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Glossary








	
1 Para




	
1st Battalion, Parachute Regiment (Special Forces Support Group)









	
AW50




	
anti-material sniper rifle









	
C-4




	
high-yield plastic explosive









	
COBRA




	
Cabinet Office briefing room









	
CP




	
close protection









	
ETA




	
estimated time of arrival









	
fan dance




	
the fitness and navigation phase of special forces sel









	
frag




	
fragmentation grenade









	
GCHQ




	
Government Communications Headquarters









	
hazmat suit




	
whole-body garment worn as protection against hazardous materials





















	
head shed




	
military command centre









	
HK416




	
Heckler & Koch assault rifle firing 5.56x45mm NATO rounds









	
HK417




	
Heckler & Koch battle rifle firing 7.62x51mm NATO rounds









	
HQ




	
headquarters









	
ident




	
identification









	
L86




	
a variant of the SA80 assault rifle, standard issue to British armed forces









	
LAW




	
light anti-armour weapon









	
LZ




	
landing zone









	
MI6/SIS/the Firm




	
Secret Intelligence Service









	
MoD




	
Ministry of Defence





















	
NV




	
night vision









	
PC




	
patrol commander









	
RIB




	
rigid-hulled inflatable boat









	
RPG




	
rocket-propelled grenade









	
RTA




	
road traffic accident









	
RTU




	
returned to unit









	
Rupert




	
military slang for an officer









	
RV




	
rendezvous









	
SBS




	
Special Boat Service









	
scaley




	
member of the Royal Corps of Signals





















	
SF




	
special forces









	
Sig 225




	
SIG-Sauer P225 pistol firing 9x19mm rounds









	
transponder




	
aircraft identification device









	
VHF




	
very high frequency









	
white phos




	
white phosphorous grenade









	





	


















 ‘I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.’


 — Albert Einstein




Prologue


 


The Iraq–Syria border. Sunset.


It was a featureless patch of desert, but surrounded at a distance by scenes of war.


Six kilometres to the north there was an Islamic State command and control centre, reduced to rubble by American air strikes. But local command and control really took place in a small Bedouin encampment that the infidel didn’t know about, and which they would never bomb, because it was a civilian target. They were weak about such matters.


Three kilometres to the west, a laser-guided Brimstone missile had blasted a crater in the sand thirty metres wide. Two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of ordnance had taken out a single Land Rover, unoccupied.


Ten kilometres to the south, there was a border town that had fallen to the brutal troops of the Islamic State. It had taken the mass execution of three hundred civilians to subdue the malcontents, but now it was overrun with insurgents, completely unopposed by the terrified locals.


Here, however, the undulating sand and rough, dusty scrub under a clear sky looked just as it had done for hundreds, even thousands, of years. And a lone vehicle containing two men trundled through the twilight. For one of these men, who had a crooked nose, lank, greasy hair and wispy stubble on his chin, this was the most exciting journey of his life.


The air was hot and dry. He was sweating and dirty. But he didn’t mind. Twenty-four hours ago he had been stuck in the grey drizzle of an early Peckham morning. Now he was watching a blood-red sun set over the dunes. For years he had longed to swap his old life for this.


His name was James Wilson. He hated it. It was so British. He couldn’t understand why his parents, who had moved to England from Pakistan when they were seventeen – just a year older than James was now – couldn’t have given him a better, Islamic, name. He was always trying to change it. On his unsuccessful YouTube music channel, where he chanted self-penned Jihadist lyrics of which he was very proud, he called himself Dubz-Manuva. And out here, on the fluid border between Iraq and Syria, he was Hassan. He much preferred that name. It sounded more noble, and he had enjoyed tearing up his British passport once he had cleared immigration at Hatay airport in southern Turkey. Out here, nobody would call him a dirty Paki bastard ever again.


Now he was looking forward to meeting with his comrades, learning how to become an ISIS fighter. He had spent many hours daydreaming about the heroic things he would do. And now those daydreams were becoming a reality.


‘Did you have any trouble leaving England?’ asked the lean, fierce militant who was driving him along a deserted highway. 


Hassan’s companion hadn’t told him his name, or even where they were going. Hassan admired his confidence. Admired the way that the gangster-like border guards in military uniform had melted away with one look at his face as they crossed from Turkey into Syria and from Syria into Iraq. Admired the way his assault rifle lay carelessly on the back seat, and the handgun – he didn’t know what sort – rested on the dashboard, a warning to anyone who dared to stop them. 


‘Piece of piss,’ said Hassan. The militant frowned. He obviously didn’t know that expression. ‘I mean . . . yeah . . . it was well easy. Told my mum I had to be in college early, innit? I reckon my sister was a bit suspicious, but she’s only eleven. Left the house at seven, seven thirty . . . I was on the plane to Turkey by midday . . . Got this girl to tell the teachers I was off sick . . .’


The militant’s frown grew more pronounced. ‘There will be no women in our schools when the Caliphate has spread,’ he said. ‘They do not need to be there. It is un-Islamic.’ 


‘Yeah,’ Hassan said quietly. ‘Bitches.’


About twenty metres off the road, next to a patch of low brush, he saw the shell of an old saloon car. It must have been destroyed by some kind of car bomb because jagged sheets of broken chassis were pointing outwards from its core. As they zoomed by, Hassan squinted. Was it a trick of the light, or had he seen the remains of a body slumped over the steering wheel?


‘Where are we going?’ he asked.


‘You’ll see.’


It was almost dark when they turned sharply off the highway and on to a poorly kept road. Five minutes later, Hassan could see the outline of a small desert town in the distance. Even in the half-light he could tell there had been fighting here because he could just make out, in silhouette, the slant of a toppled electricity pylon a couple of hundred metres up ahead. ‘Where are we?’ he asked quietly. His companion didn’t answer.


On the outskirts of the town, the occasional local stood by the side of the road and gave them hard stares. Hassan realised they were a curiosity. Theirs was the only vehicle entering the town. 


They passed a run-down concrete building on their left. A black flag with white Arabic lettering hung across its facade. Next to it was a mosque, outside which was a crowd of men, all bearded. There were no women on show. No children. They approached a lone acacia tree to which a few sheep had been tethered, and came to a halt in the shade of its branches. Theirs was the only vehicle around, with the exception of two old motorbikes leaning up against the side of a low stone building to their right. There were no electric lights. No kids playing in the street. Hassan felt like he had gone back in time.


‘Get out.’


Hassan did as he was told. His jeans and T-shirt were crumpled and sweaty. He felt very out of place compared to his companion, who wore camouflage trousers and a black vest that showed his tough, sinewy muscles. It was strangely silent here. No music. No conversation. The men outside the mosque stared at him. Hassan stared fiercely back.‘This way,’ the militant said. He strode along the road, and Hassan had to trot to keep up.


‘They told me there would be other people like me here, innit?’ Hassan said. ‘People from the UK. Are we going to meet them now?’ He was looking forward to some comradeship. He pictured himself in the desert, sitting outside a tent as the sun set, stripping down a rifle and talking with his new jihadi friends.


No response. The militant crossed the road towards another concrete building, two storeys high, whose windows had been blasted out. He didn’t enter, but walked round to its left-hand side. Hassan followed. He saw there had once been a perimeter fence around the back yard, but only parts of it remained now: a few posts, the occasional fence panel, some curled and jagged lengths of razor wire. His companion turned towards the back door of the building. Hassan followed.


Then he stopped.


He blinked heavily, as though he thought his eyes might be deceiving him. But they weren’t. Just fifteen metres away, resting against the back wall of the building, about four metres high and a couple of metres wide, was a wooden cross. A crucifix.


And on the crucifix was a man.


His feet were bound to the upright post with wire, and a large nail protruded from each wrist, holding the arms to the crossbeam. The face was blindfolded, and a sheet of white card covered his torso, with blood-red Arabic writing on it. The man was clearly dead. Hassan could tell because a large black bird had perched on his arm and was pecking away at the flesh, but the man didn’t even twitch.


The militant turned and saw Hassan staring at this gruesome sight. ‘A traitor,’ he said simply. ‘Accused of selling secrets to the West. We executed him three days ago.’ He looked Hassan up and down. ‘Some advice,’ he said. ‘You’re about to meet someone. Do what he says. Otherwise . . .’ He looked meaningfully back at the crucified man. ‘Now get inside.’


The interior was a wreck. The floor was littered with broken plaster and brick. Cables hung from the ceilings. There was a faint smell of burning. The militant strode through it all, but Hassan hesitated. ‘Is it . . . is it safe in here?’ he asked.


The militant turned. ‘You came out here to fight,’ he said. ‘And you expect it to be safe?’ He continued to wade through the rubble until he reached a flight of steps leading downwards. Hassan felt his cheeks burning with embarrassment as he followed. He would make sure he didn’t say anything like that again.


The stone steps led into a dark basement. It was much colder down here. He found himself in a room about ten metres by ten, with a door at the far side. It was lit by a small, smoky oil lamp in one corner. There was no rubble on the floor down here, but there were two people. One of them was tall and thin, with white skin and dark stubble. The other was sitting on a low stool. His head was wrapped in a red and white shamagh, so that it was impossible to see his face. Just his eyes, gazing out.


This man had clearly been expecting them. When he spoke to the militant who had brought him here, his voice was muffled by the cloth. They spoke in Arabic. Hassan noticed that the militant’s demeanour had changed. He was respectful, almost frightened. Hassan didn’t know why. The masked man didn’t even seem to be carrying a gun. Hassan found his eyes drifting towards the other guy. Looking at his white skin, he wondered if he was British, and smiled at him. The smile wasn’t returned.


The figure at the stool stood up. He slowly walked across the room towards Hassan, who became aware of a different smell: a pungent perfume. When the figure was half a metre away, he stopped and looked Hassan up and down. ‘This is him?’ His English was very clear, but with an accent. Middle Eastern. Hassan tried to place it more exactly, but couldn’t.


The militant bowed his head.


‘He doesn’t look like much. If you’ve brought me a coward, I’ll have you both killed.’


Hassan felt himself sweating. ‘I’m not a coward,’ he said.


Silence. The man’s dead, dark eyes stared at Hassan from behind his shamagh. Hassan found himself sweating even more. He realised he should have kept his mouth shut.


Very quietly, the man spoke to the white-skinned guy.


‘Show him, Jahar,’ he said.


Jahar nodded. He walked to the door on the opposite side of the room, put a key in the lock and opened it. Then he gestured at Hassan to look inside.


Hassan crossed the room and looked.


This second room was even darker – Hassan couldn’t tell how big it was. It stank of excrement. Kneeling about three metres from the door, with his head bowed, was a man. He was white, with shaved hair and several days of stubble. He wore bright orange robes. He blinked in terror towards the light, but said nothing.


Hassan was aware – from the perfumed smell – of the mysterious figure behind him. He spun round to find him standing very close.


‘So you want to fight?’ the figure whispered.


‘Yeah.’


‘You want to bring the law of Sharia first to Arabia, then to Africa, then to the world? One glorious caliphate to the glory of Allah?’


Hassan didn’t even know what the man was talking about. He just nodded.


‘Every caliphate requires a Caliph,’ said the man. ‘And that is what you will call me. But if you speak of me to anybody, you and the family you have left behind can expect the same fate as the crucified man you met on your way in. Do you understand?’


Hassan felt a knot in his stomach. But he jutted out his chin and said, ‘Yeah.’


‘Good. You have probably noticed that we have a prisoner in our midst.’


Hassan nodded.


‘His name is Alan MacMillan. He calls himself an aid worker, and he thinks that makes him important. But he is just another infidel of no significance. Our duty is clear.’


Hassan nodded mutely.


‘The lights, Jahar.’


Jahan flicked a switch on the wall of the second room. A tiny part of Hassan’s brain wondered where the electricity was coming from. But by far the greater part studied the room.


It looked, in some respects, like a professional photographer’s studio. Two lamps shone from the corners on to the prisoner, who was blinking in the sudden brightness. Behind him was a backdrop that showed a convincing daytime desert scene. Along one side, out of the way, was a camera on a tripod. Hassan walked into the room. He saw that the prisoner’s hands and feet were tied behind his back and strapped to a post protruding from the floor behind him. There was no way he could move from his kneeling position.


The man spoke from the doorway. ‘You will have the honour of dealing with him.’


At these words, the prisoner started to whimper. Jahar entered the room. Hassan saw that he was carrying a needle and syringe. He stuck the needle through the orange cloth of the prisoner’s clothes and into his upper arm. Almost immediately, the prisoner’s head bowed again, and he fell silent.


‘Valium,’ Jahar said. ‘Stops them struggling. Makes it cleaner and easier.’


‘Makes what easier?’ No reply. ‘You mean . . .’ Hassan made a small slicing movement with his hand.


Jahar smirked. He moved the camera and its tripod into the doorway. Moments later he was handing Hassan a knife, about nine inches long and obviously viciously sharp, along with a black balaclava. ‘Put it on,’ he said. Hassan did as he was told as Jahar stood behind the camera, leaving Hassan in the room next to the drugged prisoner.


‘Show us you are not a coward,’ said the man from the other room. ‘You know what to do.’


Hassan looked at the knife, then at the prisoner. He realised his hand was trembling slightly, and he tried to stop it.


‘If you prefer,’ the man said, his voice quiet and taunting, ‘you could be given women’s work. The washing of clothes and preparation of food for real fighters like Jahar. Perhaps that is all you’re good for.’


Hassan straightened himself up. ‘I could hurt him first,’ he announced. ‘Beat him up a bit. Stick something in him . . .’ He put his palm flat over the hostage’s face, yanked his limp head back and touched the tip of his knife to his cheek.


‘It’s not necessary. Beatings do not interest anybody. Nobody watches the video of a beating. Beheadings are a different matter. You must learn the skill. You will probably start to enjoy it.’


Hassan touched the knife against the back of the hostage’s neck. It broke the skin immediately, and blood started to drip down the side of his neck. Hassan’s hand was trembling. He tried to steady it. He saw a little red light on the camera that told him it was recording.


The man was still talking. Hassan breathed deeply, barely listening.


‘Then you will travel away from here and continue your new life as an executioner. You might even be afforded some respect like Jahar here, who has now conducted four beheadings, to the glory of Allah.’


Hassan wanted to do it quickly and cleanly. ‘Where . . . where are you sending him, Caliph?’ said Jahar. In a corner of his mind, Hassan knew Jarah sounded nervous, asking such a bold question of this man. But there was also a note of envy in his voice. Hassan felt pleased. He raised one hand – it was still trembling slightly – and prepared to make the first hack.


‘Nigeria,’ said the Caliph quietly. ‘To do God’s work and punish the infidel, I am sending him to Nigeria.’




Part One


Target Red




One


 


‘Nigeria! Of all the bell-ends of a place, we get deployed to fucking Nigeria.’


Danny Black stood on the edge of a well-manicured lawn watching his Regiment colleague Tony waving a pair of barbecue tongs in the air, and listening to his constant stream of complaints. Even though they were being deployed tomorrow they were still on standby, which meant the two-pint rule applied. Both men had a Stella on the go anyway.


‘Last time I was there,’ Tony continued, ‘mate of mine pulled this Nigerian bird down by the docks in Lagos. Got so many fucking diseases his dick nearly fell off.’


‘Right,’ Danny said. ‘Shame.’


‘Seriously, though, I’d rather do the tango along the top of the Kajaki dam than sweat my nads off in Abuja. Eh, Danny? You agree with me, right?’


Danny took a long swig from his bottle of Stella, and said nothing as Tony turned back to the barbecue and started rotating a line of sausages. The pre-deployment moan was as much a part of life in the regiment as an afternoon on the range, or being beasted up the steepest hills in the Brecon Beacons. And privately, Danny did agree with Tony. With half the regiment combing the Middle East for Islamic State militants and the other half on the ground providing forward air control for the coalition fighter pilots targeting them, their job – being packed off to West Africa to provide close protection for a British diplomat – felt like the short straw. True: there were parts of north-eastern Nigeria that were under the control of Boko Haram, a faction of murderous extremists with a sickening line in beheadings, mass murder, rape, torture and abduction. But Danny and the guys wouldn’t be going anywhere near Boko Haram. This was a soft job, and if it had been anybody else moaning about it, Danny would have joined in good-naturedly.


But there was something about Tony that made him keep his distance. Tony wasn’t his real name. Just a joke that he’d never done anything to stop, thanks to the rumours that he was a regular Tony Soprano. Not in looks, maybe: he had thick blonde hair and tanned skin that had gone leathery from so much time working abroad. But in attitude, definitely. Danny had the sense that, with Tony – real name Craig Wiseman – as soon as you agreed with one thing he said, he’d pressure you to agree to a whole lot more.


Danny looked around. Nice gaff. A bit too nice for someone on a Regiment salary. Huge garden. Summer house at the bottom. Expensive conservatory. Danny had even noticed a jacuzzi in the bathroom when he’d gone for a slash, and he was pretty sure Tony was the only SAS soldier with one of them. Not to mention the two Beemers on the front drive. Whatever Tony used to pay for all this, he didn’t earn it from his day job risking his arse for queen and country. It was no secret around HQ that he had other irons in other fires.


There was a copy of the Mirror lying on the table next to Tony’s barbecue. Danny glanced at the front page. It was taken up by the blurry portrait of a young man whose slightly dark skin suggested he was of mixed race. A crooked nose looked like it had been broken at some point, his hair was black and greasy, and he had a light covering of wispy whiskers on his chin. Underneath the image was the caption: ‘Jihadi Jim: First Picture’.


Tony noticed him looking at the newspaper. ‘ISIS bastards,’ he said. ‘Remember the good old days, when the time to shit yourself was when someone shoved a gun in your face? Now you know you’re in for a much worse time when they get their fucking iPhones out and press Record.’ He sniffed. ‘Hopefully one of our lot will stick a 7.62 in that fucker’s head, anyway,’ he said.


‘Roger that,’ Danny murmured. Here was something they could definitely agree on. Jihadi Jim – real name James Wilson, assumed Islamic name Hassan – was the moniker the press had given a young British man from Peckham in south London who had joined Islamic State fighters in Iraq or Syria, nobody was quite sure. A video of him beheading a British aid worker in an orange jumpsuit had gone viral. Syria held bad memories for Danny. He had no desire to go back there. But like every member of the Regiment, he’d have been happy to be the one who send Jihadi Jim packing off to paradise.


That wasn’t going to happen, though. And privately, Danny had his reasons for being secretly pleased not to be in the heart of a war zone. He absent-mindedly put his hand in his pocket and pulled out his phone. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d done this over the last three days, to stare at a text message that had come through in the middle of the night. ‘Not much chance of nailing him while we’re driving the British High Commissioner round cocktail parties in Lagos,’ he said as his thumb swiped the screen.


Tony laughed and clamped an over-friendly hand on Danny’s shoulder. Danny didn’t like it. They hadn’t yet been told which of their unit would be in command out in Lagos. But Tony’s body language was that of a guy who clearly thought he’d be in the driving seat. That was the whole reason he’d invited them to his house in the first place: to assert his authority, and let them know who was boss.


Danny stuffed his phone back in his pocket without bringing up the text, then looked meaningfully at the hand on his shoulder. Tony’s friendly demeanour immediately fell away.


Before either of them could say anything, Danny’s mate Spud appeared at the French doors. Spud was the spitting image of a young Phil Collins, but in recent weeks his features had been etched into a permanent scowl. Today was no different.


‘Oh well,’ Tony said, with a spiteful glance at Spud. ‘Could be worse. Could be a bleedin’ desk jockey, hey Spud?’ 


Danny knew Spud well enough to recognise the dangerous look in his eyes. He turned on his heel, walked straight towards his mate and grabbed him by the elbow. ‘Inside, mucker,’ he said. ‘Now.’


‘Twat,’ Spud muttered as they walked back into the conservatory. ‘I’ll shove those fucking tongs up his . . .’


‘More beers, lads?’ Tony’s wife, Frances, was walking from the kitchen into the conservatory holding two bottles of Stella. Smart woman. More than a match for Tony, Danny always thought. Or maybe she just knew which side her bread was buttered. A looker, too, with her blond hair and a cleavage that was obviously making Spud forget his bad temper. She handed them the bottles, repositioned the solitaire diamond nestling at the top of her cleavage, gave them a slightly distant smile, and walked out to join Tony by the barbecue. Spud blatantly watched her hips sashaying out the door, then suddenly doubled over in a fit of hoarse coughing that lasted a full thirty seconds.


‘You alright?’ Danny asked, when the coughing had subsided.


‘Fucking dandy,’ Spud said darkly, before necking half his Stella in one hit.


In truth, Spud was lucky to be alive, and only he and Danny knew just how lucky. Their last op together had gone badly wrong. Spud had taken a round to the guts, and it was only Danny’s field surgery that had saved him. In the middle of the desert he had stuck a wide-bore needle directly into his mate’s lung to stop it from collapsing. Then he’d manoeuvred him across land and water to get him into the hands of the Red Cross in Eritrea, where things had turned even worse . . . The bottom line was that his abdomen had been sliced to bits, the rest of his body had been abused and broken, and it would be a while before Spud found himself on the front line again – if he ever did. It was obvious that the only reason Tony had invited him to this pre-deployment piss-up was that he didn’t know exactly what had happened to Spud. Danny sensed that if there was one thing Tony hated, it was not being in the know. He’d have to get used to it, though. What had happened was entirely between Danny and Spud, and only one thing was for certain: Spud owed him one, big time.


In the meantime, though, Danny’s mate had been stuck behind a desk in Hereford. Pushing paper. Babysitting the occasional spook venturing down to Hereford from the bright lights of the capital. Spud wasn’t the paper-pushing type, as the top brass at Hereford had soon found out, so they’d started trying to shift the responsibility for him to someone else. For that reason, he was heading to London the following day to shadow an MI6 agent. It was obvious to Danny that he didn’t relish the idea of acting as little more than muscle for the Firm, especially when his mates were on the front line. ‘Like having your bollocks cut off when your pals are at an orgy,’ was how Spud had described it.


Spud belched loudly. ‘I should nail his missus while you’re out in Bongo-bongo land,’ he announced.


Danny looked around. ‘You think the rumours are true?’


‘About Tony?’


Danny nodded.


‘No smoke without fire, mucker,’ Spud said. Danny was inclined to agree. The word back at base was that Tony had a nice little sideline going, creaming off live ammo from the armoury and flogging it on to his mates in organised crime. Plenty of that round Hereford, as Danny knew well – but you didn’t get a lifestyle like this just from shifting a few 7.62s. Danny suspected that Tony’s links with the underworld didn’t stop there. A man of his talents would be useful to anyone who needed some muscle. Like him or loathe him, Tony Wiseman was a very good soldier.


‘Don’t know how you’re going to put up with the fucker,’ Spud said. ‘How long are you out there for?’


‘Open-ended,’ Danny said. ‘British High Commissioner’s feeling edgy. Wants a CP team. Could be a few months.’


The doorbell rang in the sound of Big Ben. Frances reappeared from the garden. Danny noticed how she brushed Spud’s arm as she passed. Spud eyed her up and down as she went to get the door. His body might be all fucked up, but his considerable libido obviously wasn’t.


It was Ripley at the door. He looked very similar to Danny – dark hair, dark eyes, broad shoulders. As usual, he wore a leather motorbike jacket. He was the third member of their team for the Nigerian job. As Frances fetched him a beer, he gave Danny and Spud an unenthusiastic nod. They were good mates, and that meant Ripley had a similar opinion of Tony – and of the prospect of spending weeks or months with him in West Africa. Like Spud, he gave Frances the eye as she stepped out of the conservatory. Then he turned to his two mates. ‘Do us all a favour, Spud, give her a proper seeing-to while we’re away. Breaks my heart to think she only gets that cunt Tony to cuddle up to at night.’


Spud grinned. ‘Consider it done,’ he said.


‘Course, you might get one of Tony’s mates knocking on your door at two in the morning with a baseball bat.’


‘Bring it on,’ Spud said darkly.


Ripley looked round. ‘So where’s our fourth member?’


‘They’ll be here any minute,’ Danny said.


‘Don’t see why we can’t have another Regiment guy,’ Ripley said. ‘What are you looking so shifty about, anyway? What do you know about the newbie?’


‘Australian,’ Danny said. ‘On secondment. Ex-military intelligence. Nigerian specialist. At least, that’s what I heard.’


‘Yeah, well I hope he knows his way round an an assault rifle.’ Ripley glanced outside. ‘Suppose we’d better join the fucking Sopranos outside. Hope he’s cooked extra, I’m Hank Marvin.’ He took a swig of his beer and headed out of the conservatory. Spud followed, but Danny lingered. He pulled his phone out of his pocket again and swiped to his texts. This time he had no interruption, and the text that had been burned on his mind since it arrived filled the screen.


It was from Clara, Danny’s ex. Deep down, he hadn’t blamed her for walking away from him. She’d seen first-hand what it meant to be in the Regiment. She’d seen what Danny was capable of.


She’d seen him kill.


His victims had been two Polish drug dealers in Hereford. They’d kidnapped Clara and paid the price. But Danny’s summary justice had been too much for her to stomach. She’d cut off all ties. Until now.


The text said: ‘I’m pregnant.’


Even on the hundredth time of looking at it, Danny’s gut tightened with a kind of excitement. He’d been to see her two days ago near her parents’ place in Wiltshire where she was staying until the baby arrived. Her due date was a week away. She knew it was a boy. And although she’d greeted him warily, like he was a dog who could turn at any minute, she’d told Danny that a boy needed a father. And that she needed him.


But he’d have to change, she’d said. Danny had told her that he would, and he almost believed it.


He put the phone back in his pocket and stepped outside to join the others.


There were a few spots of rain as they congregated around the barbecue. ‘Get used to it, fellas,’ Tony announced as he slapped a few burgers on to the grill. Danny’s stomach rumbled. He didn’t trust Tony, but he was looking forward to eating his food. ‘Rainy season where we’re going.’


‘Personally I could do without it,’ Frances said. Danny noticed how Tony scowled slightly at being interrupted by his wife. ‘I’m running the London marathon next week,’ she explained to the guys. ‘I don’t want to be jogging round Hereford in the rain.’


‘You should try the bleedin’ fan dance,’ Tony said.


Frances gave him a withering look, then turned to Spud. ‘Feel my thigh muscles, Spud,’ she said. ‘Amazing what a bit of exercise does, isn’t it?’


Spud hid a smile by putting his beer to his lips as Tony shot him a poison look. ‘Nah, you’re okay, Frances,’ he said. ‘I can see you’ve got all the curves in all the right places.’ He took a pull of his beer.


‘Hey, Spud,’ Tony said. His voice had a nonchalant quality that told Danny he was about to come out with something his mate wouldn’t like. ‘I heard your bike’s up for sale. What you replacing it with – a mobility scooter?’


Spud didn’t answer. For a Regiment guy, your wheels were your status symbol. But the medics had told Spud he needed to stop riding a bike and now his BMW was on the market.


The doorbell rang before Spud had a chance to answer. ‘Get that,’ Tony told his wife. Frances looked like she was spoiling for an argument, but Tony gave her a look and she did as she was told. ‘It’ll be our fourth man,’ Tony added, turning back to the barbecue. ‘Don’t know why the Ruperts are keeping it all so hush-hush. What is he, SBS or something?’ 


Danny suppressed a smile. He had one up on Tony and the others. The ops officer back at base had given him the lowdown about their fourth member, and he’d kept it quiet so he could see the look on their faces.


There was an awkward silence as the four of them stood by the barbecue watching a frowning Tony flip burgers. ‘So, Danny,’ Tony said after a few seconds. All his previous friendliness had disappeared and there was a dangerous edge to his voice. ‘Word is you’ve not been getting much pussy lately, since that Clara bird dropped you. What is it, whisky dick or something?’


Danny just gave him a steady look but didn’t reply. Thirty seconds later, Frances appeared again. She wasn’t alone. A brunette woman, almost as tall as Danny, late twenties early thirties, stood a couple of metres behind her. Grey eyes, clear skin, no make-up – not that she needed it. She was a stunner.


‘Someone to see you,’ Frances said icily. Tony’s frown had disappeared.


‘Welcome to the party, love,’ Tony said. ‘What can we do for you?’


The woman looked around. ‘I wouldn’t say no to one of those beers,’ she said. Her accent was heavily Australian.


Tony blinked stupidly at her. ‘Look love, if you’re selling something, we’ve . . .’


‘She’s your fourth man, you idiot,’ Frances muttered.


It was too much for Spud. He snorted with laughter, and a flash of anger crossed Tony’s face. ‘Button it, office boy,’ he snapped.


The laughter fell from Spud’s eyes. Without hesitation, he muscled up to Tony and gave him an insulting jab in the chest with his forefinger. Instantly, Danny was there, pulling his mate away. Spud’s face was red with anger and embarrassment, and he looked like he was about to give Tony a piece of his mind. But he suddenly doubled over coughing again. As he inhaled with a terrible wheeze, Tony turned to the woman. ‘What did you say your name was, love?’


‘I didn’t,’ said the woman. ‘And if you call me love again, I’ll put your fucking face in the coals.’


‘Lovely barbecue,’ Ripley murmured.


‘This is Caitlin Wallace,’ Danny announced. ‘Ex Aussie army and Nigerian expert.’


‘And I’m about as pleased to be here,’ Caitlin interrupted, ‘as you are to have a chick on the team. So spare me the dick-swinging and give me a tinnie.’


Tony’s frown dissolved and a broad grin spread across his face. ‘Get the woman a drink!’ he announced.


Frances shot him daggers, and once again went off to fetch a beer.


‘I thought the Ruperts were being a bit shifty about this one,’ Tony announced. ‘Never thought they were going to spring a bird on us, though. Still, it’s just a babysitting job. No need to get your hands dirty, eh love?’


Spud had approached them, and even Ripley, the devoted family man, had edged closer to where Caitlin was standing. Only Danny stood a few metres apart.


‘What is this?’ Caitlin demanded. ‘Bees round a fucking honeypot?’


‘Welcome to Hereford, darling,’ Tony said blandly, glancing towards the house to check his missus wasn’t in earshot. ‘Gets lonely when you’re stuck with a bunch of hairy, sweaty blokes on the range. So, what’s your background?’


‘Military intelligence,’ Caitlin said.


‘Care to elaborate?’


‘Not really.’


‘Course you don’t. Military intelligence are shiftier than the Ruperts, in my opinion. Don’t see why you should be any different to the others.’ He looked her up and down, clearly appraising her. Danny felt like he could read Tony’s mind. What was her level of training? Was she up to the SF standards they’d expect of a team member? But he didn’t ask these questions out loud. He just stretched out his hand. ‘I’m Tony Wiseman, good to meet you.’


Caitlin didn’t shake his hand, but held up one palm in greeting.


‘Over here we have Alex Ripley. Don’t be put off by his face, the ugly ones are always the best fighters. Fella with the cough is Spud, he won’t be joining us but if you ever need a stash of paperclips, he’s your man. And it seems you already know Danny Black.’ Tony’s grin grew broader. ‘You’ll probably hear a few rumours about old Danny. Single man, last I heard. Maybe we’ll have a holiday romance on our hands. Bit of a short fuse, mind. Flies off the handle now and then. Not the best combo for a man with a 9-milly in his back pocket, but there we have it.’


Danny felt his face darken, but Caitlin was clearly intrigued. She turned her back on Tony and took a few paces towards him, holding out her hand.


‘Is that true?’ she asked as Danny shook it.


‘Which bit?’


‘The bit about the short fuse.’


Danny shrugged. ‘Depends who’s lighting it,’ he said.


‘And what about the recently single bit?’


Before he could reply, Danny’s mobile rang.


He answered it quickly. ‘Yeah?’


‘Black, where are you?’ Danny immediately recognised Ray Hammond, ops officer back at base. His voice cracked sharply. Danny could instantly tell something was going down.


‘Tony’s place. What is it?’


‘Are the others with you? Ripley? Wallace?’


‘Yeah. What’s the matter, boss?’


Tony looked sharply at him. He could obviously tell from Danny’s voice that something was happening. He looked puzzled not to have had the call himself. ‘What’s going on, Black?’ he demanded.


Danny zoned him out and concentrated on Hammond’s voice. ‘Get back here. All of you. Your op’s been brought forward twenty-four hours. The shit’s hit the fan. Whitehall are going ape.’


‘Why? What’s happened.’


‘Don’t fucking ignore me,’ Tony cut in.


‘Your man in Nigeria has just dropped off the radar. We think he’s been kidnapped. You need to get your arses out there, now.’


Danny didn’t hear the line go dead. He’d already killed his phone. ‘Barbie’s over,’ he said. ‘They want us back at base.’




Two


 


They moved quickly.


From Tony’s house, they drove individually to base, ripping up the back streets of Hereford. The MoD policeman at the entrance to RAF Credenhill waved them through urgently, and an unmarked white Transit was already on the forecourt outside the main HQ building, its doors open. The vehicle’s engine was already turning over.


The ops officer Hammond stood waiting for them by the Transit. He was a grumpy-looking bastard at the best of times, but right now he looked like a bulldog licking the piss off a thistle. ‘Get your gear together!’ he shouted before Danny and his unit had even left their vehicles. ‘COBRA have authorised the use of a C17. It’s in transit to Brize Norton now.’


None of the unit replied directly, but Danny knew what that meant. The C17 Globemaster was one of the RAF’s largest assets, capable of carrying outsize military cargo. The message from Whitehall was clear: we’ll give you whatever you want to sort this situation out, so you need to do whatever it takes.


Danny ran towards the Regiment building, Ripley by his side. Their bunks were next to each other, and each guy had their grab bag packed and their passports ready. They wordlessly slung them over their shoulders, then headed for the armoury.


Tony and Caitlin were already there waiting for them, clutching their own grab bags. Word of their arrival – and imminent departure – had evidently already reached the armourer. He was a squat man with broad shoulders and a grey beard, and he was laying out the unit’s personal weapons on the broad wooden counter: HK416s for the guys, suppressed, each weapon’s sights zeroed in for their particular user, Surefire torches and laser sights fitted to the rack. For Caitlin, a suppressed HK417. ‘You know how to use one of those things?’ Tony asked Caitlin. ‘Those 7.62s have quite a kick.’


‘Funny that,’ Caitlin grinned as she slipped her assault rifle into a long black canvas weapon sleeve. ‘So do I.’ She looked at the armourer, who was dishing out side arms – Sig 225s, complete with holsters. ‘Ammo?’ she said.


The armourer looked uncomfortable talking to the woman on the team. His eyes flitted to Tony and his frown became even more pronounced. Danny remembered the gossip about Tony’s sources of income. It kind of figured that the armourer wouldn’t want much to do with him. So he directed a questioning glance at Danny.


‘Five hundred rounds per man, armour-piercing,’ Danny told him.


Danny ignored the bickering. ‘Fifty rounds a piece for the sidearms,’ he continued. ‘Two Claymores each, four frags, two white phos.’


‘Sniper rifle,’ Ripley cut in.


Danny nodded. ‘AW50,’ he told the armourer. ‘And four LAWs.’


It took no more than a minute for the armourer to get the gear together. The unit used the time to follow Caitlin’s lead and wrap their assault rifles in black weapons sleeves for easy transport. When they had done, the counter was piled with boxes of ammo – 5.56s and 7.62s for the assault rifles, 9mm for the sidearms and .50 cals for the sniper rifle. Separate boxes for the grenades, four canvas bags containing the Claymores, and flight cases containing the AW50 and the LAWs. Danny signed for the equipment and the unit carried it out of the armoury and hurried back towards where the Transit van was waiting.


Minutes later they’d loaded up their gear. Danny, Tony, Ripley and Caitlin had taken seats opposite each other in the back of the Transit. Hammond was up front, next to the Regiment-attached driver from the driving pool, who was wearing jeans and a bomber jacket. Hammond’s phone was glued to his ear. The van screeched its way across the forecourt and away from base. They’d been on site for less than ten minutes.


Journey time to Brize Norton: one hour thirty. As they screeched away from Hereford, Hammond looked back over his shoulder. ‘Black,’ he said, ‘you’re patrol commander.’


The atmosphere in the van immediately changed. Tony’s face darkened. He looked like he was going to say something, but decided to keep quiet. Hammond faced forward and Danny felt Tony’s glare on him, unswerving and unyielding, his dark suspicions about the leadership of the patrol clearly confirmed. Tony was a controlling bastard, and wouldn’t be an easy man to have under him. Danny blocked the stare out. Tony didn’t have to like him being PC. He just had to deal with it.


As they travelled, Hammond occasionally updated them. ‘C17 wheels down in fifteen minutes.’ ‘You’ve got a support platoon from 1 Para en route to Brize, and a couple of scaleys to set up signalling.’ ‘The Foreign Office has set up a line of communication with the military attaché at the embassy. We’ll patch you in when you’re airborne.’ The unit absorbed this information calmly, saying very little as they thundered down the M50. Danny found himself examining the faces of his team-mates. Ripley was a picture of calm, his expression unknowable. A good guy, Ripley. After Spud, one of Danny’s closest Regiment mates. He’d helped Danny out of a hole before now, so Danny trusted him implicitly. He knew his mate would have passport-sized photos of his two kids tucked away somewhere inside his gear. Those kids meant everything to him.


Caitlin had her eyes closed and the back of her head resting against the side of the Transit van. Was there a hint of nervousness about her, behind the brash exterior? The Ruperts had bigged her up to Danny. He wasn’t sure she could live up to the hype.


Tony’s eyes flickered towards the female member of their crew. Danny sensed he was looking forward to a bit of close-quarter contact with Caitlin. He was a good-looking bastard, and women fell for his charm just as much as they did Spud’s. It was widely known that Frances was the most cheated-on army wife in Hereford. Danny found himself wishing Spud was there instead of Tony. But Spud’s days of active service were behind him, and Tony was a good soldier. Wouldn’t be where he was otherwise.


Danny focused his mind on the job. So far they had very little intel, but he knew enough to realise one thing: kidnapped in Nigeria, things weren’t looking good for the British High Commissioner. It could have been almost anyone: pirates in the Niger Delta, diamond smugglers trying to diversify. And if Boko Haram militants could kidnap more than two hundred schoolgirls and keep them under the radar for months, what luck did one ageing white foreign-office official have?


‘The High Commissioner’s name is Derek Vance,’ Hammond announced over his shoulder. ‘Personal friend of the PM’s. We’re getting word through that one of his aides was kidnapped as well, a young guy called Hugh Deakin.’


‘That’s good to know,’ Tony cut in. ‘Their families can get started on the tombstones.’ He laughed at his joke. Nobody else did.


The first sign that they were approaching Brize Norton was a C130 passing low overhead. Minutes later, the Transit van was screaming across the airfield. Danny looked through the windscreen. Heavy rain had started to fall, but in the wake of the wipers he could see the huge grey structure of the C17 about thirty metres up ahead. It was surrounded by vehicles, a couple of which had blue flashing lights. Its tailgate was open, and Danny could see a black SUV driving up into the belly of the aircraft. He squinted and looked for signs of the 1 Para platoon. There was none.


The Transit skidded slightly as it came to a halt. By that time, its doors were already open. The unit started to move their gear out. ‘Need a hand, love?’ Tony asked Caitlin. She ignored him, grabbed her bag, personal weapon and the flight case containing the sniper rifle, and hauled it out into the driving rain. Outside the vehicle, a member of the ground staff was ushering them towards the tailgate with a glowing, handheld beacon, and shouting something unheard over the noise of the jet engines, which were already turning over. He needn’t have bothered: all four members of the unit, along with their ops officer, were running towards the aircraft. ‘Where are the Paras?’ Danny shouted as they ran.


The ops officer didn’t answer. He was already barking the same question into his phone.


As Danny ran up the tailgate, the familiar stench of aviation gas hit his nostrils. Like all military transport aircraft, the inside of the C17 was entirely devoid of comforts. The pipework and internal frame were all visible on the roof of the fuselage. At the far end of the fuselage were two portable blue toilet cubicles, which could be easily removed when loading cargo. Each seat had a dirty orange lifejacket strapped to the back, and the middle column of seats had been removed. A couple of loadies were securing the SUV to some shackles on the floor to keep it secure and immobile in flight. Danny noted that it was a Range Rover – probably supplied by the Foreign Office – artfully dented in places so that it didn’t look too flash and therefore noticeable, but armoured nonetheless, with toughened glass, reinforced panels and sturdy all-terrain tyres. Despite all that, it would hopefully look unremarkable on the ground. He moved up to the front of the fuselage where two signallers – these were the scaleys Hammond had mentioned – were busily patching their way into the aircraft’s radio system. They nodded a brief greeting at the members of the unit, then continued about their business.


Hammond still had his phone to his ear. ‘We’ve got a problem!’ he shouted. ‘The platoon’s had an RTA en route. They won’t get here for another two hours.’


‘Fuck’s sake,’ Danny breathed. He closed his eyes momentarily. Time to make a call. Did they wait for their support unit and lose precious time on the ground, or did they risk heading in-country without the security of well-prepared, well-armed backup?


It didn’t take more than a moment to make the decision. For a hostage situation, time was of the essence. Every minute they delayed was an extra minute in which the High Commissioner and his aide could be wasted. ‘We can’t wait,’ he announced. ‘Let’s get wheels up.’


The ops officer nodded, but suddenly Tony was in Danny’s face. ‘What about that hostage rescue I did in Sierra Leone last year?’ he shouted. ‘If we hadn’t had Para support, I’d be toast. They put in a cordon, supplied mortar support . . .’


‘Yeah, well this isn’t Sierra Leone,’ Danny snapped back. He looked over Tony’s shoulder at the ops officer. ‘Wheels up,’ he repeated.


Tony shook his head. ‘This op’s going to be a gangfuck,’ he muttered. He glanced over towards Caitlin to check she was out of earshot. ‘And what about the bird?’ he said. ‘She’s just going to hold us back.’ 


Danny didn’t say so out loud, but he quietly agreed with Tony about that. But Hammond shook his head. ‘She’s trained with Aussie military CT units and tactical assault groups. She’s high up in Australian Special Operations Command.’


‘Yeah, well I hope it’s not her fucking time of the month,’ Tony scowled.


‘Just get on with your job, Wiseman,’ Hammond said, and turned his back on them. But suddenly he turned again and gestured to Danny to join him. They moved several metres from the others.


‘What is it, boss?’ Danny asked.


Hammond looked like he was choosing his words carefully. ‘I made a big call putting you in charge instead of Tony,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to lie to you. You’ve got a habit of going against the head shed’s wishes, and they don’t like it. They’re watching you. Think of this as a chance to make things good. Don’t fuck it up.’


Without another word, Hammond turned and disappeared back down the tailgate. Danny glanced towards Tony, who was standing five metres away, looking interested. He wandered over. ‘Yeah, Black,’ he said maliciously, ‘don’t fuck it up. What with you and Wonder Woman over there, I’m glad it’s not me that’s been kidnapped.’


There was a slight change in the engine’s pitch as the tailgate closed up. Danny and the unit strapped themselves into the front row of hard seats along the port side of the aircraft. On the ground in front of them was a co-ax cable that the scaleys had hardwired into the aircraft comms. The cable was connected to a black box, into which four sets of headphones, each with a small boom mike, were plugged. They put the headphones on, and Danny winced momentarily as a whine of feedback pierced his eardrums. It died away, and a voice came over the cans: the refined tones of an SF flight crew captain. They always sounded the same – as calm and collected as if they were flying easyJet to Marbella. ‘Afternoon gentlemen, this is Captain Ferguson, we’ll have you airborne in about two minutes. Flight time Brize to Lagos a little shy of six hours. I’m patching you through to Hereford HQ immediately. It’s a secure line, so you can speak plainly.’


A crackle, then a new voice. Danny didn’t immediately recognise it, but that didn’t matter. The important thing was what Hereford had to tell them, not who said it.


‘This is Zero Alpha, relaying through London. Your unit call sign is Bravo Nine Delta, repeat Bravo Nine Delta. Over.’


‘Roger that,’ Danny replied immediately. ‘Update us, over.’


‘We have a confirmed double hostage situation. The British High Commissioner Derek Vance, codename Target Red. His assistant Hugh Deakin, Target Blue. They were taken en route to an oil facility in the Niger Delta.’


‘What about their security?’


‘One driver, one member of the High Commission security staff. Both dead at the scene. The driver managed to phone in details of the kidnapping before he died of his wounds. One gunshot to the stomach. The security detail took a shot to the stomach and one to the head.’


The aircraft had turned on to the runway and was starting to accelerate. The g-force kicked in as the engines roared.


‘We don’t have our Para support platoon, so the Nigerians need to get a cordon in place!’ Danny shouted over the comms. ‘Surround the kidnapping area, block off any escape routes.’


‘Roger that,’ replied the voice. ‘We’re in contact with the Nigerian military to see what assets they can supply.’


‘Great,’ Tony cut in. ‘I wouldn’t trust the Nigerian military to get a cat out of a tree.’ Privately, Danny couldn’t help but agree. Maybe he’d been too hasty in ordering wheels up. He’d trust 1 Para to close off the area, but a reluctantly provided mob of untrained, unmotivated, under-equipped Nigerian squaddies was a different matter. They wouldn’t give a fuck about a missing white guy.


‘How long since the incident?’ Danny asked.


‘Three hours twenty-seven.’


‘They could be miles away.’


‘Actually,’ Caitlin interrupted, ‘maybe not. What was their exact location?’


‘Twenty klicks west of Port Harcourt. The Nigerians have lent us a chopper to get you out there as soon as you’re on the ground, but there’s poor weather conditions coming in over the Bight of Benin, so you might be delayed . . .’


‘I know the area around Port Harcourt,’ Caitlin said. Her hard Australian accent cut through the noise of the engines. ‘It’s a maze – a network of waterways weaving in from the coast. There’s a high incidence of kidnapping in the area because it’s so easy for people to hide there. I’ll bet they’re still in the area, lying low. We need to get that cordon in immediately, then get our boots on the ground. Someone’s going to know where Target Red and Target Blue are.’


‘I agree,’ Danny said. ‘Keep us updated.’


‘Roger that.’


The plane levelled out. The voice over the cans disappeared. For now.


 


17.49 hrs


The C17 had settled into its cruising altitude. The unit had clipped their hammocks to the webbing on the side of the fuselage, but nobody was getting any shut-eye just yet. The captain had come out to shake hands – he’d recognised Ripley from a previous operation – but now he’d returned to the cockpit. The loadmasters had offered them some food. So now they stood around, eating piping hot microwaved lasagnes and drinking polystyrene mugs of sweet tea. None of them knew when they’d get the chance to eat again, so it was time to refuel. 


The two scaleys kept a polite distance from the Regiment unit. They were currently working on the Range Rover, fitting an under-seat radio and connecting it to a small aerial on the roof.


‘Hate this shit,’ Tony said through a mouthful of food. ‘Specially when I left half a fucking cow on the barbie back home.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Ripley said. ‘Spud will have troughed it by now.’ And he added quietly: ‘Not all he’ll have troughed, either.’


They’d left Spud and Frances together back at Tony’s place. Tony’s face darkened at the thought. ‘Yeah, well, Spud looks like he’s eaten a burger or two too many to me.’


Ripley immediately jutted out his chin. ‘That’s because every time he fucks your missus, she gives him a biscuit.’


Danny immediately stood between the two men to stop it kicking off. ‘Shut up, both of you,’ he said. ‘None of that shit. Got it?’


Tony obviously didn’t like taking an order. ‘He needs to watch his fucking tongue,’ he said, clearly wanting to get the last word. ‘Someone might cut it out if they don’t like what it says.’ But then he backed down.


Danny drained his tea and looked over to the Range Rover. The scaleys had finished their work. ‘Let’s get the vehicle loaded up,’ he said.


The team finished the rest of their food, then hauled their grab bags over to the car and placed them in the boot. It stank of diesel, thanks to the three jerrycans of fuel that were stashed in the back. Danny noticed that the vehicle was equipped with a hi-lift jack, and a winch mechanism had been fitted to the front. They unrolled their longs from the canvas weapon sleeves, and went through the careful process of loading them with rounds of 5.56s from their ammo boxes, and in Caitlin’s case 7.62s. Then they laid them inside the vehicle: Danny’s and Tony’s along the sides of the doors, Ripley’s and Caitlin’s lengthwise between the two front seats. Cocked and locked, ready if and when they needed them.


 


 


18.25 hrs


Danny had a map of Nigeria spread out on his lap. He was examining it closely, committing what he could to memory. Caitlin’s voice snapped him out of his concentration. She was sitting next to him. ‘Bad weather in the Bight of Benin can be a shocker,’ she said.


Danny nodded.


‘You know the old rhyme?’ Caitlin asked.


‘What old rhyme?’


‘Beware, beware the Bight of Benin, There’s one that goes out for forty goes in.’


Danny stared at her for a moment. He found himself wanting to look at the text message from Clara yet again. But his personal phone was back in Hereford. He felt a weird sensation. Not fear exactly. More like apprehension. Ordinarily on a job you didn’t think too hard about the implications of what would happen if you didn’t make it back. But for Danny, things had suddenly changed. He wasn’t just thinking about himself any more.


He turned his attention back to his map.


‘You don’t speak much, eh?’ Caitlin said, her Australian accent sounding very pronounced. She grinned at him. When Danny didn’t grin back, she looked momentarily narked. ‘That’s alright,’ she said brightly. ‘I like the strong silent type.’


Danny looked at her again. Her brown hair was tied back and there were little beads of sweat on her nose. Even in her military gear she was gorgeous. She knew it too. Her lips were slightly parted and her stare was full of meaning.


Before Danny could reply, Ripley had wandered up to them. Caitlin smiled, gave up her seat and wandered over to Tony. Ripley took her place. ‘She’s gagging for it, mucker,’ he said.


Danny sniffed. ‘Not my type,’ he said. Which wasn’t true.


‘You’ve got a type?’


Danny looked back down at his map. ‘I’m back with Clara,’ he said.


Even though he wasn’t looking at Ripley, he could sense his surprise. Ripley knew he and Clara had called it a day, though he didn’t know why.


Danny took a deep breath. ‘She’s pregnant,’ he said. Ripley was the first person he’d told. It felt right, somehow. Ripley lived for his own kids, and was devoted to his missus. In a weird way, Ripley had everything Danny wanted.


A pause.


‘Congratulations, mate,’ Ripley said. ‘You’ll be a great dad.’ He didn’t quite sound as if he meant it.


Danny looked him in the eye. ‘I want you and Spud to be godfathers,’ he said.


Ripley inclined his head. ‘You got it, buddy. Proud to. Let’s get the job out of the way first, right?’


‘Right,’ Danny said.


 


19.32 hrs


 Two hours till touchdown. The unit were all sitting, plugged into their headphones. One of the scaleys called out to them: ‘Incoming transmission.’ Immediately, the cans crackled into life again.


‘Bravo Nine Delta, this is Zero Alpha, do you copy?’


‘Go ahead, Zero Alpha,’ Danny said.


‘Patching you through to the Deputy High Commission in Lagos.’


‘Roger that.’


A few seconds’ pause. A new voice came on the line. Posh. But stressed. ‘This is Christopher Manley, military attaché. We’re getting some new information through from the Nigerians.’


‘Go ahead.’


‘There was one other passenger in the car when the hostages were taken. Name of Samuel Ntoga.’


‘Dead?’


‘No. He’s just turned up in Port Harcourt.’


‘What’s his story?’


‘He says they were held up at a road block. Random gangsters. They let him go. As he was running away he heard two gunshots. Managed to hitch a lift into town, rocked up at the local government offices.’


‘He’s lying,’ said Danny.


A pause.


‘The witness is a government official. We can’t just accuse him of lying.’


‘Too bad, because he is. There were three gunshot wounds. The security guy was shot in the stomach and in the head, the driver just in the stomach. He’s making up his story. We need to talk to this Ntoga guy. Can you get him to Lagos by the time we land?’


‘We can try.’


‘Try very hard,’ Danny said, ‘if you want to see your High Commissioner again.’


The line went dead. Danny pulled his cans from his head. Caitlin was staring at him intensely. ‘Nigerian officials are totally corrupt,’ she said. Her previous flirtatiousness had gone. ‘If someone got this guy on board, they’d have made it properly worth his while. He’s not going to talk.’


‘That depends on how persuasive we are.’


Caitlin shook her head. ‘You need the government’s support. Start torturing one of their guys, they’ll close ranks, I guarantee it.’


‘If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears.’


The unit fell into an uneasy silence.


 


21.32 hrs


Wheels down.


Lagos International Airport was noisy and hot. As the tailgate opened, a blast of sultry air hit Danny. Sauna-hot, but humid with it. He could smell the sea, but with a tinge of rotting debris – no doubt blown in from the slums that surrounded this overpopulated city. It was the smell of Africa. Slightly unpleasant, slightly exciting. Different to anywhere else in the world.


Dark outside. No moon. Thick cloud cover, which explained the suffocating humidity. Danny was already wet through. He could see an Emirates 747 landing on the far side of the airfield, maybe three hundred metres away, a slipstream haze in its wake. Beyond that, sheet lightning in the distance. Ground vehicles were hurrying across the tarmac: refuelling lorries, forklifts for luggage containers. All the trappings of a busy commercial airport. But this side of the airfield was reserved for them. Nobody approached.


The loadies started unsecuring the Range Rover, but there was already a black Mercedes waiting on the tarmac. Ten metres beyond that, an unmarked saloon car with a flashing blue light on the roof. A harassed-looking man with thinning hair, brown trousers and an open-neck shirt was waiting by the Mercedes, his face sickly in the blue strobe. The unit strode down the tailgate, straight up to him. The man seemed to automatically pick Danny out as the leader, and outstretched his hand. Danny shook it.


‘Chris Maloney, military attaché,’ he yelled over the noise of the C17’s engines, which were powering down but still loud. ‘We spoke?’


Danny nodded. ‘Where’s Ntoga?’ he shouted.


Maloney looked around the airfield, then angled his head towards the sky. ‘There,’ he said.


Danny followed his gaze. A hundred metres to the north-west he could see a helicopter coming in to land. It was having trouble staying stable in the choppy weather. Two open-topped trucks were heading towards it, clearly aiming for the chopper’s LZ.


Danny gave Maloney a dead-eyed look. ‘I need to speak to him.’


‘Listen,’ said Maloney. ‘Ntoga’s a cousin of the Nigerian Minister of Foreign Affairs. We have to go easy on him, or there’ll be hell to pay. We’ll get him to the Deputy High Commission, appeal to his better nature . . .’


‘Forget it. Piece of shit like that hasn’t got a better nature. I need to speak to him.’


Maloney shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. There’s a Nigerian government lawyer waiting for him at the commission. He’ll be in constant attendance. Look, we can still get you on a flight to Port Harcourt in the next fifteen minutes. Leave Ntoga to us. A bit of diplomacy can work wonders sometimes.’


Danny looked over to where the chopper was coming in to land. It was a tight call. Should they waste time precious time on Ntoga, especially when this suit was being so limp-wristed, or should they get their arses out to the Niger Delta?


He decided on Ntoga. Right now, they had nothing. They needed intel.


‘We’ll escort him to the High Commission,’ he said. ‘If he’s such an important guy, you want to make sure he has the best close protection, right?’


The military attaché looked deeply unsure. He glanced over his shoulder, as if he thought someone might be watching, then looked back at Danny. ‘No marks,’ he said quietly. ‘And we’ll have to drive in convoy. At this time of night, it’s a twenty-minute drive to the commission, provided we’re lucky with the God-awful traffic in this bloody city. If you’re any longer than that, his lawyers will start to ask questions.’


Danny sniffed. ‘It’ll be quick,’ he said.


Their Range Rover was reversing down the tailgate. Danny turned his back on the military attaché and addressed his team.


‘We’re escorting Ntoga,’ he announced. ‘We’ve got twenty minutes to find out what he knows. After that, he’ll be lawyered up. Ripley, you and me in the back with Ntoga. Tony, front passenger. Caitlin, you take the wheel, you know Lagos.’ Caitlin’s face darkened: she clearly didn’t appreciate being given the role of chauffeur. But she said nothing.


Danny looked over at the chopper. The rotors were still spinning, but three people were emerging from the aircraft, bowing in the downdraught. ‘Let’s go,’ Danny instructed, ‘before the Nigerians can scoop him up.’


The unit ran to their vehicle. Seconds later, they were screeching across the tarmac towards the chopper. Caitlin handled the vehicle well, pulling a ninety-degree handbrake turn just as the vehicle approached the Nigerian trio. Danny opened his door and jumped out, aware that Ripley was doing the same on the other side of the car. They were only fifteen metres from the chopper, and the roar of the rotors was deafening. ‘Mr Ntoga?’ Danny shouted at the three men.


One of them stepped forward. He wore a business suit, but it was scuffed and grubby. The man himself was chubby, with tightly cropped hair and beads of sweat on his forehead. He smiled, and his teeth looked improbably white against his black skin, with the exception of one gold filling. Danny didn’t like that smile. It didn’t suit the mood. But he didn’t let that show on his face. ‘British intelligence!’ he shouted. ‘We’re here to escort you safely to the Deputy High Commission. Follow me, please.’


There was a moment of hesitation. Ntoga’s two companions clearly didn’t want him to leave, but Ntoga himself shrugged them off with a sharp word in an African language Danny didn’t understand. Danny took Ntoga lightly by the elbow and guided him politely into the back of the car. The Nigerian clambered in without any resistance. Danny and Ripley took their places on either side of him and slammed their doors shut. Danny thought he caught a whiff of stale alcohol. Smelled like Ntoga had been decompressing with a bottle of booze.


Caitlin reversed in a sharp turning circle, then headed back towards the military attaché’s Mercedes. They pulled up behind it. The attaché himself was standing next to his car. He walked up to the Range Rover and peered in through Danny’s window to satisfy himself that Ntoga was there. He gave Danny himself a look full of meaning, then marched back to his own vehicle.


The convoy of three vehicles slipped away from the C17, led by the unmarked saloon car. They moved across the airfield, skirting round the runway and heading to the side of the main terminal building. Border control regulations were for other people, not for them. At a heavily armed barrier, a Nigerian soldier waved them through.


Ntoga hadn’t lost his grin. He seemed unaware that his four guards were staring straight ahead, expressionless. ‘This is more like it!’ he announced in a marked Nigerian accent. ‘I should be kidnapped more often!’


Danny turned to look at him. ‘Thing is, Mr Ntoga,’ he said, ‘I know that you weren’t kidnapped.’


The smile fell immediately from Ntoga’s face. ‘Don’t you talk to me like that!’ he said. ‘You!’ He leaned forward and rapped Tony on the shoulder. ‘Open your window.’


Tony gave him a contemptuous look, then turned to face straight ahead again.


Ntoga clenched his fist. ‘Do you know who I am?’


Caitlin was accelerating up a ramp onto a raised highway. Beneath the road, a sea of tin roofs. Danny glanced at the speedometer. They were doing about fifty mph. Ntoga wouldn’t try to escape the vehicle at that speed. Tony leaned forward and pressed a button on the dashboard. The central locking clicked shut.


A frown crossed Ntoga’s face. ‘What are you doing?’ he demanded. ‘Who are you? Don’t you know who I am?’


‘Yeah,’ Danny said. He removed his Sig from its holster, cocked it, then placed the barrel against Ntoga’s crotch. ‘You’re the guy I’m going to shoot in the bollocks if you don’t tell me what the hell’s going on.’


Ntoga looked down at the weapon. His face was a picture of surprise and outrage. He looked Danny in the eye, then back down at his crotch again.
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