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      To Jamie Seward: a rich
 pirate to be sure but one
 of the good guys!
      

   
      
      Prologue

      
      Dinaal Yusef had lived in Bogota for five years before he learned why he had been ordered to begin a completely new life there.
         He first arrived in the Colombian capital on vacation: or at least that was the way his leaders wanted it to look. In reality
         he was there to carry out a preliminary assessment of the city. And to ascertain what he needed to do to be able to apply
         for a resident’s visa. Yusef was a tall, handsome and athletic man in his late twenties, and he was well educated, having
         attended university in Barcelona, where he had lived for fifteen years. He’d been born and grown up in a small town on the
         Kashmir border in Pakistan. But a wealthy uncle living in Spain had adopted Dinaal and brought the boy to live with him after
         his mother and father, a policeman, had been killed in a dawn raid by the Indian army.
      

      
      In the second week of Dinaal’s month-long visit to Bogota he met a young local girl. He frequented the street café where she
         waited on tables. After just a few days he’d charmed her, completely turned her head. It had been easy enough for a man of
         his looks and intelligence to convince the girl, who had left her village only a few months before to find work in the city.
         It was almost as easy convincing her parents. After a brief but passionate affair, he flew back to Spain promising to return
         to marry her. Three months later he was as good as his word.
      

      
      It was a union of love for the Colombian only. For Dinaal, it was one of convenience. It meant he acquired his permanent resident
         visa. And completed the first stage of his assignment. Dinaal had been sent to Colombia to set up an undercover operations cell. So he needed to be married. It was a necessary tool. It
         allowed him to stay in the country for as long as he wanted and to travel abroad at will and return at will. Without having
         to deal with the usual visitor’s visa complications.
      

      
      He waited a year before he travelled out of Colombia. Dinaal went back to Pakistan for the first time since his youth. On
         arrival he took the first of many trips into Afghanistan to meet his bosses. These visits, mostly into Kandahar, never showed
         on the pages of his passport. Because he was always guided in and out through the mountainous, arid borders by people who
         knew how to avoid Pakistani troop patrols and Western Coalition forces.
      

      
      It took close to three years to get the Bogota active unit numbers up to operational strength. The secret cell was made up
         of six other men, all of whom had been recruited from madrassas in various parts of the world that taught an extreme form
         of Islamic jihad. The seven men had subsequently attended jihadist training camps once a year for weeks at a time, and on
         one occasion for two hard months straight. They’d learned the art of terrorism. They’d taken weapons and explosives training
         and been drilled relentlessly on how to conduct themselves undercover. Only one of the men was a native Colombian. The others
         were from Pakistan, Indonesia and Saudi Arabia. In the final weeks of training they’d focused on the skills required to conduct
         independent and unsupported attacks in foreign countries. By now they had solid small arms skills. They could handle pistols
         and assault rifles. At this point they learned how to construct simple but lethal explosive devices using locally purchased
         materials.
      

      
      When Dinaal was sent to Colombia to set up the active service unit, the leaders didn’t tell him why. He would have to wait
         another two years before learning of its purpose. But he had been able to wait because he was a patient man.
      

      
      In truth, the men who had recruited and sent Dinaal to Bogota didn’t know what the task would be either. They were following
         a directive that came down from on high. They had been ordered to set up as many active service cells as possible in just
         about every significant country in the world. The cells were to remain asleep until given orders to become operational.
      

      
      It was during one of Dinaal’s visits to Islamabad, while receiving training in the use of wire-guided missiles and anti-vehicle
         mines, that he got called to attend a meeting. The gathering, which included other cell commanders, was held on a country
         estate a few miles inside Afghanistan on the Kandahar road beyond the Spin Boldak border checkpoint. Much to his surprise,
         Dinaal’s bosses were men he had never seen before. It was like there had been a complete changing of the command guard. Many
         of the new leaders were younger than their predecessors and were far more politically savvy. They were also ruthless and ambitious.
      

      
      The meeting lasted a whole day. One by one the cell commanders were called to give account of their units. When it came to
         Dinaal’s turn, he described his men, their enthusiasm and their eagerness to do anything they were asked in the name of Islam.
         He also emphasised they were all willing to die for the cause. At the end of it, Dinaal was given what seemed a strange sequence
         of instructions. But he was not permitted to question them nor to divulge them to any living person outside the members of
         his cell.
      

      
      On his return to Bogota, Dinaal assembled his team at the first opportunity and relayed the instructions. His men were equally
         bemused. He assured them that ultimately it would lead to a significant task: all he could say was that they were taking part
         in a truly global operation, one that would have a greater impact than the Twin Towers assault on 11 September 2001. Dinaal
         also warned the six men not to ask questions about the task nor to discuss any aspect of it beyond the walls of the secret
         cell headquarters. He didn’t lie to them: if they disobeyed the order they would be killed.
      

      
      The Colombian, the Indonesian, the two Pakistanis and the two Saudis assumed Dinaal knew the real purpose behind the weird
         task. He did not let them think otherwise. He was well aware that information was power and that if you didn’t have any, it
         was always best to let others think that you did.
      

      
      He spent a week carrying out day and night reconnaissance of the target area on his own. He looked at it from every position
         until he was satisfied. When he had decided on the location and timing, he took his two best men out on the ground to explain
         the plan in detail. He showed them where it would take place and precisely how they would carry it out.
      

      
      He had one relatively minor obstacle in the preliminary plan: the procurement of a rifle. Dinaal wasn’t worried about ammunition
         being a major issue since he required only one bullet. And getting hold of a rifle was easy enough in Colombia. But it had
         been impressed upon him that the acquisition of the firearm had to be as clinical as every other part of the operation. It
         had to be a clean weapon, untraceable back to them. No member of the cell could be associated with a firearm in any way, shape
         or form. This was vital to the future of the cell. Dinaal knew he had to take it extremely seriously.
      

      
      It was the Colombian who managed to achieve this level of secret acquisition, quite by chance. He stole the weapon from the
         military without them knowing who had done it. He was driving towards a country road checkpoint late one night, common enough
         just about anywhere around the Colombian capital, and the barrier was up. He was waved through by a single soldier and noticed
         a dozen or so others asleep, weapons out of hands. Instantly inspired, he drove for about another hundred metres, around a
         couple of bends and pulled the car off the road. He crept back through the bush on foot. He took not only a rifle but a pouch
         full of magazines.
      

      
      After detailed questioning of the Colombian, Dinaal was satisfied that security had been maintained and that it would remain
         so as long as the weapon was never found in their possession and they kept it hidden until they needed it.
      

      
      Finally the night of the task arrived. The seven men climbed into a van and they drove into the city. The van belonged to
         Dinaal, a second-hand Transit with windows at the front and in the back doors only. It was rusty in places and looked well
         worn but Dinaal ensured the engine was always in good condition. The Colombian was at the wheel. They kept to the highways
         and after a while they hit Calle 17 and headed into the much less populated agricultural area to the north-west. The traffic
         had been heavy in the city but as soon as they turned on to the farm road it disappeared. The surface of the road was hard-packed
         crushed stone that wound through small, cultivated fields. A handful of farm houses were dotted about. The land was as flat
         as a billiard table in every direction.
      

      
      Less than a kilometre along the lane, the vehicle turned into an even narrower track and came to a stop under some trees,
         which provided complete cover from the moonlight. The Colombian turned off the lights and the engine.
      

      
      The two Pakistani men climbed out of the back of the van and skipped into the bushes. They looked at the few houses in sight,
         their lights on inside. Otherwise they couldn’t see any sign of life.
      

      
      Dinaal hardly took his eyes off his watch. The others waited quietly and patiently. ‘Let’s go,’ he said finally.

      
      The double doors at the back opened and the men climbed out. Two of them were carrying a long wooden box. Dinaal and the Colombian
         driver joined them.
      

      
      ‘You have three minutes to set up,’ Dinaal said.

      
      One of the Saudis and the Indonesian climbed over a low, wooden fence and took the box that was handed to them. Then they all hurried along the edge of a ploughed field. The ground began to slope away a little as they reached the end of the
         field, where they stopped. Beyond them they could see a wide trough of marshy water that reflected the moonlight.
      

      
      ‘One minute,’ said Dinaal.

      
      They placed the box on the ground and opened it. Inside was the rifle, a standard 5.56mm ball Galil IMI. The Saudi who had
         been elected weapon preparer lifted the weapon out of the box. He was handed a magazine and he pushed it into its housing,
         cocked the breach that loaded the chamber and handed the weapon to the Indonesian, who was standing ready and waiting to receive
         it. He was short and stocky, low centre of gravity. He took it, placed the stock into his shoulder and looked directly at
         Dinaal.
      

      
      ‘That way,’ Yusef said, holding his arm out. The Indonesian adjusted his position so that he was aiming the rifle into the
         sky in the direction indicated.
      

      
      ‘Hold him,’ Dinaal hissed at the Saudi.

      
      The man took a tight hold around the Indonesian’s waist.

      
      ‘Safety catch,’ Dinaal said.

      
      The Indonesian removed the safety catch.

      
      Dinaal searched the skies behind them, in the opposite direction to the aim of the rifleman.

      
      After about fifteen seconds they could all hear the distant sound of an approaching aircraft.

      
      The rifle pair didn’t move, they just remained focused skywards, their backs to the oncoming aircraft, while Dinaal and the
         others stared into the black star-covered sky.
      

      
      ‘There,’ said the Colombian, finding a couple of tiny, piercing lights moving together through the thousands of stars. A large,
         commercial passenger plane soon took shape, increasing in size as it descended directly towards them, its headlights searching
         ahead.
      

      
      Dinaal glanced at his gun team, who remained in position. ‘Get ready,’ he said.
      

      
      The Indonesian regripped the weapon that he held tightly into his shoulder. His number two squeezed him slightly harder, arms
         clamped around the man.
      

      
      The scream of the jet engines grew rapidly louder as the craft began to fill the sky. Dinaal could see the cockpit windows
         now. He felt a fleeting satisfaction with his timing and positioning perfectly beneath the large craft’s flight path. As it
         roared overhead the Indonesian aimed at its underbelly, which was not difficult – it practically filled his vision.
      

      
      ‘Now!’ cried Dinaal above the deafening shriek of the turbines.

      
      The Indonesian fired a single shot. The report, like Dinaal’s shouted command, was consumed by the intense high-pitched whine
         of the big bird’s huge engines.
      

      
      The Indonesian lowered the barrel but his partner still held him and they all stared at the tail of the thundering airliner
         as it continued to descend towards the bright parallel lines of airfield approach lights in the field before the runway.
      

      
      ‘Quickly!’ Dinaal shouted.

      
      The Indonesian shoved his partner away and placed the gun back inside the wooden box. They picked it up and hurried along
         the field to the fence, which they scurried over. The two lookouts held the doors of the van open for them. The team stepped
         up and inside and pulled the doors closed. Dinaal joined the driver in the front and the engine burst to life. The Colombian
         reversed the vehicle out of the narrow track on to the stone lane, turned on the lights and drove them back the way they had
         come.
      

      
      A line of suitcases of various shapes and colours oozed from beneath a curtain of twisted black rubber strips. They lay on
         a well-worn conveyor track that looped through the drab and humid baggage hall of Bogota International Airport. A porter plucked one of them from the line, placed it on a rickety trolley and followed
         a tall, casually dressed man to the customs desk. The man showed the official his diplomatic passport and was promptly ushered
         through to the arrivals hall.
      

      
      On the street outside, the Englishman was led to a smart bulletproof limousine. He climbed inside, his suitcase was placed
         in the trunk and the vehicle drove off.
      

      
      Forty-five minutes later it arrived at the entrance to the British Embassy, where it passed through several layers of robust
         security to gain entry. A few minutes after that the man wheeled his suitcase into a large second-floor office in the three-thousand-square-metre
         building. The room was well appointed, had everything such an office should have, including a big ornate lump of a desk. An
         older man in a dark suit sat behind it.
      

      
      ‘Ah. He has arrived,’ the man behind the desk said, grinning and getting to his feet. ‘Good flight?’

      
      ‘Bearable,’ the Englishman said, letting go of his suitcase and placing a laptop bag on a chair. ‘You’ve caught a bit of sun
         since I left.’
      

      
      ‘A round of golf with the American Ambassador.’

      
      ‘Did you win?’

      
      ‘Tried hard not to but his putting was frightful. Whisky?’

      
      ‘Yes, but this one’s on me. And I have a treat for you.’

      
      The tall Englishman placed his suitcase on a chair and opened it. He took out a couple of shirts and looked at them. They
         were wet in his hands. He put them down and picked up the wooden box nested in the centre of the case. The contents of the
         box tinkled, made the sound of broken glass. The man turned it in his hands and an amber-coloured liquid dribbled from a hole
         in the side of the box.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear,’ the old embassy man said as he approached. ‘What a waste.’

      
      With his index finger, the Englishman probed the two neat holes on either side of the wooden box. It led him to investigate
         the lid of the suitcase. It had a neat hole in the centre. He lifted the case to discover a corresponding hole the other side.
         ‘It’s a bloody bullet hole,’ he muttered.
      

      
      ‘So it is,’ the other man said, looking quizzically at his colleague.

   
      
      1

      
      Stratton sat in complete darkness on a grey rocky slope in a treeless, moonscape wilderness. He was wearing an insulated jacket
         and hard-wearing trousers, heavy boots and a thick goat-hair scarf wrapped around his neck to keep out the chilly night air.
         He looked like he had been camping in the outback for days without a clean-up.
      

      
      He was in a comfortable position, his back against a rock, knees bent up in front of him, elbows resting on them, supporting
         a thermal imager in his hands. He was looking through the electronic optical device at a house half a mile away. It was one
         dwelling among a cramped collection of them, practically every one small, single-storey and built of mud bricks or concrete
         blocks. He slowly scanned the village, pausing each time the imager picked up a human form.
      

      
      A mile beyond the village the land abruptly ended in a dead-straight horizontal line across his entire panorama, beyond it
         a vast black ocean and a lighter cloudy sky.
      

      
      Stratton lowered the optic, letting it hang from a strap around his neck. He picked up a large pair of binoculars and took
         another view of the area. There was enough light coming from some of the houses for the glasses to be effective. Headlights
         suddenly appeared beyond the village, coming from the direction of the highway that followed the coastline. He shifted the
         binoculars on to them.
      

      
      ‘Vehicles approaching from the south-east,’ a voice said over Stratton’s earpiece. ‘Looks like two Suburbans.’ The communications were encrypted and scrambled should anyone else try to
         listen in.
      

      
      ‘Roger,’ Stratton said as he watched the two pairs of headlights bump along a gravel road. The vehicles drove into the village,
         lights occasionally flashing skywards as they bumped over the heavily rutted ground. They came to a halt outside the house
         Stratton had been watching.
      

      
      He switched back to the thermal imager and focused on the lead vehicle. He could see the bright white of the car’s brake discs
         and exhausts. He watched as the Suburban’s rear doors opened. A couple of men climbed out. The thermal imagers graded them
         down the scale from the superheated components of the car. The bodies were lighter than the buildings behind them and the
         ground under their feet. Stratton could see the men’s hands and their heads, brighter than their clothing. Both men were carrying
         rifles, the cool metal almost black in their white hands, but just as visible because of the contrast.
      

      
      One of the men went to the front door of the house. As he approached, it opened and two men came outside. There appeared to
         be an exchange of words. One of the men from the house walked to the Suburban and looked to have a conversation with someone
         in the back.
      

      
      ‘Do you have eyes on?’ the voice asked over Stratton’s earpiece.

      
      ‘Yes, though I can’t identify anyone. But it’s the right time, the right place and they look pretty cautious,’ Stratton replied.
         ‘I’d say it’s safe to assume our man’s there.’
      

      
      ‘Enough to do the snatch?’

      
      ‘Why not? It’s like fishing. If we don’t like what we catch, we can always throw it back.’

      
      ‘Is that what you normally do?’

      
      ‘If there was a normal way of doing things like this, everyone would be doing it.’

      
      Stratton picked up a large reflector drum lens on a tripod with a device attached to the optic and looked through it. Because
         the image was highly magnified, it took him a few seconds to find the vehicles. He saw a man climb out of the back of the
         lead Suburban and talk with the one from the house. Stratton pushed a button on the device, which took several still recordings
         of the man. They were all of his head but more of the back than the front or sides.
      

      
      The man walked towards the house. Just before going in he turned to the vehicles as if someone had called to him. Stratton
         quickly recorded several images of the man before he turned and entered the house.
      

      
      Stratton viewed the images he’d taken and selected several of the man’s face. He downloaded the images on to the satellite
         phone attached to the lens. He scrolled through the address book, selected a number and hit send. A few seconds later a window
         confirmed that the file had been sent.
      

      
      He took up the thermal imager again, carried on scanning the house and the two vehicles. The two armed men stood off a couple
         of metres from the SUVs. The engines of the Suburbans were still running, their exhausts bright white on the imager.
      

      
      ‘If it makes you feel any better,’ Stratton said, ‘I just sent London some images of a possible. They should be able to confirm.’

      
      Less than a minute later the satphone gave off a chirp and he looked at the screen message: Image 3. Target confirmed.
      

      
      Stratton disconnected the drum lens and put it in a backpack. ‘Hopper?’

      
      ‘Send,’ said the voice.

      
      ‘London has replied. If we catch this fish, we can keep it. I’ll see you at the RV in two.’

      
      ‘Roger that,’ Hopper replied.

      
      Stratton got to his feet, tied up the pack and pulled it on to his strong shoulders. He checked the ground around him, pocketed
         the wrapper from an energy bar he had eaten and searched for anything else. He made a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree scan
         of his surroundings using the imager. It picked up nothing save a few goats a couple of kilometres away. He wondered what
         the bloody things ate. It didn’t seem possible that anything could grow in this barren land.
      

      
      He headed down the gravelly incline into a gully that took him out of sight of the village. Stratton dug a cellphone from
         his pocket and hit a memory dial.
      

      
      ‘Prabhu? Stratton. We’re in business. We’re towards you now, OK?’

      
      Then he pocketed the phone and clambered on down a steep channel to a stony track barely visible in the low light. He paused
         to look around and listen. The sound of stones shingling downhill came from the slope opposite him. He continued walking and
         watched the shadowy outline of a man grow clearer as it made its way down the rise towards him.
      

      
      The man joined him on the track and they walked alongside each other. The man was a similar age and build to Stratton, his
         lighter hair cut short. ‘That was a pleasant few hours,’ Hopper said. ‘I would like to have seen the sunset though. Could
         you see it from where you were?’
      

      
      ‘Not quite.’

      
      ‘If the demand for gravel ever equals oil, Yemen will make a bloody fortune,’ said Hopper. ’Never seen a country with so much
         dry rubble. The entire place looks like it’s been bulldozed. A few trees would help. I don’t know how the bloody goats manage.
         You could scratch around here all day and not find anything to eat. And water? The riverbeds must have water in them no more
         than a couple of days a year.’
      

      
      Stratton listened to his partner talk. Hopper was a passionate man at heart to be sure. He felt sympathetic to people whose
         lifestyle he judged to be of a lower quality than his own. And he assumed that if they could, they would like to live the way he did. It made Stratton feel cold and unconcerned by comparison and Stratton
         didn’t regard himself as particularly cold. He didn’t resent Hopper for it though. Nor did he think the man was soft. But
         the way Hopper talked, with his emphasis on human kindness, it was a tad over the top, as well as being a potential weakness
         in their business. Yet that was Hopper. Stratton had known him on and off for ten years or so. He had worked with him hardly
         at all and knew him more socially than anything else back in Poole.
      

      
      ‘You happy with this next phase?’ Stratton asked.

      
      ‘Yep. No probs. You talked to Prabhu?’

      
      ‘He’s on his way to the RV. Have you done a snatch like this before?’

      
      ‘A few. One in Iraq. A handful in Afghanistan.’

      
      ‘This should be easier. I don’t expect the target to be as twitchy here. This is generally a quiet neighbourhood.’

      
      ‘You operated in Yemen before?’

      
      ‘Did a small task in Aden a couple years ago,’ said Stratton. ‘I’ve never been here before.’

      
      Hopper checked his watch. ‘Helen’ll be putting the boys to bed about now,’ he said. ‘We usually let ’em have a late night
         Saturdays.’
      

      
      Stratton had met Hopper’s wife a few times. At the occasional family functions the service ran. She was nowhere near as chatty
         as her husband, certainly not with Stratton at least. But that standoff attitude was not unusual. He had a good idea what
         most of the wives thought about him. He was single for one. And he never brought a girl to the camp gigs, which suggested
         he did not have a steady girlfriend. There was ample evidence to prove that he had normal tastes when it came to females.
         It was just that nobody he hooked up with appeared to last very long. Add that to his reputation as a specialised operative,
         exaggerated or otherwise, and most of the wives, other than those of his closest friends, put up a barrier when he was around.
      

      
      But Stratton never felt completely comfortable operating alongside men like Hopper because they brought their families with
         them. Hopper was always thinking about them or talking about them in conversation. He seemed unable to disconnect while away
         on ops. Hopper never saw it as a disadvantage being a family man as well as an SBS operative. He regarded himself as pure
         special forces. He only talked to civilians beyond casual exchanges if he had to. He viewed them as potential security leaks.
         All of his friends were serving or former military personnel.
      

      
      All of which meant several things to Stratton. Hopper would be fine and he would do the job well enough. But he would have
         preferred it if Hopper had not been chosen for this operation. He was better suited to large-scale ops. But at the end of
         the day Hopper had a reputation for being reliable, for being steady, and Stratton had no doubt he would do well.
      

      
      ‘We weren’t talking the day I left for here,’ Hopper went on. ‘Had a bit of a row. Not the best thing when you’re off on an
         op. By the time I get home it will all have blown over. Helen doesn’t hold on to things like that for long. You’ve met Helen
         before, haven’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Course you have. That last service family barbeque. I never associate you with those kinds of bashes.’

      
      ‘I think I got back from somewhere that day and just happened to be there.’

      
      ‘That would explain it.’

      
      ‘We’re getting close to the RV,’ Stratton said. He wasn’t concerned about being overheard. They were still a long way from
         the village. But the family chat was getting him out of the right frame of mind. It didn’t feel right to be talking about
         Hopper’s family life. It was precisely the reason why he didn’t like working with married fads.
      

      
      They came to a broader track that connected the coastal highway with the village. A short distance further along they hit a track junction, the other route leading way up into the hills.
      

      
      A narrow wadi ran alongside the track and through the junction at that point. Stratton stepped down into it. Hopper joined
         him.
      

      
      ‘This is ideal,’ Hopper said. ‘Far enough away from the village and the highway.’

      
      The air was still. Both men heard the quiet sound of boots on loose stones and they looked along the track that led up into
         the hills to see a figure approaching along it. The man was short and solid-looking and carrying a small backpack. He stopped
         on the edge of the wadi and squatted on his haunches with an economy of energy.
      

      
      ‘Ram ram, Prabhu,’ Stratton said, by way of greeting.

      
      ‘Hajur, sab,’ Prabhu replied.

      
      ‘Sabai tic cha?’ Stratton asked. It was more of a formality than anything else because Prabhu would have warned him as soon
         as something was not OK.
      

      
      ‘Tic cha,’ Prabhu replied in his calm, easy manner, a hint of a smile on his lips. He had a flat, ageless face, short dark
         hair. He was a former British Gurkha officer and had completed twenty-four years in the battalion, rising through the ranks
         to major, one of the few who did. ‘Ramlal is waiting in the vehicle around the other side of the hill,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Good man. Take this pack back with you. We’ll do the snatch here as planned. Soon as it goes off, you drive down and pick
         us up.’
      

      
      ‘No problem, saheb,’ Prabhu said, exchanging packs with Stratton.

      
      ‘Don’t forget your gas masks,’ Stratton said with a smile. He had a soft spot for the Gurkha soldier but especially for Prabhu
         who he had worked with before in Afghanistan and Iraq.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry. We won’t forget.’

      
      The ex-major set off back the way he had come and Stratton pulled a gas mask from the pack and handed it to Hopper, who stuffed it into one of the large pockets in his coat. Stratton
         took another mask for himself, which he pocketed. Then he took a large, heavy, jagged metal coil from the pack. He carried
         it along the wadi for a few metres and stopped to inspect the track.
      

      
      ‘This’ll do,’ he decided.

      
      Hopper climbed out of the wadi and Stratton handed him the coil. Hopper crossed the track, placed it on the ground, removed
         two metal pins from the brutal-looking device and pushed them into holes in its sides. He removed his scarf, bundled it on
         to one of the pins and gently hammered the pin home with a rock. He repeated the process with the other pin until the device
         was held securely, and wrapped the scarf back around his neck. As he walked back across the track to rejoin Stratton in the
         wadi, he unwound a coil of steel wire, the final part of the installation.
      

      
      Hopper pulled the wire just enough to make it taut, then he put a rock on it to keep it in position on the edge of the wadi.

      
      ‘We’re good to go,’ Stratton said and they both walked back to the track junction.

      
      Stratton took a final item from the pack – a cardboard box – and opened it to expose half a dozen canisters, ring-pulls attached.
         They looked like smoke grenades but smaller. He handed three to Hopper. ‘The lead car will open their doors as soon as they
         stop,’ he said. ‘That’s the best time to pop them in.’
      

      
      ‘We found that smashing the windows and dropping them inside the vehicle was quicker,’ Hopper said.

      
      ‘What if the glass is armoured? They’ll lock the doors and you won’t get in.’

      
      ‘Unlikely, but I get your point.’

      
      ‘You take the rear vehicle and I’ll take the lead.’

      
      ‘Roger that. Good luck,’ Hopper said and he made his way back along the wadi to the cable, where he sat down and made himself
         comfortable.
      

      
      Stratton sat back so that he could see the village, and stretched out his legs. He felt tired. The past few days had been
         long ones.
      

      
      The operation had started in Washington DC three days earlier. He had flown in to attend a meeting of British and US special
         operations. Discussions about strategic alignments for Afghanistan and North Africa. It had finished with a global assessment
         of the Islamic offensive to date. Not surprisingly to Stratton, the Americans pegged Somalia, Djibouti and Eritrea as focal
         points for future operations. Somalia had become a mess on just about every level and was threatening to get worse. The world’s
         centre for piracy and large-scale kidnappings was fast becoming a conduit for hard drugs and arms smuggling. And the ops guys
         talked about another, possibly greater concern: Somalia had begun to emerge as an operational front for international Islamic
         terrorism.
      

      
      It wasn’t Stratton’s kind of meeting. All too hypothetical for him. But he hadn’t been able to avoid it. With his level of
         experience he was expected to contribute to alliance planning strategies that included British special forces. His fears of
         one day getting permanently dragged into the office, desk, operations administration system had gone up a notch. But luckily
         for him, on this occasion someone in London thought they needed him more than the Washington thinktank did.
      

      
      As the second day of meetings came to an end, Stratton received a high-priority message to make his way to the British Embassy.
         Just him, no one else. Not the two SBS officers and the sergeant major from C Squadron he had arrived with. The message couldn’t
         have been clearer. The faint odour of an operation wafted through his nostrils. He couldn’t get out of the US Navy Intelligence
         offices quickly enough and grabbed a taxi to the other side of town.
      

      
      On arrival at the embassy he was met by an aide. After brief formalities and security clearances, the aide walked Stratton
         up to the third floor, along cream-coloured corridors, and invited him to attend a private briefing inside the bubble chamber – the electronically sealed room designed to prevent eavesdropping.
         Stratton had been expecting several people to attend the brief. But he was mistaken. It was just him and the aide. The younger
         man, clearly from MI6, started talking. He was erudite, polished and intelligent.
      

      
      Without the use of visual aids, he described how a month previously a British Airways flight arriving at Bogota International
         Airport from London Heathrow had been shot at from the ground. There was no doubt that the attack had happened while the aircraft
         was on its final approach to the Colombian capital. It could never have happened while taking off from Heathrow. And certainly
         not during its flight across the Atlantic and the eastern edge of the South American continent. There wasn’t a rifle made
         that could fire a bullet vertically for seven miles. And it had been a single bullet fired into the underbelly of the aircraft.
         The bullet had been recovered – a 5.56mm which was common enough and suggested a military issue rifle. As to the make, that
         was impossible to determine. The incident had initially been labelled as nothing more than vandalism. People loosed off shots
         at commercial aircraft all the time, particularly in poorer, more unstable parts of the world. But when the same thing happened
         a week later to a French commercial airliner on its final approach to Nairobi, ears pricked within the Western intelligence
         community.
      

      
      Yet it wasn’t until several fine threads of intelligence were weaved together from various sources that the two attacks began
         to take on the form of something more significant.
      

      
      Stratton sat quietly absorbing every detail. The MI6 man spoke methodically without pausing to take questions. Stratton would
         observe the usual protocol, which was that all queries be left until the briefer had completed his task.
      

      
      The MI6 man kept talking. They had seen a spike over the previous twelve months in the interest among certain known terrorist arms providers in ground-to-air missiles. This interest had gradually become refined to the hand-held, man-portable
         variety of the weapon. That was always enough to set alarms ringing. But it was nothing new. The threat had been there ever
         since the Americans handed the Afghans large numbers of Stinger missiles during the USSR’s invasion of their country. The
         mujahideen had used them against Soviet aircraft with great success.
      

      
      A subsequent sting operation conducted by the CIA netted a handful of potential buyers of ground-to-air missiles but the trail
         to the ultimate end-users was never uncovered to any satisfaction.
      

      
      A few months ago the interest in the deadly weapons seemed to dry up, said the MI6 man. This was significant and had happened
         for three possible reasons. One, the end-users had failed to acquire the weapons and given up the effort, perhaps redirected
         their energies into a different scheme. Or two, they had just changed their minds about whatever they were planning to use
         the weapons for and no longer needed them. Or three, they had managed to find a reliable source for the deadly weapons.
      

      
      The intelligence community had been speculating that the third option might be the case and that Islamic terrorists had managed
         to acquire portable ground-to-air missiles. Whereas it was always wise to prepare for the worst, it was also dangerous to
         assume anything. What they needed was some ‘A1’ category evidence – A1 being hard evidence witnessed by an intelligence organisation’s
         own personnel. The source of the weapons couldn’t be identified but there was still talk of them going round. For a time the
         rumour was thought to be the result of a collating phenomenon. Like Chinese whispers. One intelligence organisation asks another
         if they know anything about a given topic, such as the purchase of man-portable ground-to-air missiles by a terror organisation.
         The question gets passed on to another intelligence agency, which passes it to another. On its journey the question gets distorted,
         perhaps thanks to an inaccurate translation here and there, and, without any evidence to support it one way or another, it comes back to its point of origin in the form of an answer. Experienced
         analysts have an eye for such a result. And a warning for any analyst irresist -ibly attracted to a particular theory for
         whatever reason: ‘If you look for something hard enough, you’ll find evidence of it, even if it doesn’t exist.’
      

      
      Whatever was the case, the rumour was treated as highly plausible. Pretty much every Western government intelligence organisation
         began a search for the buyers and, most importantly, the weapons. The spiral-like patterns of the intelligence gathering system
         took a series of acute turns when someone working in the depths of the MI6 building on the Thames in London postulated that
         the shootings of the aircraft could well have been rehearsals. For something else. The theory had analysts sitting up all
         over the place.
      

      
      A week before Stratton’s visit to Washington DC a name surfaced, through British sources in Yemen. Someone had identified
         a possible missile provider. The name was Tajar Sabarak, a Saudi Arabian businessman. A name previously unknown to Western
         intelligence organisations. Sabarak was known to the Yemeni and Saudi authorities but as a petty smuggler who had so far eluded
         both countries’ authorities. He made his income out of the legitimate transportation of khat leaf from Yemen to Somalia. And
         he was suspected of using his international network to traffic, on occasion, in blood diamonds.
      

      
      The breakthrough came when MI6 sources in Yemen reported that Sabarak had met with representatives of people who a year earlier
         had shown up as being interested in purchasing ground-to-air missiles. Shortly afterwards, Sabarak began flying around the
         world, several of those trips to Hong Kong and Indonesia, nowhere that had anything to do with the buying and selling of the
         amphetamine khat leaf or blood diamonds. But when it came to places like Indonesia, plausibly everything to do with Muslim
         extremism. A sting operation was planned to try and entrap the Saudi into selling his missiles. And even though it failed, what it revealed,
         on secret recordings of meetings, was a man clearly obsessed with global jihad.
      

      
      It was enough to trigger a reaction stronger than just the need for more clandestine information gathering, said the MI6 man.
         The SIS decided to bring Sabarak in for questioning. The decision was based on the feeling that it would be better to have
         Sabarak in custody than put him under surveillance in the hope of finding the weapons and then risk losing him. It was believed
         that whatever the jihadists were planning, it had in some way already begun.
      

      
      While Stratton was landing in DC, Sabarak was flagged arriving by air from Saudi Arabia into Sana’a, Yemen’s capital. From
         there he took a domestic flight to Riyan on the south coast. Before leaving Sana’a, Sabarak placed a call to a Somali in Riyan,
         a man named Mustafa Jerab, a man with strong ties to Al-Shabaab, an Islamic terrorist group. Stratton knew all about Al-Shabaab.
         Based in Somalia. No small-time organisation. In just a few years it had grown from a little-known gang of fanatics into a
         membership of tens of thousands and control of almost half the country.
      

      
      Sabarak’s phone conversation was recorded and sent to MI6 by a British spy operating within the Yemeni Secret Service. Sabarak
         and Jerab talked like business associates. They said nothing specific but the inference was quite clear to the British intelligence
         translator. Sabarak wanted to discuss the shipment of something highly sensitive.
      

      
      Stratton’s task was straightforward enough, the MI6 man said. He was to go to Riyan with one other operative and two Gurkha
         special forces support staff, snatch Sabarak and take him to the Oman border seven hours away by road, where British intelligence
         staff, with the nod from the Omani authorities, would take the Saudi away for a long rest and some very intensive interviews.
      

      
      The MI6 man stopped talking. He picked up a phone and made an internal call. He needed a car out front right away.
      

      
      Stratton’s ride took him back to his hotel to pick up his belongings. From there it took him over the Anacostia river to Bolling
         Air Force Base, where he was met by a senior US Air Force officer whose job it was to escort him through the camp’s bureaucracy
         and take him to a waiting aircraft.
      

      
      Judging by the schedule Stratton had been given, he didn’t have a lot of time to get to the UK to meet his next transit east.
         He climbed into a scuffed US Air Force van and as they headed for a line of huge C-141 jet transport aircraft he couldn’t
         see how he was going to make the connection in time. So he wasn’t surprised when the driver pulled the van past the transport
         craft towards a lone two-seater F-16 parked on the skirt.
      

      
      Stratton stepped from the van as an aviation fuel truck drove away. After the senior officer’s brief explanation of the flight
         – basically what not to touch and what to do in the event of an emergency – the man handed him a helmet and life vest and
         invited him to climb the ladder into the back seat of the dull-grey fighter. Stratton nodded to the pilot, who was already
         aboard. After a brief exchange the canopy closed and the engines roared as the bird rolled off the skirt.
      

      
      As the pilot taxied the fighter, he called in to the tower and received clearance to go. He turned the F-16 on to the runway
         and fired the thrusters. Stratton’s seat had been lowered to reduce the effects of the g-force but the take-off acceleration
         was exhilarating even for him. Especially since all he could see were the clouds through the polycarbonate bubble canopy.
         Once they were airborne, the pilot raised Stratton’s seat back up and after climbing to thirty thousand feet, they shot through
         the skies at around fifteen hundred mph, more than double the speed of a commercial jet.
      

      
      After a while looking at nothing but clouds below and blue sky everywhere else, Stratton nodded off. Until a strange noise woke him. For a few seconds he wondered where the hell he
         was. A long tube with a bulbous end was hovering above him outside the cockpit. The far end of the tube was attached to the
         back of a large aircraft above and in front of them. The F-16 was being refuelled, a new experience for Stratton and he watched
         it with interest.
      

      
      Three hours after leaving DC, five hours quicker than a Boeing 747, the fighter craft touched down at Mildenhall Air Base
         in Norfolk and Stratton got taken to an MoD civilianised Gulf jet, where he met Hopper, Prabhu, Ramlal and the ops team who
         were to give them the detailed briefing and provide the specialised equipment they needed.
      

      
      Six and a half hours later the aircraft landed in Salalah, Oman, and after that the team rode in a Toyota Land Cruiser heading
         for the Yemeni border, which they crossed to follow the coastal road all the way to Riyan.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Flickering lights coming from the village snapped Stratton out of his reverie and he leaned his elbows on the edge of the
         wadi to look through a night-vision monoscope. Two Suburbans were making their way between the houses in his direction. It
         had to be their target departing the rendezvous.
      

      
      He looked over at Hopper, who was on his knees holding the wire. The last house in the village looked about a thousand metres
         away. The vehicles would cover the distance in a couple of minutes on the rough road. The first vehicle emerged from between
         the perimeter houses and into the open, the second one close behind it, their headlights bouncing as they came over the undulating
         ground.
      

      
      Stratton placed three small gas grenades on the top of the wadi and slid a hand inside his jacket to touch his holstered P226
         pistol. It was a subconscious check. The weapon was already loaded. He had been ready for a fight from the moment they crossed
         the border into Yemen.
      

      
      He looked once again at Hopper. ‘You a happy man, Hopper?’ he called out.

      
      ‘I will be when we’re on our way home.’

      
      Stratton should have expected such a reply. He would bet fifty quid that Hopper was thinking about his family even then. But
         he took a moment to ask himself what he would feel like if he had the ideal girl waiting for him to get home.
      

      
      Headlights suddenly appeared, coming from the coastal highway, and flashed across their position. It was a vehicle speeding along the track towards the village and the two Suburbans.
      

      
      Stratton and Hopper dropped to the bottom of the wadi just before the vehicle, some type of 4×4, tore by, kicking dirt and
         stones into the wadi and on top of them. They knelt back up to watch it head towards the oncoming Suburbans.
      

      
      ‘What the bloody hell was that?’ Hopper called out.

      
      Whatever it was, Stratton didn’t like the look of it.

      
      A sudden loud bang came from the direction of the two Suburbans. Not so much like a gun going off, more like the muffled burst
         of a tyre. Stratton and Hopper watched as the headlights of the leading Suburban bounced hard before turning sharply to one
         side like the vehicle had lost control. It came to a dusty halt and the second Suburban behind slid to a stop.
      

      
      Stratton quickly took up the thermal imager and saw several figures running from a fold in the ground where they had obviously
         been hiding. There were four of them in total and they split into pairs as they went towards both vehicles. He could hear
         popping sounds as the figures reached the Suburbans. Then he heard a shot.
      

      
      The red tail lights of the 4×4 flared as it came to a hard halt on the stone track right in front of the Suburbans. The sound
         of men shouting carried across the night air, the language impossible to decipher.
      

      
      Hopper stood to get a better look but also out of mild shock. ‘Is what I think I see going on what I think is going on?’

      
      Stratton couldn’t think what else could be going on.

      
      ‘Someone’s beaten us to them,’ Hopper said.

      
      Stratton didn’t ask the question, who was carrying out the attack? All he could think of was what he needed to do about it.
         His team wasn’t equipped for any kind of major firefight against numbers. They only had a pistol each. This was all now about
         coming up with the right reaction.
      

      
      The 4×4 carried out a u-turn, its headlights pointing back the way it had come. They heard more shouts accompanied by the
         slamming of the vehicle’s doors.
      

      
      Stratton watched through his imager at what appeared to be the original ambush party: four or five men running across the
         rocky ground in the direction of the coast. The 4×4 accelerated along the track back the way it had come – towards Stratton
         and Hopper.
      

      
      ‘Pull the claws!’ Stratton shouted.

      
      Hopper hesitated, looking for confirmation. He’d had the same concerns as Stratton – they weren’t equipped for a firefight
         beyond a handful of pistols.
      

      
      ‘They’ve got our target,’ said Stratton. ‘We’re gonna take him back.’

      
      Hopper yanked on the wire and dragged the multi-barbed snake out of its housing until it was stretched across the full width
         of the track.
      

      
      ‘Nothing’s changed other than we have just the one vehicle to take on,’ Stratton called out. ‘We also have surprise. They
         won’t be expecting us.’ He looked behind him and back up the mountain track hoping the Gurkhas would be ready to react as
         they had originally planned.
      

      
      The 4×4 came fast along the dusty, rocky track, skidding on the bends, its lights bouncing violently over the ruts. Whoever
         was driving it was at the limit of his abilities. Stratton and Hopper pulled on their gas masks and braced as the vehicle
         closed on them. The driver was reckless, Stratton could see, the guy could easily skid into the wadi after hitting the claws.
         He hugged the edge of the riverbed, crouched below it as the headlights came on.
      

      
      The vehicle shot over the claws, the teeth biting into the rubber and the links then wrapping around the front wheels as they
         were designed to, shredding the tyres. The driver fought to keep the SUV under control but he couldn’t and slewed off the
         track opposite the wadi, the wheel rims gouging the ground. As the car stopped, Stratton and Hopper strode up and out of the wadi,
         pulling the pins from their grenades as they walked.
      

      
      The front passenger door opened as Stratton arrived. He tossed a grenade inside. But as the cap fired with a loud pop and
         smoke hissed loudly from it the passenger climbed out. The man was wearing a gas mask. He was reaching inside his jacket.
         Stratton had several distinct thoughts in the space of half a second. Going for his own pistol could be the wrong move. The
         guy could be anyone. He was kidnapping a bad guy so he wasn’t necessarily a bad guy himself. Stratton kept his forward momentum.
         He rapidly closed on the man, whose pistol came into view, and slammed into him, knee to crotch, palm to face, slapping the
         gun away with his other hand. The man dropped back into the vehicle with the force of the contact, his feet still on the ground.
         Stratton grabbed him by his front, ripped him from the vehicle and threw him to the ground.
      

      
      On the other side of the car, Hopper had grabbed the driver, who was also wearing a gas mask, and pulled him out of his seat.
         The man crumpled to the ground and submitted the instant Hopper leaned his weight on him.
      

      
      Stratton’s man had no intention of giving up. As Stratton moved over him, the man kicked out, a hard blow to the torso that
         knocked Stratton back. The guy was some kind of a martial artist. He got to his feet, grabbed Stratton, swung him back against
         the 4×4 and gripped his collar with both hands in a judo-style strangle -hold. Thick white vapour continued to stream from
         the gas canister, gushing out of the SUV’s open door around the pair. Choking under the power of the man’s grip, Stratton
         ripped away the guy’s mask. He immediately began to succumb to the knock-out gas, loosening his hold on Stratton. The operative
         swept the man’s legs out from under him and he landed hard on his side.
      

      
      Stratton slammed the door shut to cut off the gas and placed a knee and his full weight on to the man while he removed his own gas mask and levelled his pistol at the guy’s head.
      

      
      ‘Hopper!’

      
      ‘I’m good,’ his partner called back, breathing hard. ‘Driver’s down. One man unconscious in the back. It’s Sabarak.’

      
      As he spoke, a vehicle came careering to a stop on the track. Prabhu and Ramlal. Ramlal hurried to help Hopper haul the prone
         Sabarak out of the back seat. Prabhu joined Stratton and they looked down on the man lying on his side breathing heavily as
         he fought against the effects of the gas.
      

      
      He rolled on to his back, coughed and spluttered. He looked East Asian, his eyes narrow, a large, flat face. Stratton went
         through his pockets and produced a wallet and passport. The man was Chinese, or so the documentation showed.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Stratton asked.

      
      He remained expressionless, looked away like he had not even heard anything.

      
      Stratton felt like his gut instinct had been right. This man was the vehicle’s commander and he wasn’t linked to terrorism,
         he was part of some organised security service like Stratton. He had used the same technique to carry out the kidnapping as
         Stratton. A controlled, sophisticated approach. But Stratton doubted he would volunteer any information about who he was and
         why he wanted Sabarak. Not without some help.
      

      
      He aimed the pistol at the man’s head. ‘You attacked me and tried to prevent me from arresting a suspected terrorist. I’d
         be justified in shooting you. No one here’s going to say it wasn’t self defence.’
      

      
      The man still didn’t react.

      
      ‘I don’t have much time,’ Stratton said. ‘All I’m asking for is a reason not to kill you. Why do you want Sabarak?’

      
      The man blinked. But that was all. Hopper came over to take a look at him.

      
      ‘I think we’re going to have to add a dead Chinese person to our report,’ Hopper said.
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately I think you’re right,’ said Stratton. ‘Get Sabarak into our vehicle,’ he said to the Gurkhas.

      
      Prabhu and Ramlal dragged the unconscious Saudi into the back of their Land Cruiser.

      
      Hopper looked through the thermal imager monoscope towards the village. ‘Bodies moving this way. His ambush party have worked
         out what’s happened, I expect.’
      

      
      Stratton stepped back and clenched his teeth like he was about to shoot. ‘Sorry, mate. You chose the wrong day to play the
         strong, silent type.’
      

      
      ‘I work for Chinese State Security Ministry,’ the man said quickly in halting English. Stratton kept the pistol pointed at
         him. There had been nothing in the brief about anything Chinese.
      

      
      ‘What’s your interest in Sabarak?’

      
      ‘I cannot tell you that. Even on pain of death.’

      
      ‘You sure about that?’

      
      ‘You will eventually know the answer to that anyway. My life and reputation would be worth nothing if I told you.’

      
      ‘Shall I engage them, sab?’ Prabhu asked, looking to the approaching men who were less than a minute away. He’d unholstered
         his pistol and held it at the ready.
      

      
      Stratton looked into the darkness towards the village, then at Ramlal behind the wheel of the idling Land Cruiser. ‘No. Let’s
         go.’
      

      
      Stratton pocketed the Chinese man’s passport, holstered his gun and climbed into the front passenger seat. Prabhu got into
         the back along with Hopper, and Ramlal floored the accelerator pedal.
      

      
      Hopper kept an eye on their rear while Stratton studied the way ahead. He saw the foreign ambush team reach their commander.
         He saw the guy get to his feet. He saw them stand in the middle of the track, talking.
      

      
      The Land Cruiser bumped heavily along. A lone car passed along the coastal highway in front, its headlights silently cutting
         into the blackness.
      

      
      ‘What do you think the Chinese Secret Service wanted with this clown?’ Hopper asked. The Saudi sat between him and Prabhu,
         his head lolling left then right, his tongue hanging out. He couldn’t stop drooling. Hopper shoved Sabarak away on to Prabhu,
         who was equally unimpressed.
      

OEBPS/images/9780748122233.jpg
 PIRATE





