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ONE


23.45 hrs, Eastern European Time


The convoy headed west.


It comprised four vehicles. Three sand-coloured Jackals, each containing three guys and mounted with two general-purpose machine guns. The Gimpys had an effective range of two thousand metres in sustained-fire mode. Regular infantry would need two men to operate each weapon. Not the SAS. Each gun was constantly manned by a single Regiment guy wearing night-vision goggles, surveying the desert terrain and ready for whatever threats they might encounter. The fourth vehicle was a Bushmaster. Camouflage paint. Sturdy, rear-mounted spare tyres. A safe, sealed, air-conditioned unit. Five guys. Remote weapon station with a manned 40mm grenade launcher. Heavily armoured. It led the convoy as it trundled through the night along a rough, unmade road.


The Iraqi border was seventy-five klicks to the east. Thirty klicks north: Turkey. This bleak, blasted patch of desert was officially Syrian territory, and there was always the risk that the convoy would encounter Syrian government forces. Unofficially? Emboldened by the American withdrawal and the backing of the Russians, the Turks were making frequent sorties across the border. The militants of Islamic State still infested the region. The Kurds, fierce fighters with good reason to fight, viewed this land as part of their tribal territory of Kurdistan and were still in situ, despite their supposed friends the Yanks fucking off and leaving them to the non-existent mercy of the Turks. The Russians had Spetsnaz special forces on the ground and some remaining Delta Force were here.


Try to untangle that little web of enmity and alliances. Try to distinguish your friends from your enemies in this messed-up part of north-eastern Syria.


Danny Black didn’t care to. He was happy to follow orders and so were the rest of his troop. They were heavily armed and confident in their ability and firepower. They knew they could handle anything they came across.


B Squadron SAS had been in-country for a month now. At first, Danny had been glad of the distraction after the rigours of his previous op: a mission to hunt down a lone-wolf killer called Ibrahim Khan that had not gone at all the way anyone had expected. Now Danny was throwing himself into B Squadron’s current objective: regular sorties mounted from a base in Iraq, over the border into Syria to take out known IS targets. It had been a blood-soaked month. A month of night raids on isolated villages. Of 9mm rounds discharged ruthlessly into the skulls of IS scumbags. Danny had no problem with that. None of the guys did. Each IS militant they put in the ground made the world a better place. But it had also been a month of screaming wives and suddenly orphaned children. It would get to even the most cold-hearted Regiment death squad eventually.


Their latest orders, delivered to Danny that morning over the encrypted radio, felt like a momentary relief. Even Bullethead had said so. Implacable, relentless Bullethead, who had more kills to his name than anybody Danny knew. He was so called because of the pointed shape and shine of his bald head, which beaded with sweat in the heat whenever he wasn’t wearing a helmet. He had the lowest voice Danny had ever heard. When he spoke, it was like the engine of a motorbike turning over. ‘Change is as good as a rest,’ he had growled, as Danny told them they had new instructions.


‘There’s a secure prison facility three hundred klicks south-west,’ Danny said. ‘Up until a couple of months ago it housed IS prisoners and was guarded by Kurds.’


‘So, when we say prison facility, we mean torture facility, right?’ Bullethead said. ‘Otherwise the Kurds would have just killed the fuckers.’


‘I guess,’ said Danny. ‘Anyway, the Kurds came under attack and had to abandon the site. The IS prisoners escaped. Chances are we’ve shot a few of them in the last few weeks. The facility’s been deserted since the breakout, but a Kurdish unit have just returned. They’ve got some documentation that might help identify further targets. And reading between the lines, they’re shitting themselves. They want an escort out of Syria in return for the intel. That’s us. Operation call sign, Zero 22.’


Which was why, as the rest of B Squadron continued their dark work across the area, Danny now found himself sitting in the Bushmaster, the constant groan of the engine grinding in his ears. The vehicle had two places up front and two vertical rows of four seats in the back, facing each other. It was cramped and hardly luxurious, but it was a hell of a sight better than the tin ovens that were the Jackals. As the senior guy, Danny reckoned he’d earned his place here. When they grew closer to the target, however, he’d transfer to one of the Jackals. If anything went wrong, he wanted to be in the best position to call the shots, not stuck inside this armoured beast.


Bullethead sat opposite him, staring into the middle distance, his body moving with the vehicle. Next to him was Dougie, an acerbic Glaswegian which a shock of ginger hair. They were all in their early thirties. Tough men in the prime of life and peak of fitness. They were dressed similarly. Crye Precision camouflage gear with knee pads sewn into the trousers. Armoured flaps to cover their groin area, currently clipped up. Plate hangars with magazines for their personal weapons stashed round the front and side. Personal radios at shoulder height with a stubby antenna pointing upwards and coax cables coiling round their bodies. Boom mikes and earpieces. Helmets, cut away around the ears, with night-vision goggles fitted to the top, ready to pull down when necessary. GPS units on their wrists. Their personal weapons – suppressed C8 rifles and Glock 17s – were sprayed in olive camouflage colours. Dougie had a black bandana over his mouth and nose. In other circumstances, it would be there to conceal his identity. Out here, it was a filter from the dust that stuck to everything. Lots of the guys wore them. Danny didn’t bother. He’d operated in this part of the world so often that clean air was now a novelty to him.


Dougie’s head was resting against the wall of the Bushmaster and his eyes were closed. Other members of the troop were driving and manning the weapons stations. It was probably a good shout to get some shut-eye while you could.


Danny couldn’t. He wasn’t wired like that. On the face of it, this was a straightforward op. It would be a stupid move for anybody to take on this heavily armed convoy. But it was in Danny’s nature to repeat the operational details in his head, over and over. The prison facility was a three-pronged building with a high perimeter fence. The vehicular entrance to the fence would be open, but the convoy would not cross the perimeter until the Kurds on site had given a pre-arranged sign that it was safe to approach: three flashes from a torch, repeated at one-minute intervals. Once the troop had the all clear, one of the Jackals would enter the facility grounds and pick up the Kurds. They were expecting three men. The Jackal would take them back to the convoy. Then the troop would escort them through the night, back across the Iraqi border to the safety of the British military base. It was up to the head shed what happened to them after that.


Danny’s earpiece burst into life. It was Ollie Macalister, who was driving the Bushmaster. Danny could see the back of his head, and that of Chinese Mike, who had that name because he preferred Asian women. He was sitting up front in the passenger seat. Beyond them, through the toughened windscreen of the armoured vehicle, a milky half-moon hung in the sky. From time to time, Danny could see the silhouetted outline of a distant mountain range. Other than that, nothing. They were driving without headlamps so they couldn’t be seen from a distance. Ollie had his night vision engaged.


‘Okay, lads,’ said Ollie over the radio, ‘we’re on the edge of government-held territory. We’re going to head off road now. Follow my lead. ETA to target, ninety minutes.’


Danny felt the Bushmaster swerve off road. The terrain instantly became bumpier and Dougie, who had appeared to doze through Ollie’s radio transmission, opened his eyes. There was no sign of sleepiness. Instant alertness. The guys in the back all began to raise their hands to their helmets to engage their NV. Immediately the interior of the Bushmaster turned a hazy green colour and small details appeared that had been invisible before. A first-aid kit strapped to one of the doors. A holster on Dougie’s lower leg containing a tiny snubnose pistol. Extra-curricular, but that was okay. In the badlands of Syria, each man took whatever he felt he needed.


‘It’s ma kid’s birthday today,’ Dougie said in his deep Glaswegian accent. It was a surprising admission. Normally, on ops, the guys kept personal stuff like that to themselves. Neither Danny nor Bullethead said anything. If Dougie wanted to open up, he’d do it of his own accord. ‘The missus wants tae give her a fuckin’ iPhone. Eleven years of age, man, and we give her a fuckin’ Batphone to every paedo on the net.’ Dougie had a particular obsession with paedophiles. If he ever found himself behind bars – and that wasn’t unlikely for a guy of Dougie’s temperament – the sex-case criminals would be in for a rough time.


‘She’ll be fine, buddy,’ Danny said. ‘It’ll be Candy Crush and Ariana Grande all the way.’


Dougie made a non-committal grunt and Danny found himself thinking about his own daughter, Rose, who he hardly ever saw. He’d met her mother Clara in Syria all those years ago, but Clara didn’t like Rose having a killer for a father. Danny preferred not to dwell on it, so he was pleased when Ollie brought the Bushmaster to a halt, announced that they were thirty klicks from target and called for a changeover. Bullethead took the wheel while Danny climbed on top and manned the grenade launcher. It was good to be out of the vehicle and in the open, even though it was much hotter and his eyes immediately started to sting from the dust kicked up by the convoy. They were back on a road now. The desert glowed green around him. Rough scrub here and there. Boulders dotted around. The occasional distant glint of an animal’s eyes.


But no people. No threats. The surrounding terrain was quiet and effectively empty. It somehow made Danny twice as alert. He scanned the area carefully up ahead, left and right. When he turned a full 360 he saw the three Jackals following, and his troop mates manning the double-mounted Gimpys, also searching for threats.


Nothing.


After forty-five minutes, something appeared up ahead. A low building, probably three klicks distant, but visible because of the largely flat terrain. Danny was about to alert the others when Bullethead’s voice came over the comms. ‘Eyes on the target. Repeat, eyes on the target. Go static.’


The convoy came to a halt. Danny continued to scan the surrounding area. There appeared to be no infrastructure in the vicinity of the prison. This road in, and the occasional drainage ditch on either side. Otherwise, this was a solitary facility. And abandoned, as he expected. There were no vehicles nearby, or any sign of life. He flicked a switch on his radio pack, changing to the satellite channel that would put him in touch with the ops base back in Iraq. ‘Alpha, this is Zero 22. Over.’


A brief pause. Then: ‘Zero 22, this is Alpha. Go ahead. Over.’


‘We’re three klicks east of the target and we have eyes on. Have you heard from the Kurds? Over.’


‘Roger that. They made contact at 22.00 hours and confirmed the approach procedures. You’re clear to advance on target at will. Over.’


‘Understood. Out.’


Danny switched the radio back to the troop’s personal comms frequency. ‘We have the all-clear from base. We’ll advance to a klick from target then recce on foot.’


The convoy moved off, trundling slowly over the hard-baked desert earth.


Ten minutes later they came to a halt again. Danny and Dougie dismounted from the Bushmaster and silently jogged towards the target. They stopped five hundred metres out. Danny noticed a deep drainage ditch heading off at right angles to the road. He wondered if this area was prone to flooding in the winter months. The prison complex was clearer now. It was a surprisingly modern building, low and sleek. The guys back at base had described it to Danny as a symmetrical three-pronged construction, each prong leading from a circular central space. They were approaching from the east, heading to the area between two of the prongs. Danny retrieved a telescopic night sight from his ops waistcoat as he and Dougie hit the ground to put in surveillance. He identified the perimeter fence, topped with rolls of razor wire, and three security towers evenly spaced about it. There was a gap in the fence where a gate had been opened, and a small guard house next to it. The perimeter didn’t look massively secure to Danny, but one glance at the surrounding terrain explained why that would be the case: escape from here on foot and in this unforgiving landscape, you’d likely be dead in a couple of days anyway.


‘Any sign of the safe-approach signal?’ Bullethead asked over comms.


‘Not yet,’ Danny said. ‘Hold your positions.’ He raised his night sight again and scanned the prison buildings. Still nothing. No vehicles. No personnel. No movement.


‘Where the fuck are they?’ Dougie said.


Danny continued to watch. He was looking out for three flashes from a torch in quick succession. None came.


A minute passed.


Two.


Nothing.


Danny switched his radio frequency. ‘Alpha, this is Zero 22. Over.’


‘Go ahead, Zero 22. Over.’


‘We’re on target. There’s no sign of the Kurds. No safe-approach signal. Can you make contact with them? Over.’


‘Roger that. Wait out. Over.’


Two minutes passed. Then: ‘Zero 22, this is Alpha. We’ve lost contact with the Kurds. Looks like a comms outage. Over.’


Danny swore. Losing radio contact was an occupational hazard. But why was there no safe-approach signal?


‘Zero 22, are you in a position to make an approach and recce the target?’


Danny narrowed his eyes. He didn’t like it. But the only option was a full retreat, and he didn’t like that either. ‘Roger that,’ he said. ‘Wait out.’


He switched frequency to speak to the rest of the troop. ‘The Kurds have lost contact with base. They want us to make a recce. Advance with care.’


Danny and Dougie stayed on the ground, keeping eyes on the target while the convoy approached. Once the three Jackals and the Bushmaster had caught them up, Danny and Dougie rejoined them. ‘Place looks deserted,’ Dougie said. ‘Maybe the Kurds got cold feet and fucked off.’


Yeah, Danny thought. Maybe.


‘This is the plan,’ he said. ‘Jackal One, make an approach. Jackals Two and Three remain static to provide covering fire. The Bushmaster will hold back in a protective position. I’ll take the top gun in Jackal Two.


Danny took his position at one of the Gimpys on Jackal Two. As Jackal One advanced towards the target, Jackals Two and Three positioned themselves on either side of the road that led towards the prison, which was four hundred metres distant. The Bushmaster was thirty metres behind them. To Danny’s right was another drainage ditch leading at right angles from the road. Danny and the other three Gimpy operators rotated their weapons towards the prison compound, ready to give covering fire if necessary. Jackal One trundled towards the prison at a slow, steady rate. In his peripheral vision, Danny was aware of Chinese Mike aiming the Bushmaster’s grenade launcher towards one of the security towers. Danny raised his night sight again, looking for the three regular flashes of the torch. They didn’t come.


He switched his radio frequency to speak to the ops base. ‘Alpha, this is Zero 22. We have one vehicle approaching the target now. Over.’


A pause and a hiss. ‘Roger that. Over.’


Jackal One was ten metres from the entrance. It stopped. Through his sight, Danny saw the top-gunners making a precautionary sweep of the compound. A voice in his earpiece said, ‘Clear.’ Jackal One sustained its slow advance towards the guard house. Danny continued to watch through his sight.


It happened suddenly. One moment the Jackal was advancing. The next, there was an explosion so fierce that, even from a distance, it sent a shock wave through Danny’s body. There was a brief flash, bright enough to dazzle him. When his sight returned, he saw smoke belching from the position the Jackal had held, it was so thick that it completely obscured the vehicle.


Danny screamed into his radio. ‘Land mine! Contact! Contact! One vehicle down! Three guys!’


But it was already going noisy. Tracer fire shot through the air from positions inside the prison. It lit up the night, burning through and over the perimeter fence, at first landing only in the vicinity of the convoy vehicles and spitting up vicious explosions of desert dust. It took only seconds for the shooters to fine-tune their aim. Before any of the team could return fire, the tracer rounds – .40 and .50 cal, Danny estimated – slammed into the two remaining Jackals and the Bushmaster. Each time a tracer round hit, there was a sickening metallic crunch and a multicoloured burst of ricochet, like fireworks.


After a few seconds’ delay, the air exploded with the thunder of the SAS team returning fire. The night split with the cacophony of the four Gimpys on Jackals Two and Three pumping ordnance back towards the prison. Danny fired bursts of three to five rounds – the most effective and accurate way to operate a Gimpy. The empty rounds spat out of the weapon and the 7.62s flew through the thick plume of smoke billowing from the wrecked Jackal One. Grenades smashed through the perimeter fence and exploded in the vicinity of the prison. But sustained and relentless and brutal though the SAS’s counterattack was, it seemed to have no effect. If anything, the incoming fire increased in intensity. More lines of tracer fire sliced towards them, slamming into the Jackals and the Bushmaster, which were rocking and smouldering with the impact. Two RPGs starburst in the air, showering the area with shrapnel. Two more exploded on the ground fifteen metres behind the Bushmaster. The incoming grew heavier and heavier, high-calibre rounds drilling into the armoured panels of the vehicles.


‘Bullethead!’ Danny screamed through comms at the driver of the Bushmaster. ‘Advance, advance! We need more covering fire!’ He could feel the heat coming off the barrel of his Gimpy.


As the Bushmaster moved forwards, Danny switched frequency. Immediately he heard a stressed voice at the other end of the radio. ‘Zero 22, what is your sitrep?’


‘We’re under heavy fire! We need air support! Now!’


Even as he spoke, things got worse.


Through his night vision he saw a flare from inside the prison. In the two seconds that followed, he became aware of an anti-tank missile hurtling through the air directly at Jackal Three. The vehicle was to his three o’clock, no more than twenty metres away. Against a weapon like that, it didn’t stand a chance. The missile slammed hard into the Jackal. The extremity of the explosion punched all the air from Danny’s lungs. Jackal Three was thrown on to its side like a toy. Flames engulfed it. Within the space of ninety seconds, whoever was lying in wait at the prison had demolished two Jackals and six men, and things were only going to get worse. Danny fired more bursts from the Gimpy. The barrel was glowing faintly, and smoking. He was going to burn it out if he kept this rate of fire, but there was no chance of changing out the barrel. ‘Fast air!’ Danny shouted into comms. ‘FAST AIR!’


He didn’t hear the response, because right then the Bushmaster hit an IED in the road that the rest of the convoy had miraculously missed. The gutting crack of the explosion cut through the noise of tracer rounds and Gimpy fire. The front end of the Bushmaster crumpled horrifically and the whole vehicle tipped over on to its side with an ominous creak.


And then its problems really started.


Three anti-tank missiles slammed into the Bushmaster’s undercarriage. The noise and devastation were immense. Metal ripped. Smoke belched. Fuel ignited. It was obvious at a glance that everyone inside the vehicle was fucked. Danny quickly switched his radio to personal comms. He wished he hadn’t. All he could hear was inhuman screams from inside the Bushmaster. Macalister? Bullethead? He couldn’t tell. Danny tried to concentrate on keeping the rounds from his Gimpy raining down on the prison, but now he was aware of someone moving away from the Bushmaster. It had to be Chinese Mike, thrown from the remote weapon station. He was staggering towards Jackal Two, then he stumbled and fell perhaps fifteen metres away, Danny could hear him screaming.


Danny’s reaction was instinctive. He threw himself from the Jackal, hitting the ground with a heavy, deadened thump. Chinese Mike was in trouble. He needed help. Danny struggled to his feet, the air around him a riot of tracer fire and shrapnel. He sprinted towards Chinese Mike, who had managed to get to his knees.


He was only five metres away when the rounds hit. If the effect of the tracer rounds on the armoured shells of the convoy vehicles was brutal, their effect on a human body was obscene. They cut through Chinese Mike’s neck, abdomen and groin like he was made of warm butter. Blood and the hot mush of decimated internal organs and fragments of bone showered everywhere. Danny hit the ground, pressing himself hard on to the desert floor to avoid meeting the same grisly fate as his mate. He looked back towards Jackal Two. It was ten metres from where he was lying and only had one Gimpy operational since Danny had gone to Mike’s rescue.


He evaluated his options. Jackal Two was the only remaining vehicle. He had to get back to it.


No chance.


Less than a second later, a missile hit the Jackal. The shock wave physically threw him several metres away from the vehicle and on to Chinese Mike’s gruesome remains. There was a sudden wave of intense heat as the thermobaric warhead did its work. Danny thought he was on fire. He roared with pain, but somehow had the presence of mind to push himself back to his feet and sprint away from the conflagration. A secondary explosion from the Bushmaster threw him to the ground again. Danny was horribly aware of the stench of his scorched clothes and the constant barrage of tracer fire devouring the remains of the convoy. He was gasping, gulping for air. Still pressed into the ground, he fumbled for his radio and switched frequencies again. ‘Thirteen men down!’ he shouted. ‘Where’s that fucking fast air?’


‘Incoming from Northern Iraq. ETA five minutes.’


Danny swore and looked around. He saw four individual fires: the four vehicles, still burning, spewing black smoke. Jackal Two had fallen into the drainage ditch that led from the road. The air wavered with the heat haze and the prison was barely visible beyond the glare, although he could make out gobbets of fire rising from the perimeter fence. The incoming had subsided. There was an ominous silence. It was only when he raised his night sight, which was still hanging by a lanyard round his neck, that he could discern the movement of personnel near the prison. Enemy advancing. Was it the Kurds? Had this been a catastrophic blue on blue? Or an elaborate trick? He didn’t think so. Why would they have ditched the safe-approach signal if they wanted to ambush the troop? Would they have access to that kind of firepower? No. This was someone else. Islamic State? Perhaps. They’d have gladly butchered the Kurds that had once guarded this facility, and might have forced the intel of the SAS’s imminent arrival out of them. But even that didn’t quite ring true. Those anti-tank missiles were serious bits of kit, and the shock and awe tactics they’d used to get the better of an SAS troop smacked to Danny of special forces operators.


SF operators who had, without question, been expecting them.


He had no rifle. He’d left it in the Jackal. His Glock 17 was holstered, but it was a poor replacement, useless for long-range firing. The terrain was flat and featureless. If he ran, the enemy would see him, no question. His only hope of finding cover, he realised, was in the drainage ditch where Jackal Two had ended up. He crawled towards it, grimacing against the heat radiating from the burning Jackal. His body hurt and he moved slowly. It took twenty seconds to cover the ten metres to the ditch. He rolled down into it. It was a little cooler here, below the level of the burning Jackal. He saw the circular opening of a culvert, an underground drainage pipe perhaps a metre in diameter. It would do as a hiding place, but as he prepared to climb in, a voice came over his earpiece. ‘Zero 22, this is Alpha, patching you through to fast air.’


‘Go ahead,’ Danny said. His own voice surprised him: raw, dry and hoarse.


A new voice. ‘We’re one minute from target. Repeat, one minute from target. What is your location?’


‘Forget my location,’ Danny barked. ‘Drop everything you’ve got on the prison!’


‘Blast area’s going to be big. Are you in a position of safety?’


‘Thirteen men down and I’m next. Drop the fucking payload!’


‘Roger that. Out.’


He could hear the fast air approaching, very quiet at first, very distant, but the noise of its engines increasing by the second. He scrambled a few feet into the culvert and screwed his body up into a ball, his arms protecting his face and covering the hard kevlar of his helmet. His only hope was that the culvert, the kevlar and the burning bulk of the Jackal would protect him from the payload. It wasn’t much of a hope, but it was something.


The crescendo of the fast air became more intense. Danny screwed up his eyes as the deafening roar of the aircraft passed overhead and the vibration thrummed even here under the ground.


And then the bombs hit.


The noise was unreal. Five explosions so loud that they caused stabbing pains in Danny’s ears. But the noise was not the worst thing. The overpressures, so close to the blast site, were like nothing he had ever experienced. His mouth, his head, his lungs all felt as though they’d had the air sucked out of them. The ground shook and his body shook with it. There was a cracking sound and he knew that the concrete culvert was collapsing around him. He felt dust in his mouth and could hear, outside his hiding place, the brutal, relentless rain of shrapnel pelting the ground. There was another enormous, metallic crash and crunch nearby and several afterblasts, each of them sending a vibrating shock through Danny’s body.


And then, suddenly, silence.


Danny gasped noisily, his lungs suddenly working again. His mouth filled with grit and dust. He opened his eyes. Everything was spinning. It was dark, and he realised that the air was still so full of dust it was completely obscuring his vision. He crawled out of the culvert. As he moved, he heard the concrete collapse behind him. Out in the ditch, he coughed and retched as the thick, polluted air seemed to suck its way into his nose, mouth and ears. His right ear, where his earpiece was fitted, felt clogged. There was moistness on his left earlobe. He realised that his eardrums were bleeding.


It took a minute for the dust to settle sufficiently that it was worth Danny re-engaging his NV goggles. Astonishingly they were still working. He recced the surrounding area and immediately saw the source of the nearby metallic crash. The force of the blast had thrown the nearby Jackal into the air and out of the ditch. It lay on its back, crunched and smouldering, ten metres away. Danny raised his goggles, fumbled with trembling fingers for his night sight, and looked back towards the prison.


It barely existed. Two minutes ago there had been a strong, secure edifice. Now it was rubble. Several individual fires glowed where the prison had once been and the perimeter fence, still standing in places, was aflame. Danny knew how lucky he was to be alive. It was obvious to him that the air strike must have taken out any other person in the immediate vicinity.


‘Zero 22, this is Alpha. Do you copy? Over.’ The voice in Danny’s ear was muffled because of the blood. He removed the earpiece and tried to clear out the earhole with a thick, dirty forefinger. When he replaced the earpiece, the guy back at base was repeating his communication. ‘Zero 22, this is Alpha. Do you copy? Over.’


‘They’re gone . . .’ Danny muttered. His voice was slurred. Slow. He could barely understand himself.


‘What is your status? Over?’


‘Everyone’s gone . . .’


Danny surveyed the bleak scene again. The guys were dead. All of them. Ambushed by a force with superior fire power who had known – Danny was certain of this – that they were coming. Thirteen good guys. Thirteen friends. He felt a surge of anger boil through him. ‘Zero 22. Danny? Activate your personal tracking device. Over.’


He stared into the distance for a full ten seconds before the instruction registered. His tracking device resembled a smartphone in a tough, rugged case. He fumbled for it, his attention still on the blazing bomb site. He swiped and tapped the screen to transmit his distress beacon back to base.


‘Listen up, Danny. We need to get you out of there. Your nearest patrol is a day’s drive away, so we’re going to despatch a chopper. That blast site’s going to attract attention, so you need to get the hell away from it. Keep walking east. Don’t stop walking. Get away from that place as quickly as possible. Do you copy?’


Danny didn’t reply. He realised he was stumbling around aimlessly.


‘Danny! Do you copy?’


‘They were waiting for us,’ Danny muttered.


‘You need to calm down, Danny. You need to listen carefully. Get away from the blast site. There could be . . .’


Danny switched of his radio and the voice died.


The Bushmaster and the two remaining Jackals were mere shells. He went through the motions of checking for survivors, but he knew it was useless. He couldn’t even recognise the remains of his unit mates. Their skin was scorched away, their features melted. They stank of burned flesh and hair. Beyond the vehicles, closer to the remains of the prison, he encountered dismembered body parts among the chunks of rubble and pockmarked craters in the earth. He picked some of them up. A forearm. A lower leg. He felt he should do something with them, but he didn’t know what, so he dropped them on the ground again. None of them helped him with his objective: to identify the fighters who had been lying in wait for them, and who had killed Danny’s team. And so he started stumbling groggily in the direction of the bomb site.


He was 200 metres from ground zero when he found his first piece of evidence. To the untrained eye, it would look like nothing more than a hunk of twisted, mangled metal. But when Danny pulled out his torch and examined it more closely, he knew immediately what it was, or at least what it had once been: a metal tripod with a thick cylindrical tube atop, still warm to the touch. This was one of the anti-tank missile launchers that had made such short work of the convoy. It was a Kornet-EM. Laser-beam guidance system. Range of eight to ten kilometres.


And Russian.


Danny spat the dust from his mouth. His mind was clearing. He pulled out his camera and photographed the Kornet. He staggered on. A minute later, he came across a body. It was almost as mangled as the missile launcher, its limbs pointing at strange angles from broken bones, patches of clothing burned away and whatever skin remained on the face covered with a thick, sooty layer. Danny knelt down beside it. He took his water canteen from his ops vest and poured a little water on the dead man’s face, before scrubbing away the dirt and rinsing it again. There was no doubt about it: this was not the body of Kurd or an IS fighter. This was white skin.


He photographed the dead body then got back to his feet and stared down at the corpse. A wave of overwhelming anger rose in his gut. He drew his pistol and aimed it at the body. Discharged a full magazine into its torso and then, when it was empty, threw the weapon at its face. And then he felt stupid, he’d lost control and he had no spare magazines. Now he was without a useable weapon.


He muttered to himself. The Kornet. The white skin. They both pointed to a single fact: they’d been ambushed by Russians. How or why, he didn’t know. He bitterly turned his back on the burning bomb site and retraced his steps away from the prison. He switched his radio back on. Almost immediately, the voice was barking down the line. ‘Zero 22. Do you copy? Repeat, do you copy? Over.’


‘Yeah, I copy,’ Danny said, as he staggered towards the smouldering vehicles that contained the remnants of his mates, finally heading east like he’d been told. ‘Send that chopper in.’


‘Roger that,’ the voice said. Danny barely heard it. He had just seen something. A single light. A vehicle was approaching from a distance. A motorbike? Perhaps. The headlamp bumped over the rough terrain. It was coming from the north and advancing quickly. Danny tried to judge the distance. It was tough to do at night and with his head dazed. A mile? Maybe a little more? Who the hell was it? One of the Kurds, late to the party? No. The Kurds were dead. He’d put money on it. More likely, this was part of the hostile force. One of the guys, or maybe two, who had been coordinating the ambush from a distance and were now approaching to see what the hell had happened and if any of their men were still alive.


‘Fuck,’ Danny muttered to himself. He faced east and started to run. He didn’t get far. His ears were still bleeding, and his balance was all over the place. He tripped and fell, and the world started to spin. He was half aware of the bumping headlamp. It etched neon lines across his vision as he tried to stand up. He only managed to get as far as a kneeling position when he had to bend over to vomit. He felt an urgency to get away from there, but his body wouldn’t do what his mind demanded. He stayed there, hunched in a ball next to his own puke, resisting nausea and mustering strength. Then he managed to straighten up again. The bumping headlamp wasn’t bumping any more. It had stopped. It was twenty metres away and it dazzled him as he squinted at it.


A distended silhouette appeared in front of the headlamp. It approached slowly, preceded by its long shadow. Danny staggered to his feet, cursing himself for wasting his ammunition. The incoming danger forced his mind to achieve more clarity. Whoever this was, he wasn’t shooting. Did that mean he was friendly? No. It meant he’d calculated that Danny was unarmed, since Danny hadn’t drawn a weapon either.


He was ten metres away when Danny was able to get a proper look at him. He was huge. Danny was a big man. This guy was bigger. A head height taller and another foot around the shoulders. He wore standard military camo gear, but the sleeves of his jacket had been torn off to reveal thick, muscular arms, grimy with sweat. They were the arms of a bodybuilder, with perhaps a few steroids thrown in for good measure. His head was shaved, with the exception of a thick, black mohawk down the centre of his scalp, buzz cut to a height of a centimetre. The skin on one side of his head was horrifically marked with an embossed network of red scars. He had a weapon in his belt but he didn’t draw it. Obviously his hands were weapons enough. He was clenching and releasing them, like he was loosening them up, ready for action.


He stopped five metres from Danny, who staggered to his feet. The man looked him up and down, then he grinned. It was the kind of grin that had a very particular meaning: I’m going to rip you apart with my bare hands, motherfucker.


‘Fuck,’ Danny repeated under his breath.


The guy took a step forwards. Danny took a step back. He noticed something else. The guy had two patches sewn on to the chest of his jacket. They were SAS squadron patches. The A Squadron patch portrayed an animal that looked like a cross between a tick and a scorpion. The D Squadron patch was an Indonesian Kris sword. They looked like trophies.


Danny evaluated his options. He couldn’t run. The guy had a handgun and a vehicle. He couldn’t shoot. He had only one path open to him. This guy looked like he was spoiling for a fight. Danny had no choice but to give him one, when it was all he could do to stay upright.


‘Fuck!’ he said for a third time. If this guy hit him, Danny would be on the floor in an instant. No question. And there was a good chance he’d never get back up.


The guy stepped forwards again. His fists were permanently clenched now and the grin had morphed into a strained scowl. The guy lunged towards him, raising one fist to deliver a hammer blow to Danny’s head. Danny sidestepped. The guy overshot and Danny managed to raise his right heel and kick him hard in the kidney.


If he’d done that to anyone else, they’d have been floored, groaning in pain and possibly unconscious. This guy barely seemed to notice it. Danny felt like a wasp stinging an elephant – a minor inconvenience at worst. He glanced over at the motorbike. He could hear the engine turning over. Perhaps he could get to it. Not at the moment. The mohawk guy would just pull his weapon and shoot Danny in the back. Danny would have to play this out a little longer.


The guy turned and bore down on him again. This time he was ready for Danny’s sidestep. His fist clipped Danny’s right shoulder. It was enough to send him staggering back. His arm went numb. The mohawk guy pressed his advantage. When he charged again, Danny was too dizzy from the last hit to get out of his way, and he landed his first proper hit. It was a solid punch to the solar plexus, and it delivered all the raw power that the guy’s physique promised. Danny’s legs collapsed beneath him and the air shot from his lungs. The pain was excruciating – he wondered if he’d cracked a rib or even his sternum. His respiratory system didn’t seem to work, and he felt a moment of panic as he tried to inhale but couldn’t.


The next blow came to the side of Danny’s face. It came from the thick sole of the mohawk guy’s boot, and it nearly took Danny’s head off. He felt blood spurt from his nose as he hit the dirt, and it was flowing more freely from his left ear again. He choked and coughed and tried to grab some loose earth in the hope that he could throw it at his assailant to blind him. But the ground was baked; his fingernails only scraped the hard earth and one of them tore.


Then the mohawk guy was standing above him, huge and threatening. Danny looked up at him through a film of sweat. He noted that the guy hadn’t yet pulled his weapon. He obviously wanted to finish Danny off manually. But he wanted to gloat first.


‘SAS scum,’ he said. He spoke English, but his accent was definitely Russian. He tapped the two patches on his jacket. ‘I killed two of your comrades with my hands. You will be an easy third.’ He laughed, as if he’d just told a great joke. Then he took a couple of steps back, like a rugby player preparing to take a kick. And Danny’s head was the ball.


His mistake was not finishing Danny off the moment he was on the ground. In a weird way, Danny was disappointed in him. This guy and his men had just ambushed and massacred an SAS team. They were pros. They knew what they were about. And the first rule of hand-to-hand combat? Fight to win. Finish your opponent quickly and by whatever means possible. No second chances.


Danny had a second chance.


The Russian took his run up. Before he could take his kick, Danny rolled fast towards him and into the foot that remained on the ground. The guy tripped and fell, and now he was on the ground, face up, and Danny was on his feet. Danny stamped his heel into the Russian’s face and he roared in pain as his nose broke and blood spread and spattered over the scarring on the side of his scalp. He was fumbling for his weapon now and Danny had a split-second call to make. Observe the first rule? Grab his gun and finish him? He couldn’t. His arm was still numb. He wasn’t sure he could operate the handgun effectively and in any case the Russian had gripped it now.


So he ran like hell towards the motorbike. It was twenty metres away. He moved in a zig zag, out of the beam of the headlamp, so he was hard to see and harder to hit. He figured that, big as his opponent was, a boot in the face and a broken nose will at least have stunned the Russian and give Danny time to reach the vehicle.


He figured right. Danny threw himself on to the bike – just as he heard the retort of a handgun behind him. There was no sound of the bullet impacting. Danny forced the bike into a tight turning circle. The tyres protested against the desert floor as he moved the vehicle and accelerated hard. The gap between him and the mohawk guy began to widen: thirty metres, then forty.


Danny braked and skidded. The headlamp lit up the terrain in front of him. He could taste the fight in his mouth; a taste of blood and dust and pain. Around him, he was aware of the burning fires of the Jackals and the Bushmaster and the bomb site, and he felt again the bitterness of losing his unit mates. He turned the bike to face his enemy and revved the engine, fully intent on accelerating towards his assailant and hitting him with the full momentum of a heavy vehicle at speed.


The Russian was now on his feet again. He had his weapon raised and pointing at Danny. There was no chance of him landing a shot on target at that range. Their eyes locked. The guy had blood streaming down his face. Danny knew he himself probably looked twice as bad. He let the guy’s features imprint themselves on his mind. The buzz-cut mohawk. The horrific scarring on the scalp. The SAS flashes on his jacket. ‘One day,’ he muttered to himself. ‘One fucking day.’


It was almost as if the Russian could hear him. He grinned, inclined his head and then he spat on the ground. But he didn’t lower his weapon.


Danny turned the bike and accelerated again, heading east. He only glanced in the side mirror once to see the burning remnants of the Zero 22 op and the fading silhouette of the man who had just tried to kill him, and failed.










 


TWO


Devon. One week later.


Half past three. Going-home time.


The rain was incessant. The kids were spilling out of the playground, anonymous in their raincoats with the hoods crimped tight around their faces. They shook their teacher’s hand before being allowed off the premises to meet their parents. The mums and one or two dads congregated around the gates, a phalanx of umbrellas protecting them from the unusually heavy rain. When they each saw their child, they bustled them under their umbrella and hurried them to the car.


One of the kids was called Danny White. He didn’t have many friends. In fact, he didn’t have any friends. He’d arrived halfway through the school year. Friendship groups were established and, try though he might, he hadn’t been able to break into any of them. So he was alone as he shook soggy hands with the teacher. ‘Where’s your mum, Danny?’ she asked. He pointed to the yellow umbrella that he recognised, set slightly apart from the crowd. ‘Alright then. Good afternoon. Have a nice weekend.’


Danny didn’t think he would have a nice weekend. His weekend would be like all the others. Solitary. Since moving down here with his mum, she had been different. She was kind enough, alright, and she looked after him, made sure he had enough to eat and his clothes were clean and he got to school on time every morning. But she was distracted. She kept the curtains closed during the day but often slightly parted them to look outside, as if checking for something or someone. When Danny asked if they could go to the park, she always found a reason to say, ‘Another time, sweetie.’ She only went out to do the school run and make the occasional trip to the supermarket, and even then, she always wanted to get back as quickly as possible.


His mum was standing next to the lamp post as usual. Danny’s shoes were wet through as he approached her. He was looking down at them, thinking about how much darker they looked when they were wet, so it wasn’t until he was under the umbrella that he realised that the person holding it wasn’t his mum. It was a man. Danny was embarrassed and was about to turn away when the man took his shoulder. He had a cheery, friendly face.


‘Danny?’ he asked.


Danny nodded. The man wore brown leather shoes, smart new jeans that were wet from the knee down and a black leather jacket. He offered him a Maoam chew. ‘Your mum said these were your favourite,’ he said.


They were Danny’s favourite. He took the Maoam and started to peel the wrapper, but then decided he might keep it for later and put it in his pocket. ‘Where’s my mummy?’ he said.


‘Her car broke down,’ said the man. ‘She asked me to come and get you. Shall we go?’


Danny frowned. He knew about stranger danger. ‘What’s your name?’ he said.


‘Sorry. I’m Andy. You’ve probably seen me around?’ Danny shook his head. ‘Well, I live next door. Come on, let’s get you home.’


Danny hesitated. The man had very broad shoulders and he’d just noticed a scar on the right-hand side of his nose.


‘Why didn’t my mummy come with you?’ he said.


‘Her car broke down on the way.’


‘I have to tell my teacher.’


‘Don’t worry about that,’ said the man. ‘We’ll get soaked if we don’t get back to my car.’ He pulled a mobile phone from his pocket. ‘We’ll call your mum, shall we?’


‘Okay,’ said Danny.


‘I’m parked just down here. Want to hold the umbrella?’ He handed it to Danny, who had to walk on tiptoes and hold it aloft in order to cover them both. The man offered Danny his free hand.


‘I thought you were going to call my mummy.’


‘I’ve got her number in here somewhere,’ the man said, swiping the screen. He took Danny’s hand in his and started to walk away from the school. There was a firmness to his grip and Danny found he had to walk quickly to keep up. The man showed him the phone as if to indicate that he’d located his mum’s number then put it to his ear. They turned a corner at the end of the street, into a tree-lined avenue with cars parked on both sides. ‘She’s not answering,’ said the man. ‘We’ll try her again in a minute.’


Danny stopped. ‘Where did you get her umbrella from?’ he said.


‘She lent it to me. Didn’t want you getting wet. You know what mums are like, hey?’


‘She keeps it in the car,’ Danny said.


He might only be six, but he wasn’t stupid. He could tell the man was lying. He tried to release himself from his grip, but he couldn’t. The big hand enveloped his and the man was too strong. Danny wriggled. ‘Let go of me!’ he said. And then he shouted it: ‘Let go of me!’ The noise of the rain against the umbrella was loud and the nearest person was on the other side of the street. He knew nobody had heard him.


The man didn’t reply. He put his phone back in his pocket and gripped Danny’s hand a little harder. Danny tried to stop walking, to drag his heels. It made no difference to the man, who walked faster, pulling Danny along the pavement. Danny tried to hit him with the umbrella, but the man simply grabbed the umbrella back.


Danny started to cry. He wanted to scream, but suddenly found he was too scared to do it. It was like someone had punched him in the stomach. He could barely catch his breath through the sobs. He looked back over his shoulder, hoping somebody might see them. But nobody did. There were very few people in the street. Those that were had their heads down and their umbrellas up. Danny was invisible to them.


Up ahead, there was a white van. The rear windows were blacked out. As they approached it, in the side mirror Danny saw the reflection of somebody watching in the passenger seat. The door opened and the person stepped out. He looked similar to Andy. The same broad shoulders. The same thick neck. But he wasn’t smiling. He closed the passenger door and banged against the side of the white van with a clenched fist. The rear doors opened, by which time the new guy had grabbed Danny’s other arm. Danny wriggled and writhed even more strenuously. He even managed to shout out despite his breathlessness. But he was completely overpowered by the two men. They lifted him from the pavement while Danny’s kicks simply bounced off their shins. They manoeuvred him over a puddle of water that had collected by the kerb and towards the back of the van. Through his tears, Danny saw two more men in the vehicle, but it was gloomy in there so he couldn’t fully make out their features. All he heard was a gruff voice saying: ‘Get him in!’


Danny knew he only had one last chance. He screamed as loudly as he could, then raised his legs and struck Andy with all the force he could muster. He obviously hurt him, because Andy said, ‘Little shit!’


One of the guys in the van said, ‘Just throw him in!’


The two men hurled him into the van. Roughly. He caught his foot on a lip in the doorway. It caused his body to twist and he hit his head hard, once on the side of the van and a second time on the floor.


And that was the last Danny knew of his abduction.


 


‘Fuck’s sake,’ said KitKat.


They called him that because he only has four fingers on his right hand, like the chocolate bar. His thumb was missing in action, last seen spinning through the air when his SBS team were providing a training package to a group of rebels in the DRC. He’d been demonstrating how to use a Russian landmine as a booby trap when it went off prematurely, earning him not only a nickname, but also the loss of sight in one eye and a career henceforth limited to carrying out the SBS’s donkey work. Work like this, abducting a six-year-old kid.


Nobody joined the SBS to abduct six-year-old kids.


‘Fuck’s sake!’ KitKat repeated. What were they playing at? There was nothing to the boy. Why did they have to throw him in so hard? KitKat winced when he saw the kid’s head hit the side of the van. His neck had jarred to the right and there might even have been a crack, he wasn’t sure. He lurched forward to catch him, but too late. The boy had gone limp and his head slammed hard against the floor.


The kid lay there, still as a corpse. One of his feet was still poking through the door opening. ‘Get him in!’ said the guy outside. KitKat grabbed the kid’s shoulders and pulled him further into the van as the doors slammed shut and they were plunged into darkness. Rain hammered on the roof and the engine turned over. By the time KitKat had pulled his Maglite torch from his pocket, the van had pulled away. He shone the torch at the kid and rolled him over on to his back.


Every special forces operator is well trained in field medicine. The training kicks in when it’s needed. Automatic. Instinctive. KitKat reached out with his good hand and placed his index and middle fingers against the kid’s neck. He knew he wouldn’t find a pulse. When you’d seen as many corpses as he had, you learned to recognise the signs. The rictus of the mouth. The heavy stillness of the body. KitKat went through the motions, blowing rescue breaths into the kid’s mouth, performing chest compressions. But he knew it was hopeless. The kid was dead. Roughed up by a four-man SBS unit whose instructions had been to abduct him and keep him safe.


‘Fuck’s sake!’ he said for a third time as he gave up on the CPR. He turned to his mate who was watching from the corner of the van. ‘He’s a fucking goner,’ he spat. ‘And we’re toast.’


He slammed a fist against the inside of the van in frustration. The van accelerated. KitKat switched off the torch. He didn’t want to look at the boy’s pale face any more than was necessary.










 


THREE


Back in the day, when Danny Black had first joined the Regiment, an old-timer told him that there were two kinds of SAS men. The ones whose minds gave up before their bodies and the ones whose bodies gave up before their minds. Danny was beginning to think that he was the latter.


That wasn’t to say he slept easy. How could anyone do that, when they’d seen the things he had? The Zero 22 debacle was a week old and it stuck with him. The image of Bullethead’s burned face kept returning. He’d visited Dougie’s missus. He’d put on a clean shirt and even shaved. His face had felt naked after months of wearing a beard on ops. There’d been no sign of Dougie’s daughter, but Danny couldn’t help noticing the precious new iPhone that had so worried her dad. It was sitting on the kitchen table in a Hello Kitty case.


But there was no doubting that his body was sore and tired, much more so than it would have been during his early days in the Regiment. His shoulder still ached where the Russian had hit him. The bruising on his face had only just started to fade and his ears were still clogged. Back at base, they’d offered him a little R and R, but he’d turned it down. He preferred to keep his fitness sharp, his strength and endurance at their peak. It wasn’t his style to put his feet up.


Even so, he was surprised to get the call.


He’d clocked in to base early, ready for a morning on the range. One of the clerks who manned the Kremlin – the inner sanctum of RAF Credenhill, where the CO and all the other Ruperts had their offices – approached him outside the B Squadron hangar and told him his presence was required in briefing room C at 09.30 hrs. He made his way there alone, ignoring the looks from the administrative staff that followed him as he went. Word of the Zero 22 op had spread. Of course it had. The loss of thirteen men on a single mission was a wound the Regiment would carry for a long time. Danny knew that those inquisitive glances masked many different questions. Was Danny Black the hero of the hour for making it out alive, or was he in some way responsible for the death of the guys in his troop? Could he have done more to save them? Had he just saved his own skin?


Danny ignored those glances. They weren’t posing any questions he hadn’t asked himself. He was comfortable that he’d done all he could. Like he’d said in his debrief, they’d been ambushed by a heavily armed force that hit them hard and fast. He’d reported his suspicion that the enemy had been Russian. Maybe the Kurds had set them up. Who knows what impenetrable alliances existed in that part of the world. Bottom line: Zero 22 had been played by someone.


He knocked on the door of briefing room C. A suit with a funereal expression opened it, looked Danny up and down, then opened the door wider and indicated that he should enter. Danny stepped in. Aside from the suit who had opened the door, there were three other men in there. His CO, Mike Williamson, sat at a round table dressed in military camo. He had a handsome, leathery face and a pale scar on his chin. Danny liked him. To his left was George Attwood, Director Special Forces. Grey bushy hair, sparkling blue eyes. He had his hand over his mouth and Danny saw the old bullet wound that had scarred the space between his thumb and forefinger. Danny liked him too. To the CO’s right was a gaunt, skinny man with yellowing eyes and thinning black hair. An immaculate suit and a neat tie in an Oxford knot. His fingertips were pressed together and he watched Danny from over them. This was Alan Sturrock, Chief of MI6. When a patronising politician had suggested that the victims of Grenfell Tower had lacked common sense, Danny had shared the public’s distaste. At the same time, he had thought of Sturrock. That was the sort of thing he would say. Danny loathed him.


Danny felt a sense of déjà vu. Barely six months earlier, these three men had briefed Danny in the matter of Ibrahim Khan. It had led to an op with an MI6 agent called Bethany White, who had turned out not to be quite who she seemed. On the outside, an MI6 agent and single mother. On the inside, a killer of SAS men. Had Bethany White not been in possession of intelligence that could have deeply harmed MI6, and Alan Sturrock in particular, Danny would no doubt have received the order to kill her. But she had, and he hadn’t.


Danny would have preferred never to lay eyes on Sturrock again. Now here he was, giving him a smarmy smile as he opened a small bottle of lotion and started to moisturise his hands. ‘My dear chap,’ said Sturrock. ‘You’re looking very well, all things considered.’


Danny ignored him and addressed the CO. ‘You wanted to see me, boss?’


‘Sit down, Danny.’


‘I prefer to stand.’


‘Sit the fuck down, will you?’


Danny inclined his head and took a seat opposite the three men. Sturrock nodded to the suit at the door. He left the room. There was a moment of silence. Then George Attwood spoke. ‘I’m not going to sugar-coat it, Black. Questions are being asked about the Zero 22 clusterfuck. Plenty of bleeding-heart liberals in Whitehall think Hereford is a drain on the public purse. They’d love to use this as a reason to shut us down.’


‘Tell them I’m sorry my unit mates chose to die for their country before they’d earned out,’ Danny said.


‘I’d love to, Black. Believe you me, I’d love to.’ He glanced at the CO and Sturrock before continuing. ‘Zero 22 was compromised. Somebody knew you were coming. They were expecting you.’


‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ Danny replied.


‘I’m about to. That photograph of the enemy combatant that you took. We’ve had some people look at it. We think we have a positive ID.’


‘Russian?’ Danny said.


Attwood nodded. ‘Leonid Bogatov. Former Spetznaz. Retired in 2013 to join the Wagner Group.’


‘You’re aware of the Wagner Group?’ Sturrock asked.


Yeah, Danny was aware of the Wagner Group. It was a private military company, several thousand men strong, run and in part manned by former special forces agents. Except of course, like most PMCs, it wasn’t really private. The Wagner Group was in practice an extension of the Russian administration, called in to bolster their armed forces and to perform deniable operations. It existed to carry out the whims of the Russian president, and to cover the trail leading back to him.


Danny nodded.


‘We have a high degree of certainty that it was the Wagner Group who hit you,’ Attwood said.


‘Why?’


‘Two reasons.’


‘I’d have thought the first was obvious,’ Sturrock cut in. ‘You were extracting high-level Kurdish personnel. The Syrian regime wanted them dead and for us to lose our taste for defending them. The Russians are Syria’s de facto protectors.’ He gave Danny a thin smile. ‘Are you keeping up?’


Danny was more than keeping up. His mind was racing ahead. How could the Wagner Group possibly have known the details of Zero 22’s arrival? It was a secret SAS operation.


Attwood and the CO were watching him carefully. It was almost as if they could see his line of reasoning as it unfolded.


‘What’s the second reason?’ Danny said.


Sturrock held up a photograph. Danny caught his breath. The photograph showed a huge man standing in front of a sand-coloured Jeep with a desert background. He wore a camouflage jacket with the sleeves cut off. He had a black mohawk and prominent, grotesque scarring on one side of his shaved head, almost as if his veins and capillaries were on the outside of his skin. He was holding up the heads of two men by their hair. Their necks were cleanly severed, and the skin was not yet waxy, which told Danny that they were freshly executed. He recognised the man, of course. It was the guy he had fought in Syria. He recognised the victims too. They were young SAS men – Hal Robbins and Tommy Evans – who had been reported KIA some months ago.


‘Friend of yours?’ Sturrock asked.


‘That’s him,’ Danny said. He had described the man in his debrief.


‘His name is Alexander Turgenev. He’s a self-appointed colonel in the Wagner Group. He has quite a CV. Putting to one side the fact that he was responsible for the deaths of two SAS men—’


‘Fifteen SAS men,’ Danny interrupted him, ‘if you add the Zero 22 guys. And if it’s all the same to you, I don’t think I will put that to one side.’


Sturrock continued as if Danny hadn’t spoken. ‘He was a Spetsnaz operator for seven years, very highly prized despite having a criminal record as long as your arm. The unofficial record suggests he has a history of the extrajudicial killing of gay men in Chechnya. He was discharged from Spetsnaz for gun running – they didn’t have a choice about that – but the Wagner Group welcomed him with open arms. Our working theory is that he was coordinating the Zero 22 ambush.’


‘If he’s the guy you saw,’ Attwood said, ‘it’s the smoking gun that puts the Wagner Group in the right place at the right time.’


‘He’s the guy,’ Danny said. ‘No question.’ He stared at the picture and remembered the devastation of the op, and the fight that followed, and the two SAS patches on Turgenev’s jacket, and his taunt. SAS scum. I killed two of your comrades with my hands. You will be an easy third. ‘When do I get to waste him?’ Danny said. He was trying hard to keep his voice level.


‘You don’t,’ Sturrock said. ‘Turgenev is very far from being our principal target.’


Danny remained stony faced. ‘Speak for yourself,’ he said. ‘How did the Wagner Group know we were coming?’


‘Does the name General Frank O’Brien mean anything to you?’ Attwood said.


‘Rings a bell,’ Danny said.


‘He’s American. Five-star general. Popular with the men, thorn in the side of the guy in the Oval Office.’ Attwood glanced at the other two men in the room. Danny could tell he was about to deliver some sensitive information. ‘It’s obvious that the Russians received information about your movements from someone with inside knowledge. The CIA believe that person is O’Brien.’
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