followed the rest of the congregation out of the prayer hall and into the adjoining atrium, where he took his shoes from the cubby-hole and slipped them on.

      In the main foyer, he browsed the pamphlets and books on display and engaged one of the mosque workers in a brief conversation about the IS war games playing out in the southern Mediterranean and across the caliphate, all the time keeping one eye on the hallway. After a few minutes, the wait was over. 

      His surveillance target appeared.

      Faz headed for the exit, keeping his distance from the man ahead of him, target designation BOXER. The target stopped and spoke to two unknowns before making his way out into the sunlit street. Their huddled discussion was brief, and they exchanged handshakes and cheek-kisses before Boxer left. Faz watched him hit the pavement and head towards Morden town centre. As usual.

      ‘Boxer’s on the move,’ he mumbled into the tiny microphone secreted under his shirt collar. His hidden earpiece hissed in reply. 

      ‘Copy.’

      Faz let Boxer drift ahead. They’d been stuck on him for three weeks now, around the clock, with little to show for the man-hours spent. Once his superiors downgraded Boxer’s status—as Faz was sure they would—this job would wrap and Faz and his team would move on to pastures new. Yet his gut feeling told him that would be a mistake. 

      Faz was 34 years-old and had been an intelligence officer for the last five years, recruited through Cambridge University in the time-honoured tradition of English spies. Or rather, in Faz’s case, British Pakistani spies. He’d been a natural from the start. Discreet and unobtrusive—a grey man—yet with excellent observation and recollection skills. Instinctive too. As Max, his fellow operative and team driver, often said, Faz Shafiq can spot a wrong ‘un from a mile away. Max was right.

      Except, neither Faz nor his team had enjoyed little success lately because Boxer was putting them all to sleep. And that was unusual.

      Faz had worked a wide variety of terrorism cases since moving from his liaison role with Customs and Excise. Those cases ranged from right-wing extremists to eco-loons and everything in between. The religious ideology threat had all but evaporated these last few years, which had pleased everyone.

      Then they’d handed Faz the Boxer file.

      Boxer was in his mid-twenties, a Syrian refugee, always well-presented with a slim build and a trimmed beard. He lived in a bed-sit in Clapham, on a street lined with tall Victorian terraced houses split into multi-occupancy dwellings. The kind of street where middle-class city workers lived cheek-by-jowl with large immigrant families and a person would hear a dozen different languages on a shopping trip to the local Sainsburys.

      The three-storey Victorian terrace where Boxer lived was a transient place, with people coming and going at all hours of the day and night, and Faz had noticed on his first recce that security was tighter than the average flophouse. The owner—a Lebanese businessman who lived abroad for most of the year—had secured the front door with two expensive Banham locks and monitored the entire property with a network of high-spec, unobtrusive CCTV cameras.

      Whenever the front door opened, surveillance revealed two large men inside the always-unlit hallway. Security, Faz noted, vetting callers, and often patrolling the street while pretending to make calls on their phones. Instead, they snapped registration plates and followed suspicious passers-by. Faz figured they had someone embedded in DVLA, running those plates against known government vehicles. Yet as keen as the men were in counter-surveillance, they’d failed to spot the government watchers in the first-floor apartment across the street.

      That Boxer lived in such a place gave Faz much cause for concern. The Syrian had come to the attention of the security services after a three-month trip to the caliphate. That wasn’t a crime, but the bomb dog at Stansted Airport had detected residue on Boxer’s backpack and that made him a potential player.

      They gave Faz the job of watching him, but the culture inside the service was different now, since Wazir had united the Middle East. There was a reluctance to pursue surveillance targets indefinitely, an institutional hesitation to apply pressure, to be more aggressive towards suspicious foreign nationals, and that hesitancy came down from the highest political ranks, Faz had heard. In Whitehall’s defence, there had been no trouble for years, attacks or plots, and no one wanted to upset the caliphate.

      But Faz’s gut was telling him that something was off.

      The house in Clapham needed further investigation and a bigger team to monitor it. Faz had requested additional resources, and they’d turned him down. If the surveillance on Boxer uncovered something of note, then Faz could ask again. Until then, the answer was no.

      A car horn blared, and Faz saw Boxer jog across the main road. Faz slowed his own pace and let him go, knowing Boxer was headed for the tube station. On paper, the Syrian was a creature of habit, but he wasn’t fooling Faz.

      A van drew up alongside and the cargo door slid open. Faz jumped in as another watcher, Kilo Three, hopped out and hurried across the road after Boxer. The driver, Max, studied Faz in his rear-view mirror. 

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Faz replied. ‘Prayers as usual, a quick chat with two unknowns and then he left.’

      Max raised an eyebrow. ‘Unknowns?’

      ‘Never seen them before, but they knew each other. We need to piggyback off their CCTV, get some grabs.’

      ‘I’ll put a request in.’ Max took a deep breath and sighed. ‘If we don’t get a result soon, we’ll be packing up again.’

      ‘I know—’ Faz stopped talking.

      ‘What’s up?’ asked Max, watching him. 

      ‘That moment, with the unknowns, just before Boxer left.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘They embraced. As a group.’ 

      Max turned around in his seat. ‘Is that significant?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Faz frowned and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘He’s never done that before.’

      ‘We’ve only been on him for three weeks.’

      ‘Yes, but Boxer’s a loner. No friends, no relatives, not as far as we know. He’s a cold one. It’s out of character.’

      ‘What do you think it means?’

      Faz processed what he’d seen. The handshakes and embraces were warm, meaningful. As if the parting held some significance for all three men. It was a common scene experienced by most, usually at airports or train stations, and Faz suddenly realised its significance.

      He looked at Max as a sudden jolt of fear made his heart race.

      ‘I think they were saying goodbye.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            4:17PM

          

          MORDEN UNDERGROUND STATION

        

      

    

    
      Boxer hurried towards the station, his heart racing.

      Finally, the day of days had dawned.

      He’d felt his burner vibrate during prayers, and his spirits had soared when he’d read the coded text message. The others had also received their coded signals, and it was all they could do to keep their parting as low-key as possible.

      But they would meet again in paradise before the sun had set.

      In the caliphate, they had selected Boxer for a special task. He knew it involved driving because they’d told him so, and because he had excelled in driving skills around the ruins of Aleppo. The impending mission would also result in his death, and that filled Boxer with pride. He had recorded a parting message for his family. He had attended his last prayer session.

      Now it was time.

      He entered the tube station and tapped his travel card at the gate. Down on the platform, the station was quiet, but that was to be expected. Morden was the southernmost stop on the Northern line and at this hour, most commuters would travel in the opposite direction. 

      A northbound train waited on the platform. Normally, Boxer would enter the first available carriage, but today he continued towards the front of the train. Employing his anti-surveillance training, he turned around in mid-stride and doubled back.

      There were two people behind him on the platform. One was an old woman laden with shopping bags, puffing her way onto an empty carriage. The other, a white man in his late twenties, continued towards him. He wore a baseball cap, jacket, jeans and running shoes. Boxer made a show of checking the passenger display above his head. The man veered off and hopped aboard the train half-way up the platform.

      Boxer continued towards the front of the train and entered the empty carriage behind the driver’s compartment. He took a seat facing the platform and presently the doors hissed shut. The train lurched forward, accelerating into the tunnel. 

      Glancing to his right, he searched the rows of empty carriages as they rocked and swayed through the darkness. He noticed the man in the baseball cap, two carriages down, staring at his phone.

      Boxer tried to work out what carriage Baseball Cap had got on. He was sure it wasn’t the one he was in now. The man must have used the interconnecting doors to work his way towards the front of the train. If that was the case, then Boxer might have a tail. Or he could just be paranoid. But his training had taught him to be paranoid.

      Everyone was a potential agent of the law.

      I’ll know soon enough.

      The train continued its journey, rattling beneath southwest London, the carriages becoming more crowded with each stop. The carriage intercom hissed and crackled.

      ‘The next station is Clapham Common.’

      His home station. Boxer stood up and glanced to his right. Two carriages down, Baseball Cap was also on his feet. The train hissed to a stop at Clapham Common. Boxer got off. Baseball Cap got off too. Boxer cursed. 

      He lost himself in amongst the other passengers, headed towards the stairs. Baseball Cap would be somewhere behind him. Boxer felt certain the man was an agent.

      Warning beeps echoed around the concourse—the tube doors were about to close. As Boxer reached the stairs, he pushed his way through the crowd and hopped back onto the northbound train. The doors rattled closed. For a moment, he locked eyes with Baseball Cap.

      They both knew. 

      The train rumbled towards Clapham North station. Boxer found a seat and pondered his predicament. So, he was being followed, but for how long and by whom? The police? Security services? Boxer cursed under his breath. He lived a simple life, mundane, predictable. He felt confident he’d aroused no suspicion. Yet they were on to him. 

      The train slowed, pulling into the next station. Boxer took out his burner and jammed the device down the side of the seat. He stood up, waiting for the doors to open.

      When they did, he moved further up the platform and re-boarded the train.

      

      Faz tapped Max on the shoulder as the van approached Clapham Common station. 

      ‘I can’t hear him. Put him on speaker.’ 

      Max flipped a switch on the comms panel over his head and turned up the volume. The speaker crackled. 

      ‘—Kilo Three, Boxer is loose. I’m outside the tube station.’

      Max pointed through the windscreen. ‘There he is.’

      He stopped by the kerb. Kilo Three jumped aboard, puffing from his sprint up the station stairs. 

      ‘He clocked me and re-boarded the train, headed northbound,’ he said. 

      Faz’s gut feeling told him something bad was in progress. He climbed over into the front passenger seat and keyed his radio. 

      ‘Control this is Kilo-Seven. Request immediate CCTV track on surveillance target Boxer, currently riding a northbound Northern Line train from Clapham Common. Next stop, Clapham North.’ 

      Overhead, the speaker hissed its response. ‘Copy that, Kilo-Seven. Wait Out.’ 

      Wait out? Since when did control keep him waiting for a tracking request? ‘Control, Kilo-Seven, requesting priority reacquisition, over.’

      The speaker hissed again. The stress in the controller’s voice was clear. ‘Kilo-Seven, standby,’ she said. ‘We’ve lost over thirty targets in the last ten minutes. We’ll get to you as fast as we can, over.’

      Faz’s gut turned to ice.

      

      At Stockwell station, Boxer left the train and took the stairs up to the busy ticket hall. A tall, clean-shaven white man wearing a hooded sweatshirt and jeans stood by the barrier, searching the faces coming up the escalator. He saw Boxer and nodded. Boxer veered towards him, pushing through the crowd. 

      ‘Hey! Watch where ya going, bruv!’ 

      Boxer ignored the indignant black man and tapped through the ticket barrier. He followed the Hoodie out of the station and into bright sunlight, turning left onto Binfield Road. The Hoodie let Boxer catch up. 

      ‘Any problems?’ he asked as they walked along the side road.

      ‘I was followed,’ replied Boxer. He described his journey, leaving nothing out. 

      ‘That’s it?’

      ‘Yes, I⁠—’ 

      ‘Oi, you!’ 

      The voice boomed behind them. The black man from the station was marching towards them. 

      The Hoodie slipped a hand under his sweatshirt. He turned to Boxer. ‘Don’t say a word.’

      The black man was in his early twenties, tall and muscular. And he was angry. Without breaking stride, he planted both hands in Boxer’s chest and shoved hard, sending him stumbling onto the ground. The Hoodie stepped sideways, caught off-guard by the sudden attack. The black man ignored him, looming over Boxer, and jabbing a thick finger in his face. 

      ‘Who the fuck d’you think you’re messing with?’

      Boxer’s eyes blazed with anger. He could smell the man’s disgusting breath, felt the angry spittle on his skin. He tried to get up, but the black man raised his fist. 

      ‘Stay down, bitch! Unless you want⁠—’

      CRACK!

      The bullet blew the side of the man’s head out. He collapsed at Boxer’s feet, the gaping pink hole pumping blood onto the pavement. The Hoodie grabbed Boxer’s hand and dragged him to his feet. Behind them, a scream split the air.

      ‘Move!’ 

      He shoved Boxer forward. They hurried towards the next junction, crossing the road, and dodging the early evening traffic. The Hoodie pointed to a Ford saloon car parked in a leafy side street. There was a man behind the wheel and the engine was running. 

      ‘Get in.’

      Boxer slid into the back while the Hoodie took the front seat, the gun still in his hand. The car pulled away from the kerb and turned down another side street, heading towards the city.

      In the distance, Boxer heard the rising wail of a police siren.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            4:58 PM

          

          10 DOWNING STREET

        

      

    

    
      Harry was alone in the Cabinet Room, poring over his notes in preparation for the evening’s engagement with Ambassador Terry Fitzgerald.

      Although he had his own private office in the building, the Cabinet Room exuded a certain gravitas that sharpened his mind for the task at hand. His workflow was interrupted by a tap at the door and David Fuller entered the room.

      ‘David. What is it?’

      ‘Sorry to disturb, Harry, but something’s come up. An urgent security matter.’

      ‘How urgent?’ Harry asked, still leafing through his notes.

      ‘Security is saying a number of surveillance targets have disappeared. They’re concerned.’

      Harry put down his pen. ‘What targets?’

      ‘They didn’t say. They want to brief you downstairs at five.’

      ‘I see. You’d best get Peter over here, asap.’ Peter Noonan was Harry’s deputy PM, a close ally with a cool head in any crisis.

      ‘He’s in Mayfair, giving a speech, at the Press Club. You want me to pull him out?’

      Harry shook his head. ‘If he was anywhere else, I’d say yes. What time is he due to finish?’

      ‘Five-thirty.’

      ‘Get a message to him, discreetly please, David. I want him here as soon as he’s done.’

      Fuller left the room. Harry speed-dialled his wife’s number.

      ‘Hi, darling. How are things at Greenwich?’

      ‘Good. They barely noticed your absence.’

      Harry smiled despite himself. In the background, he could hear the hubbub of conversation. He kept his tone casual. ‘What time are you finishing?’

      ‘Thirty minutes or so.’

      He checked his watch. ‘Can you wrap it up early? And call me when you’re on your way home.’

      There was a pause on the line. ‘Is everything alright?’

      ‘Of course,’ he lied, trying to sound casual. ‘A change in tonight’s schedule, that’s all. Can you put Matt on the line, please? I’d like a quick word.’

      He waited while the phone was passed to Matt Goodge, a detective sergeant in Ellen’s security team.

      ‘Sir?’

      Harry kept his voice low. ‘You’ve heard about this security threat?’

      ‘Just getting the details now, sir.’

      ‘I want my wife out of there, Matt. Do it calmly and quietly, and get her back here as soon as possible, do you understand?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Harry ended the call and glanced at his notes, an untidy scrawl of talking points and bullet lists. He cursed under his breath. There was never enough time, and now it looked like he’d be unprepared for tonight’s dinner. If this security meeting dragged on, Harry realised he might have to wing it. He cursed again.

      The smart money said that this security scare would turn out to be a waste of everybody’s time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            5:15PM

          

          HAMMERSMITH, WEST LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Ross left his motorcycle in the garage on Ravenscourt Road and walked the mile back to his apartment in Chiswick.

      It was a beautiful afternoon, and he was looking forward to his day off. When he got home, he’d grab his gym gear and go to the club for a workout. After that, he’d wander down to the pub where he’d enjoy a pleasant evening sipping a few beers by the river.

      And maybe he’d ask Lara would join him. 

      Lara Bevan lived on the top-floor of his apartment block, and she’d rocked Ross’s world from the moment he’d set eyes on her. That was a while ago now, and he’d been trying to find an opportunity to ask her out on a date ever since, but fate always played a hand and screwed the timing.

      They’d often pass each other in the hallway, Lara pounding down the stairs, hair wet and late for work, or Ross would be heading out for an evening shift just as Lara arrived home from her job in the city. What brief contact they enjoyed was friendly enough, but Ross felt there was a connection there.

      And when she smiled at him, he was sure Lara felt that spark, too.

      So, it was time to bite the bullet and make his intentions known. If Lara was home this evening, he’d ask her to join him for drinks at the pub. If she wasn’t home, he’d drop a note through her door. Either way, she’d know he was interested, and Ross smiled to himself. Who dares, wins, right?

      He crossed over into King Street and headed south, cutting through the subway under the busy A4 road that carried traffic in and out of west London.

      He reached the peaceful riverside path a few minutes later and made his way home alongside the slow-moving water. It was a longer route, but he wasn’t in a hurry. It was a perfect day to walk.

      He checked his watch and smiled as he thought about the promise of the night to come. 

      It was 5:20 pm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          
            5:31PM

          

          CLAPHAM, SOUTH LONDON

        

      

    

    
      In a side street off Clapham High Road, Faz paced the pavement, phone in hand, trying to get a handle on what was happening elsewhere.

      Max tapped on the windscreen and waved him over to the van. Faz pulled open the side door and jumped in.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Got something on the Met band. A shooting at Stockwell.’

      Faz called the Met’s OCC, and a female voice came on the line.

      ‘BX, go ahead.’

      ‘My callsign is Zulu-Kilo-Seven,’ Faz responded. The Zulu code would identify him as a member of the security services. ‘Duty supervisor, please.’ She patched him through.

      ‘Chief Inspector Dave Greenwood, Ops Commander.’

      ‘My callsign is Zulu-Kilo-Seven, and the day-word is Trammel.’

      ‘Received. How can I help?’

      ‘The shooting incident at Stockwell. I need to see that footage.’

      ‘Standby.’

      A secure link pinged on Faz’s phone a few seconds later. The footage confirmed that Boxer had dumped his surveillance in Clapham only to meet another man further down the line. Alarm bells filled Faz’s head. He spoke into the phone.

      ‘The man on the left of that footage is a surveillance target. Have you got a location update?’

      ‘A car picked them up on a nearby side street. No vehicle ID yet. We’re checking the cameras on all likely routes out of there. We’ll get a break, just can’t say when.’

      Faz kicked the side door in frustration. Boxer had disappeared. He lifted the phone.

      ‘If you get any more info, call me. We need to find these targets asap.’

      ‘Understood.’

      Faz ended the call. One thing was certain—an operation was underway, and it wasn’t just Boxer involved. There were others out there, all of whom had shaken their surveillance.

      Something big was about to happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          
            5:42PM

          

          CHISWICK, WEST LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Lara Bevan wasn’t sure if it was the car tyres crunching up the gravel driveway or her insistent bladder that woke her from her nap.

      She pulled her knees up and shifted position on the sun lounger, desperately trying to drift off again under the warmth of the early evening sunshine that bathed her balcony. But her bladder was refusing to co-operate. She still felt tired, even after several lazy hours on the sofa, but the hangover that had plagued her that morning had melted away. 

      Her day had started as it always did, with a chirping alarm at 6 am. She’d dragged herself out of bed and headed for the shower. The mirror told its own tale of woe. Lara wasn’t unattractive, though. With shoulder-length dark hair, olive skin, brown eyes, and a good figure, Lara knew she turned a few heads, but her morning reflection was likely to turn a few stomachs.

      The after-work drinks were taking their toll, and she knew she did it because she was bored. She was tired of her job as an insurance broker, of dreary dates with good-looking but shallow men, and lately, she’d become conscious of her ticking biological clock.

      Marriage and family had never featured on her radar, not seriously, but for reasons she couldn’t explain, she found herself staring at other couples in the street, envious of their intimacy. Babies made her want to cry. This wasn’t like her at all. Lara Bevan had always been the envy of her friends; smart, sexy, funny as hell. Compassionate and generous. When you start work in the city, You’ll be fighting them off, they told her.

      And they were right. She drew a lot of attention, and she loved it. Now those friends were married, or partnered up, and all of them were mums. Most were happy. Lara’s heart was empty. What was wrong with her?

      The previous evening was a case in point. Birthday drinks after work had turned into another mid-week, late-night session. Lara had joined the birthday girl and a crowd of friends and co-workers. They’d hit the bars, and later a restaurant, then another bar, then a nightclub.

      Lara knew she should’ve bailed after the meal, but she didn’t. She wanted to meet someone, to lock eyes across a crowded room, to feel a spark, something, anything. Instead, she drank far too much. At three am she was playing pin the tail with her door key.

      Three hours later, her alarm went off, and she was staring at the horror show in the mirror. Skipping work wasn’t an option—she was giving a presentation that morning—so she’d showered and dressed and drank two mugs of coffee.

      She’d stepped outside her Chiswick apartment block into warm sunlight. Transport-wise, the new-build block wasn’t in the most convenient location, but the street was quiet, and the rear gardens backed on to the River Thames. There were worse places to live.

      Sunglasses on, she’d almost made it to the tube station when her head spun, and nausea gripped her stomach. She threw up next to a newsagent waste bin, cheered on by a bunch of school kids. Commuters stared in disgust. A passing van tooted her. Lara retched until her stomach was empty and hurried back home, mortified.

      She spent the rest of the day in bed, watching her iPad and snoozing. Phone calls and texts went unanswered. At 3 pm, she crawled out of bed and made scrambled eggs and toast. She didn’t finish it, but she felt a little better. She picked up a book, a trashy romance novel, and settled on the balcony lounger. After a few pages, the words on the page blurred. Lara was soon asleep. 

      Now, an insistent bladder and the sound of a vehicle in the driveway below had woken her. She crossed the decking and padded to the bathroom. As she passed the kitchen, Lara glanced at the clock on the wall. 

      It was almost quarter to six.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 9


          

          
            5:49PM

          

          10 DOWNING STREET

        

      

    

    
      As far as Harry was concerned, the meeting was breaking new ground.

      None of the politicians in the room had dealt with the spectre of imminent domestic terrorism before. It was an aberration from the past. And yet, here they were. Harry studied the surrounding faces. The politicians looked confused. The others looked deeply troubled. He spread his hands.

      ‘So, we have a situation. The question is, what do we do about it?’

      As the debate kicked off once more, his eyes turned to the geo-political map on the wall, and the vast swathes of green that represented the caliphate’s territory, stretching from the Atlantic to the Himalayas.

      Wazir’s achievements over the last decade were unprecedented, and he now controlled the world’s largest oil and gas markets. He’d brokered energy deals with Russia and China the west could only dream of. European leaders scrambled to pay homage whenever he visited the continent, which wasn’t often, hoping to cut similar deals.

      Other western politicians warned of dangerous dependency and urged their leaders to find alternative sources of fuel and energy, and fast. Publicly, Harry championed the wind farms, solar fields and electric cars of his party’s donors, knowing none of them would provide what the UK needed.

      The Americans used to have the same problems. Past administrations had pursued green policies that had crippled the country. President Mitchell had reversed those policies and had suffered for it, politically and economically. But no longer.

      Harry had heard whispers of something revolutionary. Wall Street markets continued to spike upwards. Mystery and rumour abounded, but the White House was saying nothing.

      Harry had tried to broach the subject with Terry Fitzgerald, but the man was playing his cards close to his chest. Harry wanted to see those cards or get a glimpse at least. Britain needed help, and fast. There was too much at stake, which was why tonight’s meeting was so important.

      Yet here he was, listening to COBRA arguing about domestic terrorism. He cleared his throat, and the voices died away.

      ‘So, is there an immediate threat or isn’t there?’

      ‘Losing a subject isn’t unusual,’ said the MI5 representative, ‘but today we’ve seen multiple disappearances. The odds of that being a coincidence are huge. Something’s in the wind.’

      Deputy Chief of Defence Staff, Brigadier Clive Forsythe, spoke next. ‘The Islamic State’s military exercises are the biggest we’ve ever seen,’ he said. ‘And provocative, as always. Granted, they’re being conducted on the EU’s borders, not ours, but if the boot were on the other foot, our covert special forces would be very active at this point. It’s not a stretch to connect the two.’

      ‘Have you lost your mind?’ 

      Heads around the table swivelled towards the suntanned, balding pate of the Foreign Minister, Geoffrey Cooper. He looked at Harry. ‘Prime Minister, I think we’re overreacting here.’

      ‘Explain,’ Harry said, giving the man his stage and hoping he would fall on his face. Copper was small-minded and arrogant, and deeply unpopular with his staff. Worse, he favoured some international partners over others, often in publicly embarrassing ways. Harry had pencilled him in for a demotion in the next re-shuffle. Cooper had been a bad choice, and as far as diplomacy went, he was also bad for business. 

      Cooper leaned on the table and talked directly at Harry. ‘As you know, I’ve built constructive ties with Baghdad. The respect is mutual. If we target their people, it could have serious diplomatic repercussions.’

      ‘Their people?’ Harry echoed. ‘The targets are British citizens. It’s no one’s business but ours.’

      ‘Citizens, yes, but culturally they’re tied to Baghdad. Some might see this as profiling. Discrimination, in fact.’

      Across the table, the MI5 official bristled. ‘They’re working to a timetable, and they used counter-surveillance techniques to lose their tails. Whatever this is, it’s coordinated.’

      Cooper ignored him and focussed on Harry. ‘I’m urging caution here, Prime Minister. We need Caliph Wazir onside, especially now.’

      ‘The minister has a point,’ said the Metropolitan Police Commissioner. ‘We’ve spent decades trying to rebuild relations between our communities. I’m sure nobody wants to see all that good work undone. We should think long and hard before we act.’

      ‘Hear, hear,’ Cooper said, nodding to the overweight police officer. 

      Harry pinched the bridge of his nose. The commissioner had played into Cooper’s hands, but that was to be expected. The policeman was a political appointee and had driven a desk for most of his uneventful career. Harry pushed his chair back and stood up. The others around the table followed suit. 

      ‘Find those missing people, asap. Commissioner, what’s our current threat level?’

      ‘Low, Prime Minister. No likelihood of an attack.’

      ‘Raise it a level. We’ll worry about hurt feelings later.’ He saw Cooper flush red. ‘And I don’t want to see any media leaks. Let’s raise our guard without raising fears. Thank you, all.’ 

      The attendees filed from the room. Harry used his mobile phone to call his wife. She answered after a single ring.

      ‘Harry? Is everything okay?’

      ‘Yes, of course, darling…’ He saw Cooper hovering and covered the phone with his hand. ‘Wait outside, would you, Geoffrey?’ He turned his back, dismissing him. Fuller ushered the Foreign Secretary out of the room and Harry continued his call. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Not far. Traffic’s horrendous, as usual.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll see you when you get back.’ 

      Out in the corridor, Harry saw Fuller trying to placate a fuming Cooper. The Foreign Secretary pushed past him and stood in front of Harry, his finger wagging.

      ‘Prime Minister, with the greatest respect, I have far more experience⁠—’

      Harry cut him off. ‘I don’t have time for this. Let’s leave security issues to those who know best.’

      ‘You’re making a stupid mistake,’ Cooper snapped back, his face boiling with anger.

      Harry stepped closer. ‘Watch your step, Geoff.’ 

      Cooper bit his lip and pivoted. ‘All I’m saying is⁠—’

      ‘I’ll see you at the Grosvenor.’ Harry turned on his heel and trotted up the steps to Number Ten.

      

      Cooper’s eyes burned into Beecham’s departing back. Fuller smiled. 

      ‘Harry is under a lot of pressure right now.’

      The Foreign Secretary glared. ‘Don’t patronise me, you slimy fucking toad. You’re not even a minister, for God’s sake.’

      Fuller’s smile didn’t waver. ‘There’s no call for insults. We’ve both got jobs to do and I’m afraid I’ve neglected mine for too long today. Now, if you’ll excuse me.’ 

      Fuller headed for the stairs. Cooper couldn’t resist a parting shot. 

      ‘He’s making a mistake. If he pisses Baghdad off, it’ll undo everything I’ve accomplished. I’m going to put this fire out before it takes hold.’ 

      Fuller paused on the stairs. ‘Don’t do anything rash, Geoffrey.’

      Cooper flicked his wrist. ‘I’m not asking for permission, Fuller, so jog on.’ 

      He disappeared up the stairs into Number Ten. Cooper watched him go, chastising himself for losing his temper. It was a stupid thing to do.

      Especially when there was so much at stake.
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      Cooper marched into his private office and slammed the door behind him.

      He poured himself a brandy to dampen the glowing embers of his temper and dropped into his chair. There was nothing he could do to change the current situation. He had to let it play out, but whatever the outcome, he would have to undertake some damage control.

      He winced as he thought back to the briefing. It was a stupid move to doorstep Harry, and he’d overplayed his hand with Fuller. It wasn’t the first time.

      Cooper knew he’d made a few mistakes during his tenure as Foreign Secretary, but no more or less than previous holders of the post. He’d had to grovel to Harry Beecham twice just to keep his job, a role that Cooper was determined to keep. He enjoyed the status, the deference of others, the sumptuous banquets, the first-class trips abroad. And more than anything else, he enjoyed his relationship with the Islamic State. 

      He’d worked hard on that front, eager to ingratiate himself with Baghdad, hoping they might toss the UK a few trade crumbs. He’d managed a few minor concessions, but it wasn’t much. Instead, Cooper believed he’d made progress on a personal level.

      He had a good relationship with the caliphate ambassador in London, and he’d been to the embassy many times, a beautifully renovated Georgian building on Kensington Gore. Whether on business or social occasions, Cooper always took full advantage of the superb cuisine and expensive wines, an indulgence reserved only for the embassy’s non-religious guests.

      Yes, Geoffrey Cooper enjoyed a close, personal relationship with the Islamic State. They knew he was a man of importance, and they listened to him, really listened. When Cooper was alone with the ambassador, he liked to share his personal political ambitions. And after too many glasses of the embassy’s impressive Burgundy, his private dreams. 

      One dream, above all—an audience with His Holiness Mohammed Wazir, chief cleric of the Islamic State and supreme ruler of the caliphate. Before Harry got the chance, if they could arrange it. Because the British Prime Minister was no friend of the caliphate, Cooper had told the ambassador frequently.

      It was Geoffrey Cooper they could trust.

      

      His involvement with the Islamic State began when Harry had promoted him to secretary for trade and industry.

      He’d flown to Egypt for a conference, landing at Cairo International Airport. It was the only hub that Europeans could fly into, no matter where their destination was. From Cairo, travellers would continue their journey by state airline, bus or train.

      Non-caliphate citizens could not travel without visas, which were hard to get, even for someone of Cooper’s stature. They had shut down the tourist industry, and the sites at Luxor, the Pyramids, the Great Temple of Petra in Jordan, were all closed to foreigners under preservation orders. Cooper had publicly supported the move shortly after Wazir had risen to power, but his fawning tweets had fallen on deaf ears.

      He refilled his brandy glass, yanked open a desk drawer and kicked his feet up. He remembered the meetings in government buildings and city hotels, all handled by emissaries, local dignitaries or other representatives. To Cooper’s increasing frustration, Wazir never showed his face. The man was a virtual recluse, and Cairo a dead end.

      There were rumours that the Big Man lived in an ancient caliphate fort on the shores of the Persian Gulf. Or a desert palace in the hills of Jabal Sawda. Never the same place twice, they said. Cooper figured Wazir hadn’t built the enormous white marble pyramid in Baghdad for nothing, and he believed the transformed city was where the caliph spent most of his time.

      Foreign governments had extended invitations to the caliph, Britain included, but he’d always refused them. Wazir’s responsibilities were to his people and the caliphate. He didn’t soil his hands with the grubby business of international politics.

      But his image was everywhere; on roadside hoardings, building murals, bus stops, train stations, in cheap frames behind shop counters. The slight, bespectacled Wazir, head held high in profile, looking bravely into the future. Beloved by his people. And invisible. The man was an enigma, a mystery. He was also the key to Geoffrey Cooper’s future. 

      He swallowed another mouthful of brandy and smiled, recalling the trip that changed his fortunes. The speech he’d delivered to the Alexandria conference had been a litany of flowery endorsements of Wazir, and the local delegates had applauded him. When they’d invited him to the palace resort of Sharm El Sheikh, Cooper had nearly fainted. Finally!

      He’d called Harry in London, and Cooper had dangled the carrot of a meeting with Wazir. Harry fell for it, and a day later they flew Cooper into the desert by helicopter, along with his secretary and personal aide. He’d dispensed with his British bodyguard, his safety guaranteed by his hosts.

      They flew over the beaches of Sharm-El-Sheikh, where coastal hotels and beaches lay empty. In the harbour, trawlers had replaced the tourist dive boats and jet skis.

      Further inland, desalination plants pumped fresh water via underground irrigation networks, transforming the surrounding desert into a vast patchwork of crop fields and fertile land. Life had literally sprung up from the desert floor. Cooper recalled being stunned by the transformation.

      The helicopter landed on a raised helipad above the trees of a vast oasis. As the rotors wound down, a small welcoming committee escorted Cooper and his aides into an elevator that took them down to the oasis floor.

      An electric buggy waited, and it whisked them along asphalt paths beneath the trees. Cooper delighted in watching colourful birds flit between the palms, diving and swooping around the cool waters of gurgling streams and deep rock pools. One or two European diplomats had been here before, but he was the first Brit. 

      The buggy left the oasis behind, and Cooper caught his first sight of the palace, a seven-storey circular building constructed of enormous limestone blocks with a huge, flaming brazier at its pinnacle, rumoured to be visible for fifty kilometres. Manicured gardens surrounded a building designed and built specifically for the accommodation and entertainment of special guests of the caliphate.

      Cooper knew that an invitation here meant they wanted to do business.

      The buggy stopped beneath a stone portico, and caliphate officials welcomed Cooper’s party inside the towering glass and limestone atrium. Cooper shook hands and posed for photographs, his beaming smile genuine.

      They escorted him to a private suite on the top floor, a sumptuous, ornate apartment decorated with expensive furniture. The bathroom was enormous, and Cooper washed off the dust of his journey with a long shower and jacuzzi. He sat in a robe on the balcony and saw the distant Red Sea shimmer beneath the warm rays of the setting sun. 

      After dressing in the black silk djellaba gown provided, a young female escorted Cooper through the ornate gardens to an outdoor dining area lit by candles. Cooper mingled with the dozen businessmen and caliphate politicians already there. They sat around a low wooden table, propped up on mounds of large silk cushions.

      As night fell, the song of exotic birds accompanied the quartet of musicians performing in the background. Overhead, a billion stars created a setting that bore no recent comparison for Cooper. It was surreal. Magical.

      The guests feasted on curried soups, roasted chickens and succulent fish, washed down with crisp white wines and rich reds served by attractive young women in traditional Arabic dress. His caliphate hosts steered the conversation, ensuring that stomachs were full and glasses topped up, and after dinner, Cooper found himself engaged in debate with a Turkish businessman and a Spanish diplomat. The Turk was baiting the Spaniard about his country’s policies towards immigrants from North Africa and Cooper was keen to hear the Spanish line. Immigration was a huge issue in Europe.

      And that’s when he’d heard her sweet voice for the very first time. 

      ‘Would you like a refill, sir?’

      From his nest of cushions, Cooper glanced up and saw the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. Warm brown eyes, a face framed by dark ringlets, a smile wide and white, and flawless skin. Cooper held out his glass, speechless in her presence. As she leaned over to fill his glass, Cooper’s eyes lingered on her deep, full cleavage. 

      ‘If there is anything else you require, please ask.’

      Her voice was low and throaty. Cooper stared into the dark pools of her eyes and was lost. He mumbled something, and she smiled and drifted away, tending to the other guests but stealing an occasional glance at him. The surrounding conversation was no longer important. It was background noise that failed to distract him from this vision of beauty.

      Then she was gone.

      Cooper wanted to inquire about her but feared the offence it might cause. When he retired for the evening, sleep evaded him for hours. When it finally found him, he dreamt of her. 

      The next day, he joined the other guests on a guided tour to the coast. On a low bluff, they entered a foot tunnel that sloped beneath the sand to an elevator room. A lift transported them fifty metres down to an auditorium, and for a moment Cooper forgot about the girl. 

      The amphitheatre lay on the seabed, its curved walls and domed roof made of glass. Outside, the clear blue waters of the Red Sea teemed with aquatic life, and rock walls on either side towered above them, their craggy surfaces festooned with marine vegetation that swayed in the shifting currents.

      Shoals of shimmering fish danced through the water, and a tiger shark beat its tail towards them, slowing as it passed the wide-eyed humans watching from the other side of the glass. The shark bumped its snout and Cooper took an involuntary step backwards. A killer, a man-eater, at least 14 feet long, its black eye staring back at him. Then, with a bored flick of its tail, it swam away, fading into the distance.

      Cooper remembered the moment well. He also remembered when he saw the girl again. It was later the same day, after lunch. The others had gone to visit a desalination plant on the coast. Cooper had explored the oasis instead. He was deep in the trees when he saw her. 

      He caught a movement, and there she was, crouched in a small clearing, picking flowers and placing them in a basket. She saw him and her face lit up. Cooper’s heart raced. She told him her name was Zara. She said he had a handsome face and kind eyes.

      Cooper was captivated. He spent the rest of the afternoon walking by her side, talking of their lives and what had brought them both to Sharm-El-Sheikh. Zara was there by dint of her linguistic skills. She spoke English, French and Spanish. She knew that Geoffrey Cooper was an intelligent and powerful man, and she’d seen him many times on the TV.

      He was also handsome, she’d said, and felt drawn to him. By the time they parted, Cooper believed that what he felt wasn’t just lust. It was love.

      At dinner that night, she passed him a note. Later, he met her in a secluded glade, and they rode horses out into the nearby desert. Zara led him beyond the oasis and into the wilderness. They built a fire and drank sweet tea beneath the black dome of the night sky. Her hand found his, and she kissed him with a passion he’d forgotten existed. She told him she felt it too and gave herself to him.

      A short time afterwards, he held her under the blanket as they watched the stars. They both knew their love was dangerous and vowed to keep it a secret. 

      Leaving the palace proved to be a painful experience for Cooper. Zara was nowhere to be found, and he didn’t dare look for her. He thanked his hosts for their hospitality, a smile frozen on his face. Inside, his heart was breaking as he boarded the waiting helicopter. Twenty-four hours later, he was back in London, as miserable as he’d ever been. 

      The weeks passed, and his mood worsened. But three months later he woke to the most wonderful news—Foreign Secretary Robin Ashcroft had died of heart failure, and Cooper was to replace him.

      He was overjoyed and reached out to his friends in the caliphate. An official visit was scheduled, destination Cairo. Cooper did the diplomatic rounds and had to work hard to contain his excitement when he was invited back to Sharm-El-Sheikh. 

      The next day, he watched from his window seat as the aircraft circled the oasis helipad, his own head spinning. There was no sign of Zara at dinner that night, and as he lay despondently beneath the silk sheets of his enormous bed, he heard tapping on his suite door. He slipped on a robe and crossed the marble floor.

      He cracked open the door and his heart leapt. 

      Zara led him to the bed, and Cooper’s life was complete. For a young, unmarried girl, she displayed a surprising wealth of sexual expertise and Cooper made a mental note to get back into the gym. As the first rays of sun streaked across the horizon, they both succumbed to a deep sleep.

      He awoke hours later to find her gone. On the pillow was a handwritten note—Meet me at the oasis. Noon. By the waterfall. Love, Z. 

      In the blistering heat of the day, Cooper wandered into the oasis and followed the paths to the rocky waterfall, where a crystal-clear stream cascaded twenty feet into a deep pool. Zara appeared from the treeline and they kissed. But then she pulled away, and Cooper saw her tears. They had reassigned her to a language school outside Beirut. They would never see each other again.

      Cooper was crushed. He held her close, never wanting to let go. For the first time in his life, he felt truly happy, and now they were banishing her. Despite his position, Cooper was powerless to act. How could fate be so cruel? 

      There must be a way, he asked her. Maybe, she said, and Cooper’s heart had soared. As Zara spoke, his face drained of colour. When she’d finished, he let go of her hands.

      Spying?

      Not spying. Information. 

      Cooper’s instincts told him to walk away, but his emotions held him prisoner. Zara explained her supervisors rewarded the servants with privileges for information about the guests. Sometimes it was money, or a trip to the west. Where a person could disappear.

      Cooper struggled with uncertainty. Zara was ashamed. She apologised and vowed never to bother him again. Before he could stop her, she’d fled into the trees. Cooper’s mind was in turmoil. Spying. That’s what it was. He couldn’t betray his country, could he? 

      He thought about past scandals, the damage that traitors like Burgess and McLean had inflicted on the establishment. And the others, the whistleblowers from MI5 and MI6, who’d spilled their guts all over the media. People had short memories, especially in politics. So how would history remember Geoffrey Cooper? A loyal and respected party member? Successful trade secretary? He thought not. A tough, uncompromising Foreign Secretary? Maybe. If he secured an audience with Wazir, well, things would certainly be different⁠— 

      He jolted as if stung. That was it! He raced through the trees until he caught up with Zara. He was panting hard, unused to the physical exertion. She pleaded with him to accept the inevitable. There was no future for them. They should not torment themselves. So Cooper explained. 

      If the information was good enough, could it buy him an audience with the caliph? And would they allow her to go to London? An excited Zara said she would talk to her superior.

      That night, Cooper sat alone in his suite, barely touching his food. Zara came to him just after midnight. Her superiors had agreed, but with conditions. If it all worked out, they would allow her to travel to London. And if the information Cooper supplied was good enough, an audience with Wazir would be considered. 

      Cooper was ecstatic. He would make his mark on history and spend his life with Zara. As Foreign Secretary, he was privy to thousands of documents, most of which had little or no intelligence value. He would throw them a few bones, maybe even cut and paste some declassified trade documents.

      Whatever he gave them, he’d make sure the country couldn’t be harmed. Maybe he’d throw in a little court gossip, too. Fuller was a suitable candidate for a smear campaign.

      His mind was made up. Zara was overjoyed and spent the last two nights of his stay in his bed.

      

      The man’s name was Ali, and he was a trade affairs under-secretary. Cooper met him three weeks later, at a reception at the Kensington embassy. At the end of the evening, Ali had approached Cooper. He was a slim, bearded man in his early forties, and as they shook hands, he muttered under his breath.

      ‘Zara sends her love.’

      Cooper could have cried with joy. When his official car arrived outside the embassy, Ali escorted him down the steps. He grasped Cooper’s hand. 

      ‘It was good to see you, Foreign Secretary.’

      In the back seat of his limousine, Cooper found a letter inside his coat pocket. When he returned to his official residence in St. James’s, he hurried to his private study and slit the envelope open with a letter knife. His heart raced as he read Zara’s words.

      I miss you terribly. My body aches for yours… 

      He loosened his tie. He could smell the scent of her skin, taste her lips.

      Trust in Ali. He is a friend and ally. The key to our future happiness.

      Cooper met Ali two days later at an exclusive health club in Mayfair. They sat in the empty steam room, and it was Cooper, a white towel wrapped around his ample waist, who broke the silence. ‘So, how does this work? Remember, I’m surrounded by people most of the day. It’ll be very hard to slip out.’ 

      Ali laughed as he swiped a hand across the glass door. Outside, the locker room was empty. ‘This isn’t the sixties, Geoff. We won’t be taping letters under park benches or anything like that.’

      Cooper bristled at the informality but kept his mouth shut as Ali continued.

      ‘It’s all very simple these days. I’ve got a small USB device. All you do is plug it in to whatever computer you’re using and that’s it.’ 

      Despite the heat, Cooper felt a shiver as the reality of his betrayal dawned on him. He loved Zara, but did he love her enough to commit espionage? Yes, he did.

      And the world had changed. A hundred years ago, the state executed traitors. Now they got lucrative media deals. What was patriotism, anyway? Nothing more than an obsolete notion from a bygone era. And if by some chance they caught him, he’d spin it into the greatest love story ever told. The talk shows would lap it up.

      Cooper nodded. ‘USB, eh? Sounds simple enough.’

      Ali reached out and squeezed Cooper’s sweaty shoulder. ‘Any information you bring us will only be used if it’s mutually beneficial. You have my word on that.’

      ‘That’s reassuring.’ 

      The younger man stood. ‘I should go. Give it a few minutes before you leave.’

      ‘This thing in my computer, what does it do?’ asked Cooper. 

      Ali dismissed the inquiry with a wave of his hand. ‘It will mask your IP address, cover your tracks. Allows you to look at anything you like without leaving a footprint. I can give you a full technical brief if you’d like.’

      Cooper shook his head, the sweat rolling down his face. ‘When will I see Zara?’

      ‘It depends on what you give us. It’s a risk-reward deal. Think about it.’

      Cooper left the club an hour later. Back in his ministerial office in Whitehall, Cooper locked the door and clicked the small device into a USB port at the back of his computer. A tiny green light blinked on, and Cooper used a blob of hand sanitiser to wipe his prints off it.

      He sat down behind his desk. If discovered, he’d deny all knowledge of it. That would be his first line of defence. Once Zara was in the UK, he’d throw the thing in the Thames.

      On the screen, the cursor flashed. He typed in his government ID and password and set about the business of the day.

      

      A mile away across the Thames, on the 5th floor of a commercial office building in Waterloo, two men sat behind a large desk, reading newspapers and drinking coffee, each of them keeping a vigilant eye on a single lifeless computer screen.

      On that screen, a cursor blinked, the only sign that the system was drawing power. The surrounding office was empty, hired through a bogus front company on a long-term lease, and comprised a single desk, two chairs, and a telephone. The men had water, snacks and sandwiches, and there were two sleeping bags spread out on foam roll mats. They were told they wouldn’t have long to wait. A day. Maybe two. 

      And so it had proved. 

      The blank computer screen sprang into life and lines of coded information began scrolling at a rapid rate.

      Armed with powerful laptop computers, the men went to work as they snatched Cooper’s login details and uploaded a sophisticated software program to the Whitehall network.

      There it discovered the remote systems beyond Cooper’s office, mapping out the LANs and WANs, the data farms and the internal file structures of the massive, integrated government and defence systems across the river. Cooper gave them the Foreign Office. He gave them Cabinet too, and the Defence Secretary. That individual gave them the MOD and the keys to the kingdom; budgets, strategy documents, briefing papers, naval and air assets, civil emergency planning, troop deployments, manning records, reservist quotas, infrastructure, munitions dumps…everything they needed. 

      In the following months, the transmitter connected to Cooper’s computer continued to squirt enormous amounts of sensitive information through an undetected firewall and across the river to the men in Waterloo.

      And from there, to the military planners in Baghdad.

      

      Cooper tossed back the rest of his brandy and put his glass down. Behind him, his computer hummed away, the dongle still attached to its rear USB port. Three months had passed since he’d plugged it in and since then, Ali had repeated the same mantra…

      Just a few more weeks, Geoff. Zara will be here soon, Geoff. I promise, Geoff. 

      Until yesterday. Yesterday, Ali had said days.

      But Harry’s ham-fisted surveillance and paranoia could ruin everything. He had to nip it in the bud, push for that elusive meeting with the caliph, force Harry to back down. But first, he had to let Ali know what was coming down the pipe and limit any potential fallout.

      If anyone could finesse his way out of trouble, it was Geoffrey Cooper.
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