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      To Tristan and Barty

      
   
      
      
Author’s note


      
      In a work of fiction it will be no surprise to anyone that none of the characters in this book are other than the product
         of my imagination. If there are any resemblances to any living persons, they are entirely accidental and unintended. Equally
         readers will appreciate that for obvious reasons I have deliberately disguised a number of technical details of the composition
         of the explosives.

   
      
      
1


      
      Stratton climbed from a local taxi outside a row of detached homes just off the Wareham road in Poole, Dorset, paid the driver,
         and headed along a gravel track towards the front door of the largest house. His battered old leather jacket was draped over
         an arm in the crook of which he held a bottle of inexpensive wine. A large present splendidly finished off with a red-ribbon
         bow rested in the other. Stratton owned a car, an eight-year-old Jeep that he’d had for several years, but he had been away
         on an assignment for the past three months and when he’d tried to start it that morning for the first time since his return
         the engine wouldn’t turn over. He wasted little time with it, refusing to squander his first day home tinkering with his ride,
         so he called a mate in the camp’s motor transport department who said he would take a look at it the following day. Then Stratton
         spent the morning shopping for a new pair of trousers, a shirt and a pair of shoes, getting a trim for his tussled dark hair,
         and generally being self-indulgent.
      

      
      Spending a day shopping in Bournemouth, or anywhere for that matter, was not normal for Stratton, and devoting that amount
         of time to his personal attire and appearance was downright unusual. This man could never be accused of hedonism by anyone
         who knew him: in fact, in higher circles, specifically among his bosses in the SBS and Military Intelligence, he was considered
         unkempt. That was not a complaint, of course, not from those he worked for directly. It was an unkempt world he operated in and Stratton could often be found in its darkest and most dingy parts.
      

      
      Stratton could not say for sure why he had woken up that morning feeling entitled to a day of decad ence. But he assumed it
         had a lot to do with having spent the last phase of a boring operation holed up in a camouflaged observation position in a
         pile of large, unstable boulders on the side of a mountain overlooking the summit of a ski lift a few miles outside the town
         of Almaty, Kazakhstan. He’d been waiting for a caravan bringing a supply of heroin over the mountain range from Afghanistan.
      

      
      Drug smuggling was not Stratton’s usual area of operation but it was true to say that anyone who worked in anti-terrorism
         ops was by default connected with the drug-smuggling business. Finally, after three weeks of eating American MREs (meals ready
         to eat), getting a hot drink only during daylight hours for tactical reasons and breathing air with a markedly reduced oxygen
         content due to the altitude, the caravan had finally arrived and Stratton had carried out his task – which was to do nothing
         more than film it. He was glad that the task had not gone on any longer and that he had made it back home, and on this day
         in particular. It was Josh Penton’s birthday, a six-year-old boy whom Stratton had known since the day the kid had been born,
         son to one of his oldest friends in the SBS – and Stratton’s godson.
      

      
      There were a number of cars jammed along the usually quiet gravel drive and as Stratton approached the front door he could
         see several people in the large kitchen. As he raised the hand with the wine in it to push the front doorbell the door opened.
         Jack was standing in the hallway looking somewhat sombre and holding a bottle of beer, which he immediately thrust at Stratton.
      

      
      ‘You’re adrift,’ Jack said accusingly.

      
      ‘Car wouldn’t start,’ replied Stratton with equal gravity.

      
      ‘We don’t accept excuses in this business. Take the bottle and drink the contents.’

      
      ‘You’re a beer behind, laddy,’ a voice barked behind Jack. It was Smiv, a tall, red-headed Scotsman with a bull neck and a
         build to match.
      

      
      Jack pushed the beer closer to Stratton, frowning. ‘Refusing will not help your case,’ he said.

      
      ‘It’s not even one o’clock,’ Stratton pleaded.

      
      Jock and Smiv were joined by Bracken, a dark-haired hombre-moustachioed brute whom many called Turk because of his highly suspect ancestry, a heritage which he flatly denied. ‘How’s
         it going, Stratton?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘He’s a beer behind,’ Smiv told Bracken.

      
      ‘That right?’ Bracken said as he put a bottle to his lips and took a swig. ‘Who does he think he is?’

      
      Stratton rolled his eyes, took the bottle and put it to his lips.

      
      ‘You don’t get in this door until that’s emptied,’ Jack added.

      
      Stratton sighed, tipped back his head, and slowly emptied the glass container, not as adept as most at divesting a bottle
         of its contents in one go. He handed it back to Jack who beamed as if all negative issues had been suddenly resolved.
      

      
      ‘Come inside,’ Jack said, stepping back to allow Stratton entry. As he closed the door he gave Stratton a bear-hug, then stepped
         back to look him over. ‘Everything in order? No bits missing?’
      

      
      ‘No. The most boring job I think I’ve ever done. I had piles from sitting on cold, damp rocks for a couple of weeks, but other-wise no complaints.’
      

      
      ‘Always take a packet of Anusols with you on ops,’ Smiv advised like an old sage.

      
      ‘Might as well shove ’em up your arse, all the good they do,’ Bracken chimed in as he took another swig from his bottle.

      
      ‘Sad thing is he’s serious,’ Smiv confided to the others.

      
      ‘Go say hello to Sally,’ Jack said, nodding towards the kitchen and taking Stratton’s wine. ‘And then go see Josh. He’s been going on at me all week about when you’re coming home and if
         you’ll be in time for his party.’
      

      
      ‘’E ’asn’t gotta beer again,’ Bracken noted and one was immediately held out to Stratton.

      
      ‘I haven’t had a drink in a month. I’ll be trashed on another of those.’

      
      The other men remained unmoved by his plea, as did the bottle. Stratton took it, rolled his eyes again and went into the kitchen
         where several wives were helping to prepare food.
      

      
      ‘Stratton!’ Sally yelled on seeing him. She quickly put down the tray of sausages that she had just removed from the oven,
         tossed her gloves onto the kitchen counter and hurried over with outstretched arms. ‘Come ’ere, you handsome bastard,’ she
         said, a northern twang discernible even after more than a decade living in the south of the country. ‘We’ve missed yer.’
      

      
      She gave him a bear-hug. Stratton wrapped his laden arms around her, and gave her a fat kiss on the lips.

      
      ‘Doesn’t greet me like that when I come home,’ Jack said, feigning hurt.

      
      ‘’Im or ’er?’ Bracken asked.

      
      ‘Oh, shot op, Jack. ’E gets the same,’ she said to Stratton. ‘Except in lace underwear.’

      
      ‘Ooooh,’ the men cooed in chorus.

      
      ‘I’ll ’ave to try that,’ Bracken said.

      
      ‘She wears the lace underwear,’ Smiv explained.

      
      ‘Oh.’ Bracken nodded, understanding.

      
      ‘Let me take a look at you,’ Sally said, standing back. ‘All in one piece?’

      
      ‘We’ve been through that,’ Jack said, stepping forward and taking over. ‘Now get yourself down and see Josh before she starts
         checking for herself.’
      

      
      Sally gave Jack a little smack on the arm. ‘Go on,’ she said to Stratton. ‘Get down to the garden. I’ll talk to you later. And take that rabble with yer.’
      

      
      Stratton headed through the kitchen to a set of double doors that led out on to a balcony overlooking a large back garden
         surrounded by leylandii. A barbecue was smoking away in a corner where some two dozen adults stood chatting, drinks in their
         hands, and a dozen children. Stratton picked out Josh. The boy was wearing a set of oversized military-camouflage clothes
         and leading several of the children in an attack against an enemy position with his plastic M16 assault rifle.
      

      
      Stratton made his way down a flight of steps to the bottom where a man turning chicken legs on the barbecue saw him. ‘Stratton,’
         he called out.
      

      
      ‘Seaton,’ Stratton replied. ‘Long time no see.’

      
      ‘Fallujah,’ Seaton reminded him, his accent south-east-coast American. ‘What happened to you? You left right after.’

      
      ‘Our job was only to lift Maqari for you guys. Interrogations bore me,’ Stratton said. ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      ‘Well,’ Seaton said, lowering his voice and looking to make sure that no one was within earshot. ‘The job you just came back
         off – you were working for us. Great footage, by the way. Sorry it wasn’t more exciting for you.’
      

      
      ‘That’s how it goes sometimes.’

      
      ‘I’ll make it up to you soon,’ Seaton said.

      
      ‘How soon?’

      
      ‘Pretty soon, I think.’ Seaton winked.

      
      Stratton didn’t know Seaton very well. He was aware that the man was in CIA operations in the Middle East but was not a field
         operative like Stratton.
      

      
      ‘I have a present to deliver,’ Stratton said, holding up the gift.

      
      ‘We’ll catch up later.’

      
      Stratton headed across the garden, wondering what kind of operation it would be that Seaton had hinted would be ‘pretty soon’. But his thoughts were quickly interrupted. Most of the men greeted him as he passed and when Josh saw him he stopped
         in mid-battle and sprinted over at full speed.
      

      
      ‘Stratton!’ he shouted as he dived into his god father’s arms. ‘When’d you get back?’

      
      ‘This morning.’

      
      ‘Where’d you go? Are you allowed to tell?’

      
      ‘Only you, Josh.’

      
      Josh looked around at his mates who had come over to join them. ‘Sorry, guys. Stratton can only tell me.’

      
      The others looked downhearted as Josh pulled Stratton away from them. Stratton crouched so that his and Josh’s heads were
         close together.
      

      
      The other kids looked on jealously as Josh nodded while Stratton talked. Then the boy’s eyes lit up and he looked at Stratton
         in disbelief. ‘True?’ he asked. ‘Bloody ’ellfire,’ he exclaimed, a bit of his mother’s northern accent sneaking into his despite
         the fact that he spent only a few weeks of each year with his grandparents in Manchester.
      

      
      ‘Promise not to tell anyone,’ Stratton asked.

      
      ‘On pain of death,’ Josh said with immense sincerity. Stratton gave him the present and stood up as Jack joined them.

      
      ‘Thanks, Stratton,’ Josh said as he crouched to open the gift, quickly surrounded by his mates.

      
      ‘What crap did you spin him this time?’ Jack said into Stratton’s ear.

      
      ‘I took over a battle from a dying Afghan warlord and led a thousand of his men on a cavalry charge against a band of rogue
         Taliban insurgents coming over the border from Pakistan.’
      

      
      ‘Christ. He probably thinks his dad’s a complete loser while his godfather goes around winning every war single-handed.’

      
      ‘Yup,’ Stratton agreed.

      
      Josh stood up holding the contents of his package. In one hand he held a pakol, a traditional Afghani mujahedin hat, brown and shaped like a large pie, and in the other a Russian Army belt with a black
         buckle from the Second Armoured Division, a relic of Russia’s Afghan war.
      

      
      ‘What are they?’ Josh asked.

      
      ‘The hat’s from a certain Afghan warlord,’ he said, winking. ‘And the belt’s from a Russian soldier he killed in hand-to-hand
         combat.’
      

      
      ‘Wow!’ Josh exclaimed while his father rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      
      ‘Right. We’ve got a new game,’ Josh said, facing his troops with great seriousness. ‘I’m an Afghan warlord and you’re all
         my men. And we’re going to do a cavalry charge.’ Josh put the hat on, winked at Stratton and then ran away, followed by his
         obedient soldiers.
      

      
      Jack sighed as he watched Josh race off. ‘If I told him you were his real dad he’d just shrug and say, “Okay, see ya, let’s
         go home, Stratton.” ’
      

      
      ‘Stratton?’ a voice called out from behind.

      
      Stratton turned to see Bracken, Smiv and Smudge walking towards him. Smudge was a lanky SBS operative with an unusually large
         nose not unlike the keel of a yacht, and in his hand was a small green plastic briefcase.
      

      
      ‘I think I’ve got you this time,’ Smudge said.

      
      ‘Got me?’

      
      ‘Party trick,’ Smudge said, holding up the green briefcase. ‘I brought the fat.’

      
      ‘Here?’ Stratton exclaimed. ‘You must be joking.’

      
      ‘Joke I do not … Over here,’ Smudge said, heading across the garden.

      
      ‘No,’ Stratton said.

      
      ‘Just take a look,’ Smudge urged. ‘Come on – I’ve got some money to win back.’

      
      ‘Go on, Stratton,’ Bracken said. ‘At least take a look. It’s a good one.’
      

      
      Stratton looked at Jack who simply shrugged, evidently in on whatever was going on.

      
      Stratton reluctantly followed the group to the far corner of the garden where a small table stood all on its own. In the centre
         was a small tower of glass made of an empty champagne bottle and a slender champagne flute balanced upright on top of it.
      

      
      They all stared at it in silence, the others glancing between Stratton and the table as if he knew what this was all about.

      
      ‘I don’t get it,’ Stratton finally said.

      
      ‘You’ve got to get the glass inside the bottle,’ Smudge revealed.

      
      ‘What?’ Stratton asked, unsure whether he had heard correctly.

      
      ‘The champagne glass inside the bottle … May I remind you that you were the one who said that the use of explosives was
         not brutality but a delicate science and that with the right formula and chemistry anything could be achieved.’
      

      
      ‘I never said that.’

      
      ‘Something like that,’ Smudge insisted.

      
      ‘The universe was started with a big bang,’ Bracken commented. The others ignored him.

      
      ‘All you have to do is get the glass into the bottle,’ Smudge repeated. ‘And there has to be a recognisable amount of the
         bottle left.’
      

      
      ‘The glass inside the bottle,’ Stratton said, unable to stop himself from calculating a solution.

      
      ‘One hit only,’ Smudge added, sensing that Stratton might already have a plan.

      
      Stratton looked around at the garden, estimating the dangers. But Smudge was ahead of him.

      
      ‘Everyone goes into the house,’ Smudge said. ‘Won’t be more than like a large banger going off.’

      
      Stratton looked at Jack who shrugged his indifference. Then he peered closely at the bottle and flute again. ‘The glass inside the bottle,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘’E ’as a plan, methinks,’ Bracken said, grinning, the comment denting Smudge’s confidence.

      
      ‘You can’t touch any of the glass other than with fat,’ Smudge said. ‘One explosion, and the flute has to end up inside the
         bottle … You owe me a chance to get my money back.’
      

      
      ‘For what?’ Stratton asked.

      
      ‘That Sunni cleric in Mosul – what was ’is name?’

      
      ‘Mohamed Sah,’ Jack offered.

      
      ‘That’s ’im. You had to blow his car off the street and onto the roof of his house.’

      
      ‘He did that,’ Jack said.

      
      ‘Yeah, but I should’ve won on a technicality,’ Smudge argued. ‘The guy was supposed to have been in it at the time.’

      
      ‘You’re a sore loser, Smudge,’ Smiv chimed in.

      
      ‘I accepted it, didn’t I? I’m moving on. Stratton was the one who said he could do anything with explosives and I’m offering
         him another chance to prove it. What do you say? Double the Mosul bet? Two hundred quid says you can’t do it.’
      

      
      Stratton was more interested in the challenge than the money.

      
      ‘I’ll match Smudge’s two ’undred,’ Bracken said.

      
      ‘I’ll ’ave some of that,’ added Smiv. ‘I can’t see how he can do that.’

      
      ‘You in, Jack?’ Smudge asked.

      
      ‘If Stratton says it can be done,’ Jack said.

      
      They all looked at Stratton who was still studying the problem.

      
      ‘What do you think?’ Smudge asked him.

      
      ‘The question is not if, but how,’ Stratton answered.

      
      ‘No,’ Smudge said, challenging him. ‘The question is, my friend, can you do it?’
      

      
      They watched Stratton study the table, the glass, the air above, and even the surrounding area. Finally he stood back, put
         his hands on his hips, exhaled deeply and nodded to himself.
      

      
      ‘Is that a yes?’ Smudge asked.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Stratton finally said.

      
      Smudge immediately looked concerned. He knew that Stratton was a master when it came to explosives but he was also canny and
         Smudge did not trust him. ‘One bang only,’ he reiterated.
      

      
      Stratton nodded.

      
      ‘No touching any of the glass afterwards,’ Smudge added.

      
      Stratton nodded again.

      
      ‘No picking the glass up with anything and putting it inside the bottle,’ Smudge added, trying to cover every possible catch
         he could think of.
      

      
      ‘No picking the glass up afterwards,’ Stratton said, his eyes never leaving the table as he finalised his solution. ‘Any more
         rules?’
      

      
      Smudge looked around at the others in case they had any to add, hoping that someone had thought of something. But there was
         only silence. ‘Okay,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘I’ll match the two hundred, then,’ Jack said. ‘But my money’s on Stratton.’

      
      ‘Easy money.’ Smudge smirked.

      
      ‘Gotta go with the track record,’ Jack said.

      
      ‘Can I get in on this?’ Seaton asked, making his way into the group.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ Smudge said. ‘’Ow much?’

      
      ‘What’s the going bet?’ the American asked.

      
      ‘Jack has two hundred,’ Smudge said.

      
      ‘Two hundred it is, then,’ Seaton said, getting out his money.

      
      ‘Right. Two hundred against,’ Smudge said as he reached for the notes.

      
      ‘No. I’d never bet against Stratton,’ Seaton said, handing the money over.

      
      Smudge’s confidence was rocked a little once again, but he recovered. ‘Your money … Right, then,’ Smudge said as he picked
         a flower from the tree and put it into the flute. ‘That has to stay in the glass that ends up in the bottle.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t add on things after the bet,’ Jack said.

      
      ‘The flower doesn’t matter,’ Stratton said. ‘Nice touch, Smudge.’

      
      Smudge frowned as he held out the briefcase, insisting to himself that Stratton was bluffing.

      
      Stratton took the case, placed it on the table and opened it up. Inside was a series of neatly organised compartments, a pristine
         surgical pack filled with an assortment of micro-explosives that included: a metre reel of detonator cord or cortex no thicker
         than a piece of spaghetti, a two-metre reel of very fine slow-burning fuse, a cartridge of four micro-detonators, a pack of
         PE5 (Super-X) plastic explosive packed in thin cellophane sheets like sliced processed cheese, three timers, one electronic,
         one mechanical and one chemical, two radio-receiver detonators, a ceramic surgical knife (non-metallic), a heavy-duty multi-tool
         ‘work man’ that included pliers, scissors and various other utensils, a roll of electrician’s tape, a spool of nylon fishing
         line, an assortment of screws and tacks, several paper-thin magnetic strips, and a remote-detonation transmitter and continuity
         tester.
      

      
      Stratton removed the detonating cord, unravelled a short length which he cut off using the ceramic blade, then began pulling
         it carefully through his fingers.
      

      
      ‘Why’s he doing that?’ Bracken asked.

      
      ‘He’s stretching it to thin it out,’ Jack informed him.

      
      ‘I see.’ Bracken nodded. ‘Why?’

      
      ‘He’s making it a weaker charge, I suppose.’

      
      Stratton eased the cortex through his fingers, being careful not to break it. When it was half its original thickness he wrapped
         it once around the neck of the bottle, just above its widest point, and cut it precisely where the ends met. The men were
         joined by several others and they watched with interest as Stratton removed a small piece of electrician’s tape which he stuck
         to the face of his wristwatch. Then he cut two lengths of slow-burning fuse, one twelve inches long, the other double that. He attached
         the shorter fuse to a micro-detonator and carefully placed its tip where the two ends of the cortex met, securing it in place
         with the tape where it sat like a bracelet.
      

      
      Stratton reached for the glass.

      
      ‘Uh-uh,’ Smudge quickly interrupted. ‘You can’t move anything. You gotta leave it in place as is.’

      
      Stratton didn’t appear bothered about the rule revision and went back to the briefcase. He removed the reel of fishing line,
         unwound a couple of metres and looked up into the tree that loomed over the table. The men followed his gaze and watched the
         end of the line float skywards over a branch and back into his hand. He flicked the line along the branch until it was above
         the glass. Then he cut it, tied a slip knot and pulled it to the top of the line where it tightened in place. He released
         the line to check that it dangled directly above the glass, which it did nicely, then turned the line several times around
         the thickest part of the glass and tied it off with a knot.
      

      
      ‘What’s he doing?’ Smudge asked.

      
      ‘Shut up, Smudge,’ Smiv said. ‘He’s not doing anything you said he couldn’t.’

      
      ‘Whose side are you on, anyway?’ Smudge asked him.

      
      ‘I still don’t think he can do it but I’d like to see him try.’

      
      Smudge frowned.

      
      Josh’s head rose up between the men beside Stratton. ‘What you doing, Stratton?’

      
      ‘I’m going to blow some fat.’

      
      ‘Wow,’ Josh replied, eyes wide.

      
      ‘Would you like to light the fuse?’

      
      Josh’s eyes lit up even more. No other reply was necessary.

      
      The final touch was the long piece of fuse, which Stratton wrapped one end of around the nylon line just above the champagne
         glass. He placed the other end beside the end of the smaller fuse-line attached to the detonator.
      

      
      Several discussions immediately broke out among the men – descriptions of what was meant to happen and estimates of varying
         degrees of success. The general consensus seemed to be that it was an interesting idea but a doomed one.
      

      
      ‘You want to get everyone inside?’ Stratton asked Jack.

      
      A moment later the children and wives were being herded into the house. A man with a well-developed gut and a decidedly unspecial-forces-like
         bearing who had been talking to several of the wives and not paying attention to the goings-on in the corner of the garden
         joined the men heading into the house. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘A party trick,’ Jack said.

      
      ‘Oh, great. What is it?’

      
      ‘The explosive kind,’ Bracken explained.

      
      ‘Explosive. Inside the house?’ The man chuckled, not believing them.

      
      ‘No. Outside. That’s why we’re going inside,’ Bracken said.

      
      The man stopped in the doorway, looking as if he’d misheard. ‘Not real explosives, surely?’

      
      ‘Yeah. As in boom boom,’ Smiv said.

      
      ‘Real explosives?’ the man asked again.

      
      ‘Which is why we’re going inside,’ Bracken repeated patiently.

      
      The man looked across the garden to the table where Stratton was crouched with Josh, talking about something. ‘Are you mad?’ he exclaimed. ‘You can’t blow things up. This is a private neighbourhood.’
      

      
      ‘If anyone complains we’ll say it was just a big banger,’ Bracken said.

      
      ‘Big banger?’ the man echoed, looking astounded.
      

      
      ‘So who’s gonna know?’ Bracken asked.

      
      ‘I’ll know,’ the man said, his voice rising to its highest pitch.
      

      
      ‘May I remind you that I’m a police officer.’ He was from the Dorset Police Firearms Unit which the SBS occasionally instructed.
      

      
      ‘Relax, Bob. It’s all under control,’ Jack assured him.

      
      ‘Relax? If anything goes wrong it’ll be me who gets it in the neck.’

      
      ‘Bob,’ Smiv said, putting a large hand on the man’s shoulder and squeezing it a little. ‘If you don’t shut up I’m going to
         shoot you in the leg tomorrow when we’re on the range. Now get in the poxy house and do as you’re told.’
      

      
      Bob looked at the hardened faces staring at him, all belonging to men a head taller than him. ‘I’m going to deny all knowledge,’
         he said as he went into the house.
      

      
      ‘Is everyone inside?’ Jack asked. ‘Shut the balcony door, please,’ he shouted and someone complied. ‘Stratton? All yours.’

      
      ‘Don’t you break any of my windows, Stratton,’ Sally called out from the patio doors.

      
      Jack closed the doors on her, cleared various items off a garden table and tipped it on its side.

      
      Stratton took a small battery-ignited gas lighter from the briefcase and pushed the button on the side a couple of times,
         initiating it for Josh to see how it worked. ‘You have a go,’ he said to Josh who took the lighter and pushed the button.
         The small portal instantly glowed red and blue without a visible flickering tongue of fire: it looked more like the rear of
         a miniature jet engine.
      

      
      ‘That’s perfect. Now, you remember the last time we lit a fuse?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Josh nodded.

      
      ‘This is just the same. When you light the ends of the fuses and they start to crackle we’ll walk slowly back to the table
         where your dad is. Okay?’
      

      
      Josh nodded again. ‘What do we count up to?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Twelve inches is sixty seconds. You remember how we count?’

      
      ‘Thousand and one, thousand and two, thousand and three,’ Josh said, nodding his head at each number.

      
      ‘Perfect … You ready?’
      

      
      Josh held up the lighter.

      
      ‘Okay. Light it.’

      
      Josh ignited the lighter and carefully aimed the jet at the ends of both the short and the long fuses lying beside each other.
         They immediately crackled to life and began to give off a thin wisp of smoke.
      

      
      Josh began to count. ‘Thousand and one, thousand and two, thousand and three, thousand and four …’

      
      Stratton took the lighter from him, pocketed it, closed the briefcase, stood up and took Josh’s hand. Josh looked up at him,
         still counting, and Stratton winked, emphasising how calm and cool they should be. As Josh got to a thousand and ten, they
         strode off together to where Jack was waiting for them behind the table.
      

      
      ‘Thousand and twenty-one,’ Josh counted as he got down beside his dad. He glanced over at the patio doors where his friends
         were pressed against the glass, watching him.
      

      
      ‘Is my money safe?’ Jack asked Stratton while his son continued counting.

      
      ‘I’m relying more on luck than judgement but I’d say we’re in good shape.’

      
      As Josh got to one thousand and fifty-seven, there was a sharp crack, hardly louder than a normal firework banger, and a moment
         later the three of them stood up to see what had happened.
      

      
      The patio doors opened and Smudge led the others out as a small cloud of smoke dissipated. They walked over and stood around
         the table. The champagne bottle was in precisely the same position but its top was missing. Swinging like a pendulum above
         it on the nylon line was the champagne flute containing the flower. The longer fuse wire was still burning up towards it.
      

      
      Everyone gathered around, watching the glass swing less and less as the thin wisp of smoke from the fuse drew closer to it.
         Smudge was at the other side of the table, facing Stratton, the swinging glass between them. He looked unsure. But the odds
         on the fuse burning through the nylon at the precise moment were surely in his favour.
      

      
      The seconds ticked away and as the fuse got shorter no one said a word. Even Bob the police officer stared in anticipation.

      
      The fuse reached the nylon and burnt through it. The glass fell, the bottom of the stem hitting the edge of the bottle and
         breaking off. But the rest of it dropped inside the bottle.
      

      
      Jack leaned over the bottle, reached inside it, and lifted the glass out. Apart from its stem it was intact, with the flower
         inside. ‘I’d say that was a winner.’
      

      
      There was instant applause from everyone and Josh hugged Stratton’s legs.

      
      ‘Wait a minute,’ Smudge said. ‘The bottom of the glass is broken.’

      
      ‘Shut up, Smudge,’ Bracken said. ‘He did exactly what you asked him to. Cough up.’

      
      ‘But technically—’ Smudge whined on.

      
      ‘Just give ’em the money and stop your whingeing,’ Smiv said as he took out his wallet and duly counted out a hundred pounds
         into Jack’s hand. Smudge reluct antly took out his wallet and handed his payment to Jack who beamed as he took his cut before
         handing some to Seaton and the rest to Stratton. ‘Never a doubt,’ Jack said. ‘Beer?’ he asked both Seaton and Stratton.
      

      
      ‘Beer,’ they agreed. They broke into laughter as they headed for the house, Jack and Seaton putting an arm around Stratton.

      
      The sound of a beeper going off filtered through the laughter and conversation as people discussed the feat. Every man heard
         it but Sally was the first to react, looking up from Josh, her smile fading as her gaze met Jack’s.
      

      
      Smiv pulled his pager from his pocket. ‘It’s me,’ he said as he read the slender information bar on the top of the device.

      
      Sally sighed, looking relieved. ‘If there’s one sound I hate it’s that one,’ she said to one of the wives beside her.
      

      
      Another beeper then sounded off, followed by another. Within a few seconds there was a chorus of them and practically every
         operative was reading his pager.
      

      
      Sally went instantly sullen. ‘They’ll be gone in about five seconds,’ she said.

      
      Jack looked across at his wife, his expression saying it all. ‘Sorry, Sal. We have to go.’

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Anyone need a lift to the camp?’ Jack called out. No one answered and Jack took Sally in his arms. ‘I’ll call you as soon
         as I know what’s happening.’
      

      
      She nodded, trying to hide the disappointment on her face.

      
      Jack kissed her and headed for the house. ‘You not been called or you left your pager at home?’ he asked Stratton as he passed
         him.
      

      
      ‘I just got back.’

      
      ‘When has that ever stopped ’em?’ Jack said.

      
      ‘Someone’s being considerate for once,’ Stratton replied.

      
      ‘Enjoy the party,’ Jack said as he disappeared into the house.

      
      ‘I will,’ Stratton said as Seaton strode past him.

      
      ‘Don’t bet on it,’ the American said as he followed the men inside.

      
      Stratton watched him go and took his beeper out to see if it was operating. Within seconds the men had all gone, except for
         him and Bob. The wives and children stood around, looking as if they had just been mugged.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Dad going, Mummy?’ Josh asked.

      
      ‘I don’t know, Josh. He’ll be back soon.’

      
      ‘It could be an exercise,’ Stratton offered, aware of how limp it sounded as soon as he’d said it.

      
      ‘When’s the last time the lads had an exercise? You’ve been doing the real thing for so many years now you don’t need one.’
      

      
      She was right to a certain extent. Stratton was only trying to make it easier for her to bear, although he didn’t know quite
         why he needed to. It wasn’t as if the lads died like flies every time they went away. Yes, it was a dangerous job but the
         number of fatalities over the years was low, considering the nature of the work. The wives had been complaining lately about
         the amount of time their men had been spending away from home. Most were bored with being left alone so much while others
         suspected that the men had too much of a good time when they were away. Stratton wouldn’t have put Sally in either category
         and knew that for the past year or so she’d been experiencing genuine fear about Jack going away. She had mentioned it to
         Stratton more than once and although she knew that it was silly to take any notice of what was, at the end of the day, just
         her imagination she couldn’t help how she felt.
      

      
      Sally smiled at Stratton, trying hard not to be a wet rag. ‘I’ll go get you that beer,’ she said. ‘You’re not leaving this
         house until you and I are drunk, John Stratton. Understood?’
      

      
      As she stepped towards the house a beeper cut through the air. Sally stopped in the doorway and turned to look at Stratton
         as he pulled his pager from his pocket to check the readout.
      

      
      ‘I’d better hurry and catch a ride,’ he said as he approached her. He opened his arms and she wrapped hers around his body,
         resting her cheek on his chest.
      

      
      ‘I know it’s what you all do,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I’ll just never get used to it, that’s all.’

      
      Stratton released her as Josh came up to them. ‘You going too, Stratton?’ the little boy asked, adjusting the oversized pakol on his head.
      

      
      ‘Yes. I have to go with your dad. You have a happy birthday, and look after your mum.’

      
      Stratton bounded up the steps to the kitchen balcony and as he went inside the house Sally called out his name. He popped back out and looked down on them.
      

      
      Sally had picked Josh up and was holding him in her arms. ‘Take care of him,’ she said, suddenly looking quite worried.

      
      Stratton nodded and she smiled bravely. But all Sally could hear were the voices in her head warning her that she would never
         see Jack alive again. Even though she had heard them before, this time they seemed more compelling. She wanted to tell Stratton
         her fears but knew it would only make her feel stupid and put him in an uncomfortable position.
      

      
      She watched him disappear and was suddenly filled with the urge to run through the house, out onto the street, and see Jack
         one last time before he went away. But she took control of herself.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ Josh said.

      
      ‘I’m not,’ she lied and held him tightly in her arms.
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      Stratton and Jack stepped in through a doorway cut into a large grey metal sliding door that was closed across the entrance
         to what, from the outside, looked like a small aircraft hangar. It was one of the Special Boat Service’s operational squadron
         hangars inside their sprawling headquarters on the edge of Poole Harbour. Gathered in the hangar were the men from Jack’s
         party plus half a dozen others. Most had some kind of facial hair: a moustache, a goatee, or simply a few days’ growth of
         stubble.
      

      
      The door to the operational offices that were constructed on a suspended platform above the floor of the hangar opened and
         an officer and the squadron sergeant-major stepped out. They were wearing desert-camouflage uniforms. The sergeant-major led
         the way down a metal staircase where he stopped halfway to address the men.
      

      
      ‘Listen up,’ he barked. ‘Teams Alpha, Bravo and Charlie should all be here. Team leaders speak only if there are members who
         are not present, otherwise your silence will be taken as affirmative.’ His stare scanned the group and paused on Stratton
         and Seaton, the only two men who were not assigned to teams. He nodded to them and looked back at the officer. ‘All present,
         sir.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sergeant-major,’ the young officer said, looking up from a clipboard that he was reading from and scribbling notes
         on.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry about the call-out,’ the officer said in his well-bred accent. ‘I know that most of you are on local leave but
         we’re the standby squadron for fastballs such as this. There’ll be a detailed brief on the plane but the location is Iraq. One of the
         deck of cards has been located. Mohammad Al-Forouf. He’s a Sunni cleric from Ramadi and quite an important force behind the
         resistance movement within the Sunni Triangle. He’s also the man behind the UN and Red Cross headquarters bombings in Baghdad
         as well as numerous others. He’s recently been using the dilapi dated but still functional rail system to move ordnance around
         the country. This has been working for him quite well, mainly because trains are so rare and somewhat autonomous about their
         movements that co alition forces have been lax with stop-and-searches. Sources have revealed that Forouf will be travelling
         from Mosul in the north and heading south towards Tikrit and Baghdad in the next twenty-four hours. He’s very elusive, obviously,
         since he hasn’t been caught yet. Coalition forces have made three attempts against him since the war, all without luck. He’s
         rumoured to be heavily guarded and goes nowhere without serious protection. This is the first time we’ve had int that he’s
         actually on one of his trains. If it proves to be true, then that gives us a tactical advantage insofar as he and his men
         will be in a confined location, on a predictable route, and out in the open. The source is apparently very reliable and quite
         valuable to military intelligence who want him left in mint condition and – this is from them – the deal is we can’t just
         vaporise the train, which suggests that the source is going to be with Forouf. That means it’s going to require some surgery
         … Stratton?’
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ Stratton said, raising a hand.

      
      ‘This is an explosive op. You’ll be running that side of it.’

      
      Stratton nodded.

      
      ‘As I said, we’ll have a detailed brief on the flight and any upto-date int when we get to our forward-base location at Camp
         Victory. Get your kit sorted. We leave from the lower field in thirty minutes.’
      

      
      ‘Listen up,’ the sergeant-major boomed as the officer headed back up the stairs. ‘For those of you who can’t remember where
         Iraq is, think desert – sand and heat, and a lot of both. Pack accordingly. Don’t forget mozzy nets and insect repellent –
         Yanks have so far reported six hundred and fifty cases of leishmaniasis which is a flying tick-borne disease. Smith? Don’t
         bring your hammock this time. There ain’t any trees where we’re going.’
      

      
      Smudge rolled his eyes as some of the men looked round at him. ‘I packed it by mistake,’ he mumbled.

      
      ‘You heard the boss,’ the sergeant-major continued. ‘Thirty minutes. That means I want everyone down on the lower field to
         load the choppers in twenty and ready to go in twenty-five. Let’s go.’
      

      
      Everyone immediately headed for their personal equipment cages.

      
      ‘You want to work with me on this one?’ Stratton asked Jack.

      
      ‘I’d be offended if you didn’t ask,’ Jack said. ‘I’ll go grab the boom-boom soon as I have my kit together, which’ll take
         three minutes. What do you think you’ll need?’
      

      
      ‘A lot of linear, methinks. Stacks of L-Ones and Twos. I’ll pick up the console and the RT devices.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘P for plenty,’ Stratton said as Jack walked away.

      
      ‘Always.’

      
      Stratton walked to his equipment cage, unlocked the combination, took hold of his large backpack that was already good to
         go other than for a few changes for desert conditions and paused to deal with a major distraction. He hadn’t done a train
         before, not a moving option like this, and it posed some interesting problems. He was eager to solve them but pushed all thoughts
         of it out of his mind for the time being. Stratton no longer feared failing to find a solution to problems such as these as
         much as he used to. There had been a time when he would have been worried about fulfilling such a hugely pivotal role in an operation, but after so many years he knew that there was always a solution:
         it just had to be found. It was not complacency or smugness on his part, but a confidence in himself, his team, and the tried
         and tested system that was Brit special forces. He was looking forward to the journey to Baghdad, every minute of which would
         be spent going over details, calculating how he was going to blow the train without killing those on board, and then looking
         for all the things that could possibly go wrong.
      

      
      Less than eleven hours later at 5:55 a.m. local time the fiery tendrils of dawn stretched skyward from the Iranian border
         little more than a hundred miles to the east as Stratton lay beneath one of several railway carriages. They were attached
         to a narrow, none too magnificent yet surprisingly clean and well-maintained diesel locomotive. Its engines hummed loudly,
         ticking over enough to convey electrical power to the carriages as Stratton shuffled slowly on his back over grimy, oil-stained
         sleepers separated by jagged gravel, moving between the heavy cast-iron wheels from one carriage connection to the next. He
         was wearing a pair of dirty old trousers with a matching jacket and worn boots with nylon packing-string for laces. His head
         was wrapped completely in a grubby red and white shamagh or scarf, with only his eyes visible.
      

      
      Stratton was working quickly, placing slender, shaped linear explosive charges – pre-cast hollow tri angular lengths of lead
         filled with RDX – moulding the strips to the metal links where they would cut them like sugar cubes when the devices were
         detonated. To complete the charges he attached a remote-control detonator to the tail end of each strip and secured them
         neatly to the bottom of the links so that they would not be noticed. The dull lead was ideal, not only as a dense tamping
         device to direct the force of the blast against the surface to be blown: it also blended well with the dirty metal. As a final
         touch he scraped old grease from the bearings and smeared it over the charges to complete their camouflage, careful not to cover the short,
         slender antennas of the devices’ receivers.
      

      
      As Stratton completed the last charge-placement for that coupling, a pair of dirty brown feet inside worn sandals shuffled
         along the length of the train towards him. He froze, following the feet through the massive spoked wheels with his stare,
         quickly considering his options if he were seen. Getting caught at this stage would undoubtedly lead to the discovery of the
         explosives, thus ending the mission. The target would bolt and remain even more difficult to catch and – top of Stratton’s
         list – getting found out would have serious implications as far as his immediate chances of survival were concerned, particularly
         if the man had an AK47. But something about the lethargic manner in which the man walked reduced Stratton’s alarm.
      

      
      His instincts were vindicated as the feet ambled past, away from the train, across the tracks and out of sight.

      
      Stratton took hold of an old canvas bag beside him that contained more linear charges and detonators. He checked to see that
         the area opposite where the man had passed was clear and rolled out from under the carriage, over the rail between the wheels,
         onto the grimy, caked sand and to his feet.
      

      
      The train stood in a dilapidated station, battered by both wars with Britain and America and peppered with bomb craters and
         scattered wreckage of all kinds, from cranes to rolling stock as well as military hardware. Several of the station’s buildings
         spaced out at either side of the tracks had been completely destroyed while others remained nominally functional, though none
         had their windows or doors intact. Like so many government-owned buildings in the country, the station had been extensively
         looted after the fall of the Baathist regime. There was no raised platform, the buildings being at ground level and set well
         back from the tracks. Vehicles were dotted about: lorries and fuel trucks, some functional, some wrecked by the war, others gutted for spares.
      

      
      A dozen or so men hung about the largest of the station buildings: drivers and labourers, all taking part in the morning ritual
         of smoking, talking, eating bread and drinking che, a sweet tea, provided by a boy who had set up a tea shop in one of the destroyed buildings, the flickering fire reflecting
         off the roofless walls. Several of the men carried AK47 assault rifles. Some of them were station guards, others simply those
         who preferred to be armed, but none of them were taking any notice of Stratton who would have been difficult to see in the
         low light conditions or hear because of the locomotive engine.
      

      
      There was a chill in the air that was noticeably cooler when the wind picked up. But within a few hours, if the fine sand
         did not rise with the day to filter the sun’s rays – not uncommon at this time of year – the temperature would quickly climb.
      

      
      The carriage that Stratton had been beneath was one of three French-made third-class passenger cars built and shipped to Iraq
         in the early 1970s. They were connected to the locomotive and behind them were a dozen or so dilapidated open trucks. As Stratton
         reached the coupling between the first and second carriage from the engine he ducked beneath the heavy linkage and lay on
         his back as before. He opened his canvas bag, removed a length of shaped charge, and repeated the procedure of bending it
         snugly around the coupling and securing it in place. After attaching the detonator and initiator and smearing the device with
         grease he closed his bag, ensured he had not left anything lying around and checked that the ground was clear at both sides
         of the carriage. The charge-placing phase was complete and as the sun began to rise above the buildings it was time to go.
      

      
      Stratton rolled out and got to his feet. As he brushed himself down the sound of vehicle engines broke through the hum of
         the locomotive, announcing the arrival of a small convoy. There were half a dozen or so, a mixture of 4x4s and pick-up trucks packed with men. Bringing up the rear, amidst the thick dust
         being kicked up, he could make out a large lorry.
      

      
      Stratton turned his back to them and headed towards the locomotive as the lead vehicles came to a halt on the edge of the
         station. The lorry overtook the other vehicles under the direction of men from the pick-ups, drove across the tracks and down
         the side of the train.
      

      
      It stopped alongside the third carriage from the locomotive. The back was promptly opened, accompanied by a lot of shouting
         by those in charge as dozens of large wooden boxes were hauled out of it.
      

      
      Just before Stratton reached the locomotive cab where two engineers were occupied with their preparations he turned away across
         a stretch of open ground. He headed for a shattered, imploded building that looked as if it had received a direct hit on its
         flat roof from a mortar or artillery shell.
      

      
      He stepped inside and over the rubble of plaster-coated breeze-blocks and concrete that covered the floor, concealing himself
         beside a jagged hole in a wall that a window frame had once filled. Another vehicle arrived and Stratton peered around the
         corner to take a look. It was a dust-covered black Mercedes saloon and it immediately became the focus of attention.
      

      
      The car stopped at the head of the convoy and three men climbed from the back and front passenger seats, all well-dressed
         compared to the coarse patchwork of Bedouin attire worn by those from the pick-ups and 4x4s: two in traditional robes and
         shamaghs and one in an expensive western-style suit. They were immediately surrounded by men with AK47 assault rifles and, with a
         modicum of order, though still looking like little more than an organised rabble, the group made its way towards the carriages.
      

      
      Stratton raised a small pair of binoculars that had been hanging from his neck inside his jacket to his eyes and focused on the new arrivals.
      

      
      ‘Mister Al-Forouf,’ he muttered as he picked out the man with the sharp suit, slick black hair and well-groomed goatee.

      
      Stratton watched the three VIPs move ahead of the others, climb the narrow steps of the centre passenger carriage and pass
         inside, followed by a handful of the armed followers. The rest divided up and clambered aboard the other two carriages at
         either end of Forouf ’s.
      

      
      Stratton trained the binoculars on the crates being loaded onto the carriages. The last dozen or so caught his attention.
         He carefully focused on the side of one of the boxes waiting to be loaded and recognised the English writing on the side.
         The words FLOWER ENGINEERING were stencilled in plain black capitals on a green background, an image fresh in Stratton’s mind:
         he had seen the same markings only a week ago on several of the boxes that he had photographed when they’d been strapped to
         the sides of donkeys being led over the mountain pass in Almaty, Kazakhstan.
      

      
      Stratton checked his watch. It was time to leave. He stepped from the back of the building and walked away into the desert,
         keeping parallel to the railway line and out of sight of the train as much as possible. A hundred yards or so away he made
         a sharp right-angle turn back across the rail tracks, glancing at the locomotive that now had thick black smoke issuing from
         the exhaust at its nose. He kept up a brisk pace across an expanse of open ground speckled with sad, dilapidated vegetation,
         aiming for a collection of mud huts.
      

      
      He passed a sleeping dog and a small herd of roaming goats that were futilely searching the dust for a morsel, and stepped
         over some partially flattened coils of brittle razor wire. He continued on past a crippled, rusting artillery piece, its barrel
         frozen in a skyward tilt as if in defiance, its breech and under carriage shattered, and around the corner of the first mud
         hut where he stopped dead in his tracks.
      

      
      In front of the next hut was Stratton’s transport, an old Russian Army M72 motorbike and sidecar. But sitting on it, inspecting
         it like baboons examining an unfamiliar fruit, were two Iraqis, both armed with AKs.
      

      
      A young barefooted boy in grubby shorts and a T-shirt stood watching them. When he saw Stratton he walked over to him and
         immediately began claiming dramatically in Arabic that he’d told the men that the bike belonged to someone. He begged Stratton
         to understand that if he was bigger and stronger he would have stopped them.
      

      
      ‘Maalek,’ Stratton said, telling the boy that it was okay. He kept his stare fixed on the two Ali Babas, the affectionate local name
         for crooks, who had an unmistakable aura of thuggery about them. One was sitting in the sidecar, searching the inside, his
         AK47 resting across its top in front of him while the other, his assault rifle slung across his back, was trying to start
         the engine. He was pushing down the crank pedal with great effort but no result and periodically fiddling with a switch on
         the handlebar as he mumbled obscenities.
      

      
      The boy started to explain again how sorry he was but Stratton held his hand out to stop him.

      
      ‘Maco muchkila,’ Stratton said quietly, reassuring the boy who was clearly upset at having failed in his intention to look after the bike
         while Stratton was gone.
      

      
      Stratton looped his canvas bag over his shoulder and under an arm to free his hands. As he walked forward, he took hold of
         the end of a stout iron bar leaning against the building, moving it out of sight behind his back.
      

      
      The man in the sidecar looked up with dark, narrow eyes as Stratton closed in while his friend continued his efforts to start
         the bike.
      

      
      ‘Hazih al darrajah lee,’ Stratton said slowly, putting on a gravel voice in an effort to disguise his poor Arabic as he relayed to them that the
         bike was his.
      

      
      The one trying to start the engine paused to wipe his brow before giving Stratton a scowling look. ‘Egleb wajhek,’ he cursed. Then he ignored Stratton and went back to his efforts.
      

      
      Stratton understood the comment to mean roughly, ‘Take your eyes away.’ Or perhaps, under the circumstances and more basically, ‘Fuck off.’
      

      
      He sized up the two criminals – Iraq had been plagued by these types since Saddam had emptied out the prisons, releasing thousands
         of them just before the war – and decided to deal with the one in the sidecar first since he was watching Stratton more closely.
         The man relayed a warning by resting his hands on the AK47 lying horizontally across the car in front of him but Stratton
         could clearly see that the safety catch was on and the stock folded. This was significant insofar as the AK47 had a safety
         catch that was notoriously difficult to push down when the stock was in the collapsed position. The bad news was that unlike
         nearly every other assault rifle in the world the first position after ‘safe’ was ‘fully automatic’.
      

      
      A screaming hoot from the locomotive indicated that its departure was imminent. Stratton relaxed his shoulders, firming his
         grip on the bar behind his back. As the man in the sidecar glanced in the direction of the train Stratton chose that moment
         to act.
      

      
      He sprang forward, swinging the iron bar up in both hands. As the man jerked to life, surprised by the sudden attack and pulling
         up the gun, the thumb of his right hand trying to force down the safety catch behind the stock, Stratton brought the bar down
         onto his skull with such force that it caved in the bone around one of his eyes, bursting the eyeball. The man gave out a
         stifled squeal and went instantly limp, his weapon clattering to the ground, his head dropping forward inside the car, his
         arms dangling over the sides.
      

      
      The other man was no stranger to an ambush and, with the agility of a monkey, dropped off the seat to hit the ground on his right shoulder, rolling onto his back and over onto his knees while pulling his weapon strap over his head. But Stratton
         had not slowed the speed of his advance and maintained his momentum, planting a foot firmly behind the bike’s rear wheel to
         make a tight turn around it, raising the iron bar on the upswing. The Arab remained on his knees and moved the business end
         of the AK47’s barrel to point at Stratton as his fingers pushed down on the safety catch. Stratton heard the click and, knowing
         that he would never cover the short distance in time to strike the weapon aside, launched the bar with all his strength. It
         turned one revolution as it shot through the air and the end struck a glancing blow to the man’s face, tearing open the side
         of his cheek and moment arily stunning him.
      

      
      Stratton closed the gap and as the man levelled the weapon at him again Stratton stretched out a leg, the toe of his boot
         connecting with the barrel and kicking it aside. His momentum brought him on and the instant before they collided he raised
         a knee that connected with the man’s jaw, sending him flying back. The man hit the ground but did not release his weapon and
         as he began to raise it once more Stratton dropped a foot onto the barrel, pinning it to the ground. At the same time he picked
         up the iron bar. A second later it came crashing down on the man’s forehead. The Iraqi faltered under the heavy blow but there
         was fight left in him and Stratton, giving no quarter, raised the bar again and brought it down with all his strength. The
         top of the man’s skull caved in like an eggshell and he died instantly.
      

      
      Stratton breathed heavily as adrenalin coursed through his body, his gaze darting to the man in the sidecar before scanning
         the immediate area. The only human in sight was the boy who had taken to his heels the moment Stratton had begun the fight
         and was now watching from behind the corner of a mud hut.
      

      
      Stratton dropped the bar, went to his bike, reached down under the tank, turned the small fuel-cock lever, straddled the seat,
         placed his foot on the crank pedal and pushed it down firmly. The engine didn’t start and Stratton rose up and dropped all his weight
         onto the crank once again. By the third attempt fuel had passed through the system into the carburettor and the engine burst
         into life with a throaty rumble. Stratton reached down the other side, removed a heavy metal pin, took a firm hold of the
         handlebars and placed a foot on the sidecar, yanking the handlebars fiercely to one side while at the same time pushing hard
         with his foot. The sidecar, now disconnected from the bike, rolled over, the limp Iraqi inside it hitting the dirt, pinned
         beneath its weight.
      

      
      Stratton moved his satchel comfortably in front of him, revved the engine, and was about to put it into gear when the boy
         ran up to him, holding out his hands.
      

      
      ‘Aatini flus,’ he said, more hopeful, demanding money. ‘Aatini flus.’
      

      
      Stratton looked at the raggedy youngster who, although he had failed to fulfil his task, had at least remained with the motorbike.
         Stratton reached inside his pocket, pulled out several US currency notes and handed a five-dollar bill to him, enough to feed
         the boy and his family for a week if they were careful.
      

      
      ‘Shakran,’ the boy said. Then, as an afterthought, he reached into his pocket and removed an object which he held out in front of
         Stratton. It was a small, crude wooden carving of a camel that was wearing a probably unintentional wry smile. ‘Ishteri,’ the boy said, asking him to buy it.
      

      
      Stratton took the carving and inspected it. Then he looked at the boy who could not have been much older than Josh. He had
         large brown eyes and, judging by his matted hair, had not had a wash in a long time.
      

      
      ‘Khemsa dollar,’ the boy said, looking hopeful, aware that he was asking a hundred times its value though a good price to begin negotiations.
      

      
      ‘Ante sewete?’ Stratton asked, suspecting that the boy had indeed made it himself since he had a small rustic knife sticking from his pocket and had been whittling a piece of wood with it
         when they’d first met.
      

      
      ‘Nam.’ The boy nodded. ‘Ha thihe. Lel haz,’ he said, describing it as a good-luck charm.
      

      
      Stratton inspected the camel once again, decided that it did have a kind of charm about it and handed the kid another five-dollar
         bill. He placed the camel in his pocket, put the bike in gear and revved the engine.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ the boy said in heavily accented English, a broad smile on his face.

      
      Stratton looked back at him, unable to stop his own smile forming. ‘Some master of disguise I am,’ he said as he revved the
         engine once again. Then he released the clutch and roared away as the boy watched him go.
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      Stratton manoeuvred the heavy bike along a dusty track for a short distance to the main road that headed south from Mosul
         towards Tikrit. Over his left shoulder he caught a glimpse of the train between the eucalyptus trees and dilapidated buildings
         that lined the road as it chugged out of the station. Stratton opened the throttle fully, made his way up through the gears
         and roared down the two-lane highway, which was moderately busy.
      

      
      After several miles, he reached into an inside pocket, pulled out a GPS and switched it on. Seconds later a detailed coloured
         map of Iraq appeared on the screen showing his position on the road as heading for Baiji, the next major town before Tikrit.
         It also showed the railway line paralleling east of the road. The Tigris river crossed his path halfway to Tikrit to parallel
         the road’s west side.
      

      
      Stratton weaved around a battered orange and white taxi that was hogging the outside lane and overtook a line of oil tankers.
         Then, seeing the road clear ahead for half a mile, he toggled the GPS control panel until he found a specific waypoint – a
         preprogrammed location – which was a deserted spot west of Baiji, far out in the desert, the rail track clearly indicated
         less than a kilometre from it. He hit the ‘go to’ button and the information panel instantly indicated that it was a hundred
         and twenty kilometres away as the crow flew – more like a hundred and forty by road. The GPS also calculated that at his present
         speed he would arrive at the waypoint in an hour and thirty-nine minutes and he added another fifteen to allow for the road curvature which was ample time to get into position before the train arrived.
         That did not, of course, allow for any hold-ups.
      

      
      Eighty kilometres further on, near where the railway line crossed the road, the traffic had slowed considerably and become
         denser. As Stratton made his way down the outside of the traffic he saw that the lead vehicles half a mile ahead had halted.
         That meant either a checkpoint, an IED (Improvised Explosive Device), exploded or not, or a traffic accident of which there
         were many in this country due to the terrible condition of the majority of vehicles combined with the atrocious standard of
         Iraqi driving. They had scant regard for highway codes, driving regulations and sensible speeds.
      

      
      As Stratton closed on the tail end of the halted traffic he could see that it was an American military checkpoint. He slowed
         to cut in between the vehicles to get to the outside where he could head for the front of the line. To avoid the countless
         potholes and piles of trash on the verges he sometimes had to leave the road completely.
      

      
      Two M111 armoured vehicles provided the main protection for the checkpoint, their 25mm heavy machine guns covering north and
         south of the road. There were half a dozen armoured Humvees, some a fair distance into the desert, their roof-turret M60 and
         .50 machine guns pointed at the line of traffic, and a couple of dozen soldiers on foot manning the vehicle funnel and supporting
         positions in various nearby locations.
      

      
      As Stratton slowly made his way to the front of the line two soldiers reacted to his queue-jumping arrival by raising their
         M4 assault rifles and aiming directly at him.
      

      
      ‘Hey, asshole,’ one of them shouted as he moved forward. ‘Stop where you are.’

      
      Stratton stopped immediately, took the bike’s engine out of gear and raised his hands. American soldiers were not famous for
         their politeness, tolerance or diplomacy. As far as persons or vehicles approaching their space were concerned, even the remotest
         suggestion of the presence of a weapon or a suicide bomber meant that an immediate response of the bullet kind could be expected.
      

      
      ‘Where you goin’ in such a hurry, ass-wipe?’ the soldier shouted as he closed in, keeping his rifle aimed at Stratton’s head.
         Stratton noted his shoulder flashes designating him a member of the 4th Infantry Division, based in Tikrit, that controlled
         this area.
      

      
      The Arab occupants of the vehicles close by watched the proceedings with some interest, not that it was anything new to them.
         But it was of some concern to Stratton as he had a few miles to go after the checkpoint and did not want to take the chance
         of any local suspecting that he was a westerner. If they were to pass through the checkpoint soon after him they might be
         a threat and he was vulnerable on a motorbike. He decided to keep his mouth shut until the soldier got closer – although that
         too had its dangers.
      

      
      ‘I’m talkin’ to you, asshole,’ the soldier yelled as he approached, his buddy staying back to cover him. It was not unheard
         of for Coalition forces to be attacked by a lone fanatic carrying a concealed weapon or explosive charge and, having lost
         a great number of fellow countrymen during the past couple of years, the soldier’s aggressive reaction was understandable.
         However, things were not made any easier when soldiers assumed that every Arab could understand English.
      

      
      ‘Salam alycom,’ Stratton said as the soldier stopped a couple of metres in front of him, the rifle still aimed at his face.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, fuck you too,’ the soldier said. ‘Shut the engine and get off the bike.’ He gestured with the barrel of his gun, his
         finger curled warily around the trigger. ‘Off !’
      

      
      Stratton slowly lowered one hand to kill the engine, then the other to grip the handlebars so that he could climb off the
         bike. He dropped the stand with his foot and as soon as the bike was balanced upright he raised his hands again.
      

      
      ‘What you got in the bag?’ the soldier asked.
      

      
      Stratton wasn’t concerned so much about the explosives he was carrying. They were most uncommon and would only be recognisable
         to a special-forces operative. Even an army explosives engineer would have to study them carefully before becoming suspicious.
         Stratton remained quiet.
      

      
      ‘Search the motherfucker,’ the soldier shouted to his buddy who walked briskly over, slung his weapon over his shoulder and
         reached out to pat Stratton down.
      

      
      ‘I’m a British soldier,’ Stratton said, quietly but firmly.

      
      ‘What?’ the soldier said, continuing with his task, his hands patting Stratton’s shoulders and down the front of his chest.

      
      ‘I’m a Brit,’ Stratton repeated quietly. ‘A British soldier.’

      
      The soldier’s hand touched something solid under Stratton’s left arm and stopped dead.

      
      ‘What he say?’ asked the soldier doing the covering.

      
      ‘Says he’s a Brit,’ the searcher said, his hand still on the metal object that he was certain was a pistol.

      
      ‘That is a gun you can feel,’ Stratton said, looking the searcher in the eye in case the man was unsure.

      
      The soldier was going through his own possible scenarios that included Stratton being a fanatic who could speak English and
         waiting for his chance to strike. He had just a couple more weeks left out of a year-long tour of duty and wasn’t about to
         end up in a body-bag after all that time. If that meant blowing away even a remote suspect, so be it. All he had to do was
         roll away while yelling ‘Bad guy!’ and his partner would empty his magazine into Stratton.
      

      
      ‘I have ID in my jacket,’ Stratton said.

      
      The soldier looked into Stratton’s pale eyes and knew they were not those of an Arab. ‘Let’s see it,’ he said. ‘Nice and easy.’

      
      Stratton slowly reached inside his jacket, into the breast pocket of his shirt, and pulled out the plastic ID card that bore
         a hologram image of the Union Jack across its front, a gold information chip in a corner, and his picture. The soldier inspected the
         card, then looked at Stratton, only able to see his eyes. As if Stratton had read his mind, he slowly took hold of the shamagh where it covered his nose and pulled it down to reveal most of his face.
      

      
      ‘You SF?’ the soldier asked.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      The soldier took a moment to compare the ID thoroughly with Stratton’s face, then his tension visibly lowered. ‘Wait here,’
         he said, before stepping back and walking away to leave his buddy to watch Stratton.
      

      
      He was conscious of the minutes ticking away but there was no point in pushing these guys. They would let him get on his way
         in their own time once they were satisfied that he was kosher and nothing he could say would change that. Pushing them would
         only make it worse.
      

      
      Stratton turned his head slowly and looked into the distance to where he expected the train to come from eventually. There
         was no sign of it.
      

      
      The traffic slowly moved through the checkpoint, each car searched for weapons and other devices. A military interpreter,
         an Iraqi dressed the same as the soldiers and wearing body armour but not carrying a weapon, questioned the occupants. Some
         vehicles were allowed to proceed while others were directed off the road to an area where they were searched more thoroughly
         by soldiers using dogs.
      

      
      Stratton watched the soldier with his ID show it to his commanding officer who inspected it, glanced over at Stratton, said
         something to the soldier, then handed it back.
      

      
      The soldier returned and gave the ID back to Stratton. ‘You’re outta here,’ he said dryly, unimpressed.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ Stratton said as he pocketed the card and climbed onto his bike.

      
      ‘So, what are you, Lawrence a’ fucken’ ’Rabia?’ the soldier asked.
      

      
      Stratton started up the bike. ‘You take care of yourselves,’ he said, meaning it.

      
      ‘You too, Lawrence,’ the soldier said in his dry country accent, a smirk on his face.

      
      Stratton cruised through the checkpoint. When he was clear of it he opened up the throttle and sped away.

      
      Half an hour later he slowed to consult his GPS. He checked the lie of the land ahead, pulled off the road and steered along
         a track that led past a dilapidated village – a collection of mud huts, several battered vehicles, starved-looking dogs, ducks
         and goats, with raggedly dressed children playing amongst it all.
      

      
      The uneven rock-solid ground that would be impassable mud for a bike in a couple of months’ time when the rains arrived prevented
         a speedy passage. He had little choice but to bump slowly along, avoiding the deeper ruts as best he could.
      

      
      A mile further on, as the track became smoother, Stratton stopped to check his GPS once again, comparing its information to
         the desert ahead that was flat as a billiard table. Across his front as far as the eye could see in either direction were
         electricity pylons, all bent over as if some great storm had tried to blow them down. The clue that the damage was man-made
         was provided by the missing cables and terminals, which had been stripped clean by criminals to be sold as scrap metal. Behind
         him he could just about make out the clump of trees that surrounded the village he had passed through while ahead the orange-yellow
         earth with its sporadic bumps and clusters of brittle vegetation ran on for ever.
      

      
      Following the GPS he left the track and drove out over the hard-packed ground. After a mile he stopped again but this time
         he turned off the engine. The sudden silence was like a loud shout.
      

      
      Stratton climbed off the bike, laid it down on its side with some care, removed his bag from around his neck and walked on into the desert towards several sandy mounds. It was not until
         he was a few metres from one that he spotted the tell-tale signs of a milit ary hide: a whip antenna and a patch of camouflage
         net covering one side of the mound.
      

      
      Stratton climbed under the back of the net and joined Jack who was looking out at the desert through a pair of high-powered
         binoculars.
      

      
      ‘Watch out for the memorabilia,’ Jack said, indic ating an anti-personnel mine a few feet away.

      
      Stratton glanced at the small Russian-made Pog that resembled a cast-iron corn on the cob half buried on the edge of the hide.

      
      ‘The place is festering with mines,’ Jack added. ‘That one’s probably from the Iraq–Iran war. Everything go okay?’

      
      ‘Pretty much,’ Stratton said as he put down his bag, grabbed a bottle of water from a six-litre pack and drained most of it
         in one go. ‘One locomotive,’ he said, taking a breath, ‘three passenger carriages, and a dozen or so trucks … Forouf is
         in the centre carriage.’
      

      
      ‘Complicated?’

      
      ‘Interesting,’ Stratton decided as he finished off the bottle. Then he opened what appeared to be a small laptop inside a
         protective plastic jacket. He checked the power leads, plugged in the whip antenna that protruded through the cam net and
         turned the computer on.
      

      
      ‘The junction is 500 metres ahead,’ Jack informed him. ‘I’ve rigged the charge and programmed it in as device zero one zero.’

      
      Stratton flicked through several data screens on the laptop, stopped at a page labelled ‘device queue’ and studied it.

      
      Jack picked up a radio handset. ‘Alpha one, this is Mike four zero, the deck is loaded.’

      
      A moment later the radio speaker crackled. ‘Alpha one, roger that. We have a visual that gives you an ETA in approximately three minutes.’
      

      
      ‘Roger that,’ Jack replied.

      
      ‘How did you rig the track change in the end?’ Stratton asked.

      
      ‘Well, I played with the two choices we discussed. I first went for the lever-throw option but then it started to look too
         complicated and so I ended up going for the push charge to shove the exchange rod directly across.’
      

      
      ‘Good choice.’

      
      ‘You sure?’

      
      ‘I would’ve gone for that.’

      
      Jack nodded, privately pleased. ‘How about the carriages? How’d you rig ’em?’

      
      ‘Some interesting combinations,’ Stratton mused as he typed commands into the data queue. ‘Gave myself a few options.’

      
      Jack glanced at him, then back to the open desert. ‘I’m looking forward to this.’

      
      Stratton remembered something. He reached into his pocket, took out the small carving and placed it on a stone beside Jack.
         ‘Here,’ he said.
      

      
      Jack looked at Stratton, then at the carving. ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘What does it look like?’

      
      Jack stared at it. ‘A camel with a harelip.’

      
      ‘It’s a present for Josh … he still collects animals, doesn’t he?’

      
      ‘He doesn’t play with them as much since you started giving him all that military crap,’ Jack said as he picked up the camel
         and inspected it. ‘I hope you didn’t pay for this.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a present from you.’

      
      ‘Oh, I see. Dad comes home with the penny camel and what do you have for him? No, let me guess. A glistening scimitar you
         wrested from Saddam himself just before you single-handedly destroyed all his bodyguards and brought him in.’
      

      
      ‘No more military crap, I promise … Since we’re not going to have a chance to go ashore and do some shopping other than at the PX on the airbase, which only sells military crap, I
         didn’t want you going home empty-handed.’
      

      
      ‘That’s nice of you,’ Jack said with unguarded sincerity.

      
      ‘He’ll love it.’

      
      ‘Yeah. He probably will,’ Jack agreed, placing it in his pocket and going back to his binoculars. ‘Thanks.’

      
      Stratton highlighted a list of eight device codes on his data queue with marginally different signal frequencies beside each.

      
      ‘Here she comes,’ Jack said, picking up the handset. ‘Alpha one, Mike four zero has the obvious visual,’ he said into the
         radio.
      

      
      Stratton looked through his own binoculars and found the train beneath a black trail of smoke issuing from its nose. ‘That’s
         it,’ he said as he went back to his laptop. ‘Give me a nod at a thousand metres?’
      

      
      ‘Roger that,’ Jack said as he raised the handset to his mouth again. ‘Mike four zero, we’re standby, standby.’

      
      ‘Roger, you’re standby,’ the voice repeated.

      
      ‘Give me a countdown,’ Stratton said as his fingers played the laptop with surprising agility as he went through a systems
         check.
      

      
      ‘Will do,’ Jack said, studying the train.

      
      Stratton moved the cursor down the device queue, carrying out a receiver continuity test. When he reached the last code a
         red marker flashed a warning. He hit the test key again with the same result. ‘Zero one zero … Jack? I’m showing no continuity
         on your charge.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Jack exclaimed, horrified, and moved to where he could see the screen.

      
      Stratton ran another test. ‘That’s a negative,’ he said as he grabbed his bag and started to head out through the back of
         the hide.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Jack said, taking Stratton’s arm. ‘I laid it, I’ll fix it. You need to stay and play the board in case I can’t get back
         in time.’ Stratton knew that it was the wisest choice and didn’t argue.
      

      
      ‘What a wanker,’ Jack mumbled as he picked up his own demolitions bag and ducked under the cam net.

      
      ‘Don’t rush it,’ Stratton called out. ‘You have time.’

      
      ‘I’m still a wanker, though,’ Jack called back as he broke into a trot to the bike, raised it onto its wheels, straddled the
         seat and after the second crank, gunned the engine to life. He quickly snapped it into gear and shot away across the hard
         ground, kicking up a thin trail of dust behind him.
      

      
      Stratton looked through his binoculars to gauge the progress of the train, then moved them to check Jack’s progress. It was
         a risky move. Jack had to get to the charge, fix it, and get out of there before the train arrived. The engine driver would
         probably see the bike cross his front and his reaction would depend on how suspicious he was. Jack was wearing desert camouflage
         fatigues but the dust would make it difficult for anyone on the train to be sure of that until they were practically upon
         him. Stratton was confident that Jack would succeed but as he watched his friend and the train slowly converge he felt a twinge
         of fear for him.
      

      
      Stratton and Jack had first met while on the same SBS selection course as young Marines many years ago. They exchanged hardly
         a word during the first three months of the course that began with a hundred and thirty-seven men. They only began to get
         to know each other during the last few weeks when the numbers were down to just twelve.
      

      
      Their friendship was cemented during the final week-long exercise in Scotland when they partnered a two-man Klepper canoe
         along with one other pair to carry out a demolition raid against a power plant at the head of a loch. The underside skin of
         their canoe had been damaged during the final leg of their three-night portage across country to the foot of the loch from
         where they would paddle to the target. After patching it up as best they could by using a couple of oyster clamps they elected to press on, hoping that they could complete the twenty-kilometre paddle
         before the craft, an extremely durable wood and canvas construction, became unseaworthy. In truth, they feared the clamps
         would not hold for long and they put their fates in the hands of the gods simply because it would have been unthinkable not
         to make an attempt. The selection course was less about achieving the objective and more about tenacity and initiative in
         the face of extreme odds and exhaustion.
      

      
      The gods, however, did indeed smile down on Jack and Stratton, for a while at least. They succeeded in planting their explosives
         on the target but as they made their way across the loch to the landing point where they were supposed to meet up with the
         other canoe, one of the oyster clamps dramatically failed and water gushed in. With more than a thousand metres to the rendezvous
         they quickly changed direction and paddled as fast as they could to the nearest shore, which was still two hundred metres
         away. But within seconds the canoe was completely submerged and although it had built-in flotation tubes, their equipment,
         which included rifles as well as rations for several more days, was too heavy and they abandoned it as it sank. The water
         was near-freezing but they were forced to ditch their jackets, boots and trousers in order to stay afloat and not follow their
         canoe to the bottom which was a good hundred metres below them at that point.
      

      
      As they briskly swam side by side through the calm black water that had a frozen mist hovering just above it Jack and Stratton
         were keenly aware of the serious ness of the problem. They were in a severe survival situation that would not necessarily
         be solved when they reached the shore – if they could reach it, that was. They tried to distract each other from the biting cold with inane chatter as they breast-stroked towards
         the black line below the silhouette of trees that indicated the shore. They discussed the possibility of drowning and how
         probably no one would know their fates for several days since the procedure, if they failed to meet up with the other members of the team, was to make
         the next rendezvous some twenty miles east across country.
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