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CHAPTER 1


Muscat, Oman


The glittering marble columns of the cafe’s colonial terrace sparkled in the fierce sunshine. Rachel Cox, sitting in the shaded area at the back of the open-air space with her colleague Salman, took a sip from her coffee as she spied on the apartment building across the square.


‘What’s taking him so long?’ Salman, sitting next to her, said in his Eton-educated accent that to Cox, having known him for more than six months, remained an unexpected contrast to his obvious Middle Eastern origins: dark skin, thick black hair and dense stubble that reached uncommonly high on his face.


She took the last sip of her coffee. Finally, across the way she spotted the man they were looking for. Lanky and dressed in drab clothing, he stepped out of the double doors of the stone building. Cox flicked her eyes down, sank a couple of inches in her chair, trying to be as inconspicuous as she could. The man was jittery as he looked around him, but he didn’t pay any attention to Cox or Salman, and after a couple of seconds he turned and walked away in the opposite direction.


‘Ready?’ Salman asked.


Cox nodded. Salman had already paid the waiter minutes earlier, and he quickly finished his water before they both got up from their chairs. Cox noticed a couple of the local men staring at her and she once again averted her eyes, looked down. Yes she had her hijab on, to reduce offence as far as possible, but she couldn’t hide her light skin or her green eyes that clearly marked her out as a Westerner. The fact she was consorting with what looked like a local man only further added to the indignation she regularly garnered whenever out and about.


Still, she wouldn’t let the glowers put her off the task at hand, and if anyone were to question her presence here she had all the papers required to explain who she was, including her ID showing her as a visiting professor of international studies at the Sultan Qaboos University. A fake ID, that is, but a necessary backstop for a white, single female in the conservative country.


Particularly one who also just happened to work for the British government.


They headed on across the square, Cox’s eyes busy as she surveyed the people around her. None appeared suspicious, and none were taking anything more than a fleeting interest in her and Salman. As they approached the doors to the apartment building, Salman slowed and veered off to the left to look into the window of a shop selling men’s formalwear. Cox carried on her path, and reached into her pocket to grab the key for the outer doors, which Salman had pilfered the previous day.


She pushed the key into the lock and turned, then pulled open the door and stepped into the cool but dim interior with only a brief glimpse behind her before she shut the door. She paused. The small and sparse atrium was all quiet. She reached into her pocket again and took out the tiny earbud. She already had the equally tiny microphone attached to a fold in her hijab.


‘Can you hear me?’ she whispered when the earbud was in place.


‘Yes,’ came Salman’s reply.


He would remain her eyes and ears on the outside. Just in case.


Cox took a deep breath then moved for the wide stone staircase in front of her. The apartment building, in a far from seedy or downtrodden neighbourhood in the nation’s capital, had certainly seen better days, though its former glory and original class when it was built during the heavy British influence of the nineteenth century remained evident. The staircase was lined with a beautiful wrought iron banister, though the metal was rusted and its paint blistered in places, and the once perfect corners and edges of the stairs had been worn smooth from decades of footsteps and minimal maintenance.


As she headed up, Cox saw no one, though sounds of life from the apartment doors beyond came and went. On the third floor she moved along the corridor, her eyes still busy, her body primed for the unexpected. There were no CCTV cameras in the building, but she kept her head down as much as she could anyway – habit as much as anything else.


She stopped by the worn door to apartment 8 and knocked lightly. Was she expecting – hoping? – for her knock to be answered? They’d already seen Faiz Al-Busaidi leaving the building, but what of his wife, Thuriyah? Cox hadn’t seen or heard from Thuriyah, her key asset in Oman, for nearly two days, despite their hours of surveilling the apartment building.


What had happened to her?


Cox’s heart drummed with anticipation as she waited a few seconds with nothing but silence around her. She knocked again, only slightly louder this time.


‘Rachel? Are you inside yet?’ came Salman’s smooth voice in her ear. She jumped at the unexpected noise, her heart rate ramping up another few notches.


‘There’s no one here.’


‘Are you inside?’


‘I will be in a moment.’


She took the small toolset from her pocket – a torsion wrench and a series of small picks. She worked away on the lock, her nerves continuing to grow. She heard a creak somewhere towards the stairs and whipped her head round.


No one there.


She cursed under her breath, worked on the pins inside the lock again, her fingers becoming clammy and fumbling. She might have worked for MI6 for the best part of a decade, but she’d never learned to enjoy these James Bond moments one bit.


Finally the last of the pins was pushed out of the way. The lock released and Cox let out a long but quiet exhale. She pushed the door open, stepped inside and closed the door behind her as silently as she could. She stood and listened. The apartment, a simple one-bedroom affair with an open plan living space and single bedroom with an en suite, was all quiet. No lights were on and despite the sunshine outside, with the sheer curtains in the living area drawn, the apartment was strangely dull and lifeless.


‘Thuriyah?’ Cox said as a shiver ran through her, her voice only slightly more than a whisper.


Nothing in return.


At least no one had leapt out to attack her. But where the hell was Thuriyah?


‘Come on, Cox,’ Salman’s voice echoed in her ear. ‘You need to hurry up.’


He sounded more strained now, but if there’d been a problem he would have raised the alarm. He was just getting nervous, even though he had the easy job.


‘She’s not here,’ Cox said. ‘But I need to find it.’


‘If Faiz knows about––’


‘If he knows, then Thuriyah is already dead. But we still need to retrieve the information.’


‘You don’t even know what you’re looking for.’


Cox ignored that comment. She moved through into the living area. Basic didn’t come close to describing the place. The few items of furniture were old and worn, the TV was a tiny set-top box like the black-and-white one her parents still had in the spare room when she was growing up. There was a similarly old-fashioned wireless radio, and the small kitchen area was falling apart. Cox quickly looked around, inside drawers and cupboards, under furniture, behind furniture, under the items of clothing that lay strewn, and the strangely stock-piled tins and packets of food that were here and there.


Nothing.


She moved into the bedroom. No bed. Just a mattress on the floor, a single pine wardrobe and not quite matching set of drawers. Cox rifled through. Nothing of interest. She looked to the door to the bathroom. Bloody images flashed in her mind of horror movies she’d seen – the dead body in the bathtub, red streaks everywhere. She gulped as she stepped forward.


‘Cox?’


She didn’t answer. She slowly pushed the door open …


The bathroom was empty. A murky-looking shower curtain was pulled back to reveal a grimy bath. No body, no blood.


‘Where are you?’ Cox said under her breath.


‘I’m still here.’


She didn’t bother to clarify that she’d been talking to Thuriyah.


‘There’s nothing here,’ Cox said. ‘The only thing remotely of interest is a crappy laptop.’


‘You can’t take it,’ Salman said, quite snottily Cox thought. ‘That’s not what you’re there for.’


She knew that. She clenched her teeth rather than biting back. They couldn’t do anything that would risk tipping off Faiz. Stealing his laptop, whatever goldmine of information could be on there, would certainly do that.


‘I think you need to leave.’


Cox, despondently, was quickly coming to that conclusion too.


She turned, then paused.


‘This isn’t right,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘Her clothes are still here. In the wardrobe there’s a whole row of abayas. Shoes too. Underwear in the drawers.’


‘Come on, Cox. What are you doing? Get out of there.’


‘But it’s all clean. All the worn clothes on the floor, in the basket in the bedroom, are his. Same with the used things in the kitchen. Only one of everything. She hasn’t been here. Not in the last few days at least.’


Salman said nothing now. Cox had worried for Thuriyah’s safety for weeks. That was the same any time she found an asset like her, who was prepared to speak out against those closest to her. Cox’s angst had naturally ramped up over the last couple of days after she’d been unable to get hold of her Thuriyah, but she’d tried her best to convince herself there was a reasonable explanation for the lack of contact.


But now?


Beyond her concern for Thuriyah’s safety, was a potentially even bigger concern. What of the intelligence that Thuriyah had promised to garner for Cox. Where was that now?


‘OK, I’m coming out,’ Cox said.


Moments later she was descending the stairs, more quickly than she’d gone up, as yet more unwelcome and gory thoughts as to Thuriyah’s fate filled her mind.


She pushed open the door at the bottom of the stairs and stepped back out into the heat, immediately spotting Salman a few yards away, back pressed up against the wall of the next building along as he casually played with his phone. He stuffed it in his pocket when he saw her and as she reached him they gave each other a casual and concocted greeting to satisfy any watchful eyes, before setting off on foot for the far end of the square.


‘What are you thinking?’ Salman asked her after a few moments of awkward silence.


What was she thinking? At that moment? Strangely, the colonial era square she was walking across reminded her of one just like it she’d seen on her first ever visit to nearby Saudi Arabia. There, in glorious sunshine, she’d relaxedly looked about the blindingly bright square, taking in the charm of the well-kept illustrious buildings lining the open space. Only to be told, quite casually, by her male chaperone, that the large stone slabs she was walking across were specifically laid with a slight inward slope to allow blood from public beheadings to drain away.


‘Cox? Talk to me.’


‘I think––’


The vibrating phone in her pocket halted her explanation. She fished for the phone and shielded the screen from the sun with her other hand.


She stopped in her tracks. Salman did so too, immediately looking nervous at the halt in their forward progress.


‘Come on, we need to go,’ he said. Cox didn’t move. ‘What is it?’


‘She’s alive,’ Cox said.


She showed him the message on the screen.


Salman shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘This isn’t … You can’t trust that.’


‘She’s alive, Salman. That’s our code. Only she knows it.’


He scoffed at that. She knew what he was thinking.


‘If she was under duress she would have included our red word,’ Cox said. ‘You know how it works.’


He held up his hand. ‘I’m not your boss. I’m just saying. That doesn’t look good to me.’


‘Regardless, she’s alive,’ Cox said. ‘And if she wants to meet, I can’t say no to that.’


Salman sighed deeply.


‘Then we’d better go get the car.’




CHAPTER 2


Two hours later Salman was driving the Toyota Land Cruiser along a dusty, winding track, Muscat miles behind them and long out of view, nothing but rolling hills of sand and rocky outcrops in sight in every direction.


‘Ever wish you’d signed up for accountancy training instead?’ Salman asked as he jerked the steering wheel when the back wheels of the Land Cruiser lost traction on the sand.


‘Never,’ Cox said with absolute seriousness and conviction. She looked over at him and saw the wry smile on his face. She’d missed the fact his question had been an attempt at humour, but her answer remained. Despite the danger, this was where she belonged. What she did was for the greater good. Someone had to.


To her relief, her boss back in England, Henry Flannigan, had agreed with her desire to take Thuriyah’s message on trust. Or at least he’d gone along with it. Cox was in Oman for a reason, and just because there was a hint of trouble now, that didn’t mean the reason wasn’t still present and valid or any less important. In fact, Flannigan had taken barely any time to confirm he wanted Cox to follow the lead, which now, sitting in the Land Cruiser on the way to the remote rendezvous point, did make her question whether it was really a good thing that her boss was so brazen with her safety.


Too late to turn back.


‘I don’t know Thuriyah like you do,’ Salman said, ‘but asking to meet out here––’


‘It stacks up,’ Cox said. ‘Her family don’t come from the city. Her father was a cattle farmer. Their village is just a few miles from where we’re meeting.’


‘You’ve been before?’


‘To the meeting point?’


‘No, I meant the village. I know you’ve been to the meeting point before, you said already.’


‘I’ve been to the village too. What’s left of it at least. It’s just a cluster of ramshackle huts now. The farming in the region has all been conglomerated so most people from back then moved away.’


‘Dragged into capitalism.’


She looked over at Salman again, the same wry smile on his face. She often struggled to figure out what he was thinking, where his head was at. That wasn’t a bad thing, she mused. His mystery, when he wasn’t being a whiny sod, was actually quite intriguing.


‘When her dad died – of natural causes I might add – her mum moved across the other side of Muscat. But Thuriyah still has family in the village. An ageing aunt, a cousin and his family.’


‘So you think she’s been staying with them?’


‘We’ll soon find out.’ And Cox certainly hoped the explanation for Thuriyah’s recent evasiveness was as simple as that.


The drive to the remote destination took only another twenty minutes and they soon came over the crest of a hill to see the narrow valley beyond, the remnants of what looked like old farm buildings down below, a few hundred yards away. It wasn’t the first time Cox had met Thuriyah here, though she’d never felt this edgy about it before.


She checked her watch. Forty minutes early. Plenty of time to check the area out. From their approach, there was certainly no signs of anyone else there.


Salman pulled the car to a stop fifty yards from the crumbling remains of the farm and stopped the engine before they both got out. The sun in the desert, with no shade from buildings like in the city, was even fiercer than Cox remembered, and within seconds the skin on her face was stinging from its ferocity.


‘You check around the perimeter,’ Cox said. ‘I’ll look at the buildings.’


Salman nodded. They once again had their wireless comms to communicate with each other, and they’d patch in to Flannigan too before Thuriyah arrived. Not that he’d be able to help if anything went wrong. There was no on-hand SAS team here to kill the bad guys and whisk them away, but at least with Flannigan online, if something did happen, he would hear it and be able to take subsequent action. Little comfort to Cox really if she was already dead, but better than MI6 being none the wiser.


What they did have was eyes on Faiz back in Muscat. Or at least on his apartment. He’d returned home before Cox and Salman had left the city, and had remained there since.


The fact he was there, and seemingly just carrying on as normal, had to be a good thing, didn’t it?


Cox traipsed over to the pile of rubble that had once passed as a building – perhaps more than one. No single wall was fully intact, though open angles remained in the remnants where doors and windows would once have stood.


There were no signs of life, no signs that anyone had been here recently at all.


Cox turned and scanned the surrounding area. The location was sheltered and almost fully enclosed by the hills around it.


‘Talk about fish in a barrel,’ Cox said, as much to herself as to Salman.


She immediately regretted saying it. He was already doubting their sense in coming here.


‘Come again?’ he said.


She looked over and saw him in the distance, at the top of the hill on the eastern side.


‘Yeah, I see what you mean,’ he said. ‘But the good news is, there’s no one else here, and the road we came in on is the only one.’


She knew that already from the last time she’d been, but was comforted that Salman had come to the same conclusion.


‘Nothing you could get a vehicle across, anyway,’ Salman said. ‘It’s too rocky. If there’s an ambush here, they’ll be coming in the same way we did. If I’m over that side, I’ll get a good view of the track. A mile out at least.’


‘Sounds good.’ Cox checked her watch. ‘May as well take up positions now then.’


Cox retreated to the car but remained standing outside it. There was still more than twenty minutes until the planned meet, but not long after …


‘A single vehicle coming this way,’ Salman said.


Cox’s nervousness rose. She looked up at the outline of Salman’s figure, partially in view to her, but hopefully obscured from the track by the rocks he was crouched behind. She could see he had binoculars up to his face.


‘Can you see who’s inside?’ she asked.


‘Too far away still,’ he said. ‘It’s a big car though. An Outlander I think.’


And Thuriyah definitely had one of those. Though bizarrely hearing Salman’s words still made Cox that little bit more hesitant.


‘How far?’


‘Closing. A few hundred yards. Let me … OK I can see just one person up front. I mean … it looks like a woman. She’s wearing an abaya … ’


‘Is it Thuriyah?’


A pause. ‘Yeah. I’m pretty sure it is. Coming your way. You should see the vehicle any second.’


Cox could already hear the roar of the car’s thick tyres on the sand, and the rumble of its powerful diesel engine, but when the Outlander appeared at the top of the hill the sound carried down into the valley, reverberated around and became freakishly loud, only further adding to Cox’s angst.


From where Cox was standing, the bonnet of the Land Cruiser was between her and Thuriyah’s Outlander. If she needed to she could dive into the driver’s seat and pound the accelerator within seconds.


If …


Cox took a step away from the Land Cruiser and waved casually. The Outlander was still fifty yards from her when suddenly it swung round ninety degrees to an abrupt stop. Thuriyah’s window faced down the hill to Cox, who could make out her ‘friend’ clearly for the first time. It was definitely her. Yet that was of little relief to Cox, who could see how rattled the woman was, even at this distance.


‘Still nothing else coming this way?’ Cox asked Salman as she kept her eyes on Thuriyah.


‘Nothing. This is it. What is she doing?’


It was a good question. Thuriyah was looking down at her lap. Her lips were moving as her head slowly bobbed back and forth. Was she praying?


‘Cox, this is insane. Get in the car and drive off.’


‘Leave you here?’


‘Very funny.’


‘She’s getting out.’


The driver’s door to the Outlander opened. Cox braced herself, but didn’t move from where she was. Thuriyah took an age to step out into the open. An ankle length black abaya covered her body, a hijab covered her head and shoulders. Her face, and the fearful look on it, remained clear to see.


‘Thuriyah, what’s happening?’ Cox shouted over.


Thuriyah straightened up and looked over to Cox.


‘What the fuck is she doing?’ Salman said.


‘Thuriyah, talk to me,’ Cox shouted.


‘I have it.’


Cox paused.


‘The information?’


‘Yes. It’s all here.’


Cox took a step closer. ‘Show me,’ she shouted.


‘Cox, come on, don’t be stupid,’ Salman said.


Thuriyah nodded and edged down the bank towards Cox. She moved gingerly. One of her hands just far enough round her back that Cox couldn’t see it.


‘What’s in your hand?’ Cox said.


‘The information. I need to give it to you. Then I have to go. For good.’


Cox didn’t move now. Thuriyah kept on coming forward. She was only fifteen yards away and Cox could see the sweat droplets glistening on her forehead. Her bottom lip quivered. Cox looked her up and down. Her whole body was shaking in fact.


‘Thuriyah, stop there.’


Thuriyah didn’t.


‘Stop!’


Thuriyah paused.


‘What’s happened?’ Cox said. ‘Please. Does Faiz know?’


Mention of her husband knocked Thuriyah’s determination, but only for a second. She began moving again.


‘Cox, she’s got something.’


‘I know she fucking has!’ she blasted, her words to her unseen colleague only adding to Thuriyah’s jitters. ‘It’s OK, I’ve got a colleague here, but he’s for the safety of both of us.’


‘I told you to come alone.’


‘Thuriyah, show me what’s in your hand? A thumb drive? A disc? What is it?’


Thuriyah moved forward with more purpose. Her arm twitched and moved away from her side a couple of inches.


Cox realised for the first time what was wrong with the young woman’s appearance. The clothes, they were fine – exactly the type of clothing Thuriyah always wore. But the bulge around her waist...


‘Thuriyah, stop there!’ Cox shouted. ‘Please. I can still help you. Just tell me what’s happening.’


Thuriyah didn’t stop this time. Tears streamed down her face.


‘Show me what’s in your hand!’


Thuriyah shook her head. She was only a few steps away and Cox shuffled back.


‘Please don’t do this,’ Cox said.


But by now Thuriyah was in some sort of trance. Her steps quickened. Cox looked to the woman’s hand. Saw the metallic flash as the sun hit the object.


Then there was a boom and a thwack as a small hole was pierced in Thuriyah’s shoulder. Her face twitched. She stumbled forward.


‘No! Salman, for fuck’s sake!’


‘Cox get the fuck away!’


She wanted to help the woman, but instead she backstepped.


Another gunshot, another thwack as the bullet hit Thuriyah in the back and she dropped to her knees. Her hand came forward to stop herself falling flat on her face. For the first time Cox got a full glimpse of what she was clutching. Not a flash drive or a disc or anything of the sort.


A dead man’s switch.


‘Cox, move!’


Cox’s eyes met Thuriyah’s. She was sure she mouthed the word ‘sorry’. The next second her palm opened, releasing the pressure from the switch. Cox was mid-air, diving behind the Land Cruiser, as the crude bomb exploded.




CHAPTER 3


‘Faiz did this,’ Cox stammered as Salman raced the Land Cruiser away from the farm, the vehicle jumping and clanking on its suspension as they went.


She wiped a tear from her eye and felt the streak of dirt and soot that doing so left across her cheek. She looked down at her clothes, covered in mess, soot, grit, dust, darker patches of blood from the lumps of chargrilled flesh that had flown through the air at her when the explosion had obliterated Thuriyah. She had to fight to keep her emotions in check, swallowed down hard and clenched her fists so tight her nails cut into the skin on her palms.


‘Faiz did this,’ Cox said again. ‘We have to get him.’


Again, her statement was met with silence.


‘Would you just say something!’ she shouted.


She looked over at Salman whose eyes remained on the track ahead.


‘I hear you,’ Flannigan said, his voice crackling in her ear. ‘I’m sorry.’


The last thing she needed now was his pity.


‘Please,’ Flannigan said, ‘talk me through it again. Tell me everything.’


Cox closed her eyes as she thought back to the scene. How Thuriyah had been just yards away when the blast went off. How the Land Cruiser had saved Cox from a similarly gory fate. How she and Salman had quickly searched Thuriyah’s car and the few bits of what was left that resembled a corpse before promptly leaving.


‘Cox?’


She talked Flannigan through it. Again. She knew his request wasn’t some morbid curiosity. Him getting her to recount the fatal incident was both for analysis and to help focus her mind.


‘When she first arrived, she didn’t get out of the car immediately,’ Cox said.


‘She was setting the switch,’ Salman said. ‘The explosives were already on her, but the switch had to be set. She hadn’t driven all that way clutching it.’


‘She set it herself?’ Flannigan said. ‘Why would she do that?’


Cox thought for a moment.


‘She wouldn’t. Not of her own accord.’


‘Someone forced her to?’ Flannigan said. ‘With what leverage?’


‘The intention was to kill her and me.’


‘But you’re saying she didn’t want to.’


‘No. She was forced to.’


‘There was no one else there,’ Salman said, his sour tone riling Cox.


‘No, there wasn’t,’ Cox said. ‘But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t someone else’s hand that made her do it. Perhaps she was given an ultimatum. Faiz found out about her. From that point on she was a dead woman and she knew it. But they didn’t just want her dead. If that was the case they would have already killed her. They wanted me dead too.’


‘And she just agreed to take you out at the same time?’ Salman said. ‘Why?’


‘No,’ Cox said, not hiding that she was becoming riled. ‘I imagine they blackmailed her. Perhaps they’re holding someone close to her hostage too. If she didn’t kill me, they’d kill the hostage.’


Which only made Cox feel all the worse. Had saving herself just signed someone else’s death warrant?


‘We don’t know any of that,’ Flannigan said.


‘We don’t. I’m just thinking this through,’ Cox said. ‘But there is one way we can find out.’


‘What?’ Flannigan said.


‘You want us to try and capture Faiz?’ Salman said, not sounding particularly happy by the prospect of more action.


‘He tried to have me killed!’


‘And your objective in Oman is not one of personal revenge,’ Flannigan said.


‘Faiz was sitting at home watching TV,’ Salman added. ‘He still is. If you’re saying Thuriyah was put up to this under duress, it wasn’t by him––’


‘Then he instructed it,’ Cox said.


‘Instructed others.’


‘What’s the fucking difference! The man is an extremist, his wife just tried to kill me, and he needs to be stopped!’


Salman said nothing to that. Cox could tell he was pissed off too. Given Thuriyah’s secret must have been blown, he was in danger now too, simply by association with Cox. But she had been a direct target, she firmly believed, and as long as Faiz and whoever he worked for were still out there, she remained a target. She could skulk off back to England or wherever else to escape their ire – and perhaps that’s what Salman wanted to do – but she’d much rather stand and fight.


‘Did Thuriyah have any information that could directly identify you?’ Flannigan asked.


‘Of course not. She only knew me by aliases. It’s possible someone at some point could have got a picture of me with her, but that’s it.’


‘Understood. But we do still need to know exactly what she’s told, and who she’s told it to. This is now damage limitation as much as it is finding out intel on whatever cell Faiz is working with.’


‘Then Faiz has to be the place to start.’


A sigh from Flannigan. Salman said nothing, just stared straight ahead, though Cox could tell he was clenching his jaw – in anger?


Salman’s phone buzzed. He lifted it from his lap and glanced at the screen before extending his hand to Cox. She took the phone without either of them saying a word and stared at the message on the screen.


‘Faiz is on the move,’ Cox said. ‘Seen leaving his apartment with a holdall.’


‘He’s running?’ Flannigan said.


‘Running, leaving, changing location. It doesn’t make a difference. If we want him, we need to move now before we lose him.’


A momentary pause.


‘We just need your word,’ Cox said.


‘Get him,’ Flannigan said. ‘But you can’t stay in Muscat now. Take him to the safe house in Nizwa. I’ll try my best to expedite an extraction somewhere else.’


‘Got it,’ Cox said before there was a click as Flannigan dropped off the line.


Cox looked over to Salman who she could tell remained pissed off.


‘You’d better call Mazin back,’ he said. ‘Make sure he doesn’t let Faiz out of his sight before we catch up.’


‘This is the right thing to do,’ Cox said.


‘Probably,’ Salman said. ‘But I really hope Flannigan finds us a nice place to take Faiz to. Somewhere with a beach. And a spa. And some cocktails with little umbrellas. Working with you, I really need a fucking holiday.’


Cox said nothing to that, just held back a smile as she put the phone to her ear.




CHAPTER 4


Darkness had descended by the time Cox and Salman reached the outskirts of the port town of Suhar. It had soon become apparent from Mazin – their eyes in Muscat – that the target was leaving the capital. To where, who knew. Mazin had been lucky enough to be able to follow on his motorbike when Faiz was picked up in a car not far from his apartment building, and driven straight out of the city.


Travelling at speed from the hinterland, Cox and Salman were only twenty minutes behind Mazin as they traced a path to the coast and then northward to Suhar. Next to her Salman remained focused on driving and they chatted little, though he at least appeared slightly less sullen and angry as time wore on.


Cox had never been to the northern city of Suhar before, and as they traced around the outskirts in the night, it was difficult to see much of what it was about. She knew from her own research and briefing notes on Oman that the ancient once-capital of the country had more recently had a heavy industrial focus – in particular, ongoing investment in its port facilities, given the town’s strategic location on the Gulf of Oman, long an important gateway for trade routes between Asia and Europe. It was no surprise therefore when they heard from Mazin that the port seemed to be where Faiz was headed.


‘Wait. They’ve stopped,’ Mazin said, his voice tinny and grating through the speaker of Salman’s phone.


‘At the port?’


‘Not quite. We’re on a connector road. Looks like a hotel or something, a mile or so south of the port. The place looks … derelict.’


‘Give me the name,’ Cox said, before going to her own phone and opening the map. ‘They’re still in the car?’


‘No. Faiz and another man are out. Faiz has his bag. They’re heading inside.’


‘Who’s the other man?’


‘I can’t tell.’


‘Can you get a picture?’


‘Too late, I’m too far away. And it’s too dark anyway.’


Salman’s phone beeped. Low battery. After all, he’d been in constant contact with Mazin for hours.


‘I need to end the call,’ Cox said. ‘If he moves, let me know. Otherwise we’ll see you there shortly.’


She hit the red button.


They arrived on the road connecting to the docks not long after. It was all quiet at night. Mazin had pulled his motorbike over onto the verge at the side of the road. Salman stopped behind him and switched the engine and the lights off. Mazin came over and jumped into the back seat of the Land Cruiser.


Cox had met Mazin only a few times. He was Salman’s man really. A local, barely out of his teens, who worked errands for a not insubstantial amount of cash, no questions asked. This was probably the most excitement he’d ever had, more used to simply sitting and spying. Cox felt nervous about him being there now, this was certainly a big step up from his normal role, given they were planning on confronting and kidnapping Faiz. She only hoped his presence wouldn’t come to hurt them.


‘They’re still inside,’ Mazin said.


‘Any idea how many others?’ Cox asked.


‘I haven’t seen anyone else coming or going. And there are no other cars that I can see.’


‘Have you driven past?’


‘No.’


Cox thought for a moment.


‘What is he doing in there?’ Salman asked, though Cox presumed it was rhetorical.


‘We have two options,’ Cox said. ‘We sit and wait, or we go over and get him.’


Silence.


‘Well?’


‘Or, option three,’ Salman said. ‘One of us goes and takes a closer look. Scope the place out properly before we make the next move.’


‘I’ll do it,’ Mazin said, reaching for his door handle. Cox thought about protesting but didn’t. If he was happy with the risk … ‘If anyone sees me, far easier for me to explain who I am than either of you two.’


It was a fair point, and probably why neither Cox nor Salman contested him at all.


‘Let’s connect first,’ Cox said.


She used her phone to call him, before he opened the door and stepped out into the night once more. With the door open the sounds of the night, of nearby ships and cranes clunking shipping containers on board in the distance, carried through the air. When the door was closed again the silence felt thick and eerie.


Salman opened his mouth to say something, but Cox put up her hand to halt him.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘Something’s not right here. Just like you were trying to tell me earlier in the day. But, despite how it ended, we had to meet Thuriyah. You must see that? Now we’re here, and we’ve still a job to do, regardless of how it might go tits-up again.’


Salman relaxed and smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I don’t actually blame you for all the shit.’


‘No. But quite often you make it feel like it’s my fault.’


He sighed. ‘You’re only trying to do the right thing. The truth is, I admire you.’


His comment knocked her for a moment.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘For what?’


‘For earlier. I was horrified when you shot Thuriyah. You didn’t know her really, but she was such an innocent person. She didn’t deserve anything that happened to her. But I understand you had to do that. To save me. So thank you, for saving me.’


‘If there’d been another way, other than shooting her … ’


The car fell silent again. Up ahead Mazin, hands in his jacket pockets, strolled casually right past the small building that was surreptitiously plonked on the connector road with nothing else around it. In years gone by, before the port had been transformed into the behemoth it now was, the building probably enjoyed a quiet and prominent position on the coast. Now it was just an oddity. Which perhaps explained why it had fallen into disuse. Officially at least.


Not long after, Mazin disappeared round a bend in the road ahead.


‘Anything more from Flannigan?’ Salman asked.


‘Not since we told him we were headed to Suhar.’


‘So we need to get Faiz and transport him all the way back to Nizwa still? Seems like a better spot here to get him out of the country. Shove him on a boat. Probably his plan, isn’t it?’


‘Shove him on a boat to where exactly? I’m not sure the Saudis or the Iraqis will welcome us with open arms.’


Salman scoffed but didn’t otherwise respond.


‘But you’ve got a point,’ Cox said. ‘Let’s get Faiz first, then make that call.’


Salman nodded.


‘Are you there?’ came Mazin’s distant voice. He sounded out of breath. Cox picked the phone up and put it on speaker.


‘Yeah.’


‘I couldn’t see anything. No other cars parked down here. No lights on inside the building. The hotel definitely isn’t open any more though.’


‘What’s round the back?’ Cox asked.


‘Nothing much. No access that way. They have to be inside still.’


Cox’s mind whirred with different thoughts. Was it possible they’d been duped? That Faiz had already scarpered through a secret exit?


‘If there’s no one else inside, we should just go in,’ Salman said. ‘Before more of them arrive.’


Cox really didn’t know what the best option was. She’d led plenty of raids and extractions in her time, but usually they were well planned and involved specially trained agents, tactical teams, quite often direct from the military, taking up the firing line. She and Salman were intelligence agents, not action heroes. Mazin wasn’t even that. None of them had the expertise to launch an armed raid, particularly against an unquantifiable target.


‘No,’ Cox said. ‘We have to wait.’


‘Wait for what?’ Salman said.


‘For Faiz to show his face.’


‘We have no idea when that will be.’


‘But we’ll do it anyway. For now at least. If the field of play changes, we’ll adapt, but no point running headfirst into the unknown.’


‘But that’s what we’ve been doing all along. You’re so good at it.’


That cheeky smile again. At least it was better than when he was being downright sullen.


‘Come back to the car,’ Cox said to Mazin.


‘On my way,’ he said.


Moments later he came back into view again.


‘Shit,’ he said before she saw him drop his hand down, stuffing the phone away.


Then a figure stepped out from the front of the building.


‘Faiz?’ Salman said.


Cox couldn’t be sure.


Mazin kept his head down and his pace up, but Cox could tell the man was giving him a suspicious eye as he made his way to the parked car. His head turned as he followed Mazin, then kept on going until he was facing the Land Cruiser and the motorbike.


The man paused.


‘Shit,’ Cox said.


‘He’s seen us.’


Salman twisted the key and the Land Cruiser’s engine roared to life. Mazin glanced behind him, then broke into a run.


The man reached down to his side.


‘He’s got a gun!’ Cox screamed.


Salman thumped the accelerator and the Land Cruiser shot forward.


‘Get down!’ he shouted to Cox.


She did as she was told. Kind of. She hunkered down, but she couldn’t not look. Mazin was running for his life towards them. His face caught under a street light and in the orange glow Cox could see his panic. But the man with the gun didn’t aim at him. He aimed at the onrushing Land Cruiser.


Cox braced herself then winced when the flash of fire erupted from the barrel, before there was an almost instantaneous clunk as the bullet lodged in the front of the vehicle.


‘I said get down!’ Salman screamed.


Cox now did so. Not a second later the windscreen shattered when another bullet hit. She didn’t dare look again, and however much she was braced, she was still unprepared when moments later Salman let out a determined shout before the Land Cruiser came to a crashing halt. The sudden impact sent Cox shooting forward before her seat belt caught and with her head already bowed in front of her, it cracked off the dashboard at the same moment the airbag exploded, giving her a double whammy of impacts.


Dazed, it took Cox several beats as she waited for the stars to clear.


‘Cox, come on,’ she heard Salman say, his voice distant at first. ‘Cox!’


She snapped herself back into focus. Her head was spinning and pounding, her ears ringing. She reached a shaky hand out to the door and collapsed onto the tarmac outside. Her vision was still blurred and she realised as she rubbed at her eyes it was because one of them was filled with blood coming from her forehead.


With a grunt of determination Cox hauled herself up to her feet. Her eyes fell on the devastation at the front of the vehicle where the Land Cruiser had ploughed head-on into Faiz’s car. The crumpled bonnet was wedged into the rear end of the smaller vehicle. Steam hissed. There was broken glass and shards of metal and plastic bent and twisted and protruding all over. And in between the whole mess, draped over what remained of the Land Cruiser’s front end, the twisted and crushed torso of the man who’d shot at them moments before.


Cox stepped over, shocked by the ghastly sight, though relieved to see it wasn’t Faiz.


‘Cox, there he is!’


She looked up to see Faiz on foot, nearly a hundred yards away, pounding across the tarmac away from the hotel.


‘Shit, come on.’


She broke into a run, groaning as she did so, only then realising her body was already seriously battered and bruised from the crash. She just hoped adrenaline would see her through.


Salman was five yards ahead of her. Gun in hand. He slowed in his step as he raised the weapon.


‘No!’ Cox shouted.


He lowered the gun and picked up the pace again.


‘I was … going for his legs,’ he said through heavy breaths.


‘Not worth the risk. He’s … going nowhere.’


Though she wasn’t quite sure about that. Did he know this place?


Cox glanced behind her. No one was following from the hotel. So Faiz and his companion really had been alone in there?


She heard a distant rumble behind her. Glanced over her shoulder again to see a single headlight beam. Mazin. On his motorbike. The engine whined as the revs peaked.


What the hell was he doing? If he mowed Faiz down …


Seconds later the motorbike blasted past. Faiz, in the distance, seemed to sense the onrushing vehicle too. He looked behind him, increased his pace for a second as though he was going to try and outrun the bike, before he abruptly changed direction, heading right, where he clambered over a chain-link fence into an industrial yard filled with shipping containers.


‘Great,’ Cox said.


Mazin slammed the brakes and the bike skidded and weaved as it came to a stop. He jumped off the bike and launched himself up and over the fence.


‘Keep on him,’ Cox shouted. ‘But don’t get too close.’


Nothing from Mazin in response, who, like Faiz, was soon out of sight among the maze of containers. Salman darted right too and sprang over the fence. Cox followed and made a much less elegant ascent up and over, only just managing to stay on her feet as she scrambled down the other side.


She looked around. There were no lights on in the yard, the only illumination coming from the road behind them. Beyond the shipping containers stacked in front of her, Cox could hear the gentle lapping of the sea. For the first time she took her own handgun from its holster on her side. She hated guns, and as much as she knew she couldn’t afford to shoot and kill Faiz, out here in the darkness she needed it for her own sense of comfort as much as anything else.


She jumped when Mazin appeared from behind a container on her left.


‘He’s gone towards the water,’ he said quietly.


‘What the hell were you thinking?’ Salman blasted in an angry whisper.


Cox gave them both an indication to shut up.


‘Mazin, go left, Salman right. If Faiz makes a break in either direction shout. Otherwise keep quiet. We’ll corner him.’


Both nodded before they set off. Cox took two deep breaths then slowly moved forward, keeping close to the container on her right. As she approached the end of it her heart rate ramped up in anticipation. She jumped around the corner, gun out. She spun the other way. No one there. She waited a moment. No sounds at all except her own breathing and the gentle ripple of the unseen sea.


She carried on. Cleared two more sets of containers. She wouldn’t have classed herself as claustrophobic, but being stuck alone, in the dark, in the middle of the looming metal boxes, stacked several storeys high in places, was unnerving to say the least.


More worrying though, where was Faiz? Had he slipped by them somehow?


And where the hell were Salman and Mazin?


Cox was beginning to regret insisting on their silence.


‘Cox!’


It was Mazin.


‘He’s here!’


His voice was a welcome relief. However panicked he sounded. As she raced towards where the sound had come from, she heard commotion. Groans. Thuds. She raised her gun. Turned the corner round the next container to see Mazin sprawled on the floor. A figure disappeared from view just a few yards in front.


‘Crap. Salman, where are you!’ Cox shouted.


‘Here,’ came the nearby reply a second before he blasted past in front of her. Cox set off at pace too. Mazin groggily propped himself up as Cox reached him.


‘You OK?’


‘Fine. Go.’


She didn’t break stride as she raced past in hot pursuit. With a brief glimpse of Salman every now and then she snaked through the yard, until they came to a large clearing, looming cranes in the near distance along the edge of the docks, the blackness of the water beyond. Salman was just in front of her, Faiz further ahead and heading straight for the water it seemed.


‘Don’t let him get away,’ Cox shouted.


She wasn’t quite sure what she meant by that. Was she telling Salman to shoot? He seemed to think so because a moment later he was slowing again as he raised his gun to take aim.


‘Faiz, stop there!’ Cox shouted. ‘Please!’


Not even a twitch as he carried on sprinting.


She half-raised her own gun. At least if she pulled the trigger the decision was hers, no one else to blame if it went wrong.


But before she got the chance Salman fired. The boom so close to her ear sent a piercing pain through her head. She squinted as she saw Faiz stumble and fall. She wasn’t sure where the bullet had hit. His leg hopefully. Perhaps his back.


She continued to close the distance. But Faiz was soon back on his feet. Moving more slowly but no less determinedly for the water.


‘Faiz, stop!’


He didn’t.


‘Cox, get down.’


She realised she was in Salman’s field of view. She stepped to the left. Another gunshot. She could just make out the burst of dust as the bullet sank into the tarmac. A miss.


Faiz kept going.


‘No!’


He leapt as much as he fell over the edge …


Cox’s heart missed a beat. She expected to hear the splash. As she raced forward, images flashed in her mind of Faiz drifting under the dark water, never to be seen again. She certainly wasn’t jumping in there after him.


Was she?


But instead of a splash, there was a thunk. And then a groan.


Frowning, Cox darted up to the edge. She stopped with her toes just over the edge and looked down. She smiled as she stooped over, out of breath, and put her hands to her knees.


‘Not quite what you were expecting?’ she said as she looked down at the crumpled heap of Faiz who was sprawled and bleeding on the wooden gangway ten feet below.


Faiz glared back defiantly. Salman was soon by Cox’s side, gun pointed at their man.


‘Move, and I’ll blow your balls off,’ Salman said.


An unnecessarily macho comment, Cox felt, but she said nothing of it.


She took a few seconds to get her breathing under control. Mazin hobbled over.


‘Bastard,’ he said as he glared down at the man responsible for his split lip and the gash above his eye. Faiz simply continued to stare, said nothing.


‘So what now?’ Mazin said.


Cox thought back to the hotel. The mangled Land Cruiser and the car it was wedged into. And they couldn’t exactly get all of them on Mazin’s motorbike. And Nizwa, where they were supposed to be taking Faiz, was over a hundred and fifty miles away.


‘Cox?’ Salman said. ‘What now?’


‘It’s a bloody good question.’


But at least they had their man.


She took out her phone to call Flannigan.




CHAPTER 5


Three weeks later


London, England


The box room Aydin Torkal was sitting in had only one, small square glass window, though there was little point to it because less than two yards beyond the glass a large grey-brick building loomed high. Even on a sunny winter’s day like today, there wasn’t a ray of sunshine in sight, the buzzing overhead strip light a necessity regardless of time of day or year it seemed.


Not that Aydin was bothered about having a room with a view. He was too focused, his fingers tapping away in a blur as his eyes flicked back and forth across the computer screen. The earphone in his left ear, the one facing away from the door, played a nonstop playlist of classical music, though Aydin had no clue what the compositions were or which composers wrote them, however familiar the sounds. Yet the melodic rhythms, the crescendos in particular, aided both his speed and concentration.


He stopped typing and sat back in his designer swivel chair that was apparently health-and-safety compliant, at least according to the over-keen head of HR for the small company he worked for, who’d recently insisted he use it for his own ergonomic benefit.


He hit enter then held his breath in anticipation as he stared at the screen, waiting for the result of his latest endeavours. When he received the error message his mood went from expectant to enraged in a second, as frustration and tiredness boiled over. He yanked the earphone out, clenched it tightly in his fist and thumped down onto the gloss plastic desk. He thumped again, growling in anger as he did so then slumped back, his heart racing, his head pounding, as the fruits of his efforts evaporated before his eyes with not a single item of tangible progress to show.


He heard a creak outside the door. Quickly closed down browser windows and logged out of all of the many applications he had running.


There was a light knock on the door before it opened and two curious eyes peeked through.


‘Everything OK in there, old chap?’


Jim Waters. A peer of Aydin’s at the software company they both worked for. At least they were peers in the sense that they were both the same ‘level’, and a similar age. Waters, however, was about as corporate as anyone could be in the world of software development, the idea of climbing the career ladder his clear life objective. That was fine with Aydin, he didn’t begrudge Waters in anyway because of that, but there was a clear reason why Waters worked in an open plan office managing not just himself but others, while Aydin was content to be sitting in a glorified broom cupboard with nothing but hardware and software for company.


Well, there was more than one reason actually, and it wasn’t just to do with career aims, or lack of them. Aydin had to work alone. How else could he get done what he needed?


‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ Aydin said.


‘I didn’t even realise you were still here. Not seen you come out of your hole in hours.’


‘Just trying to get something done.’


Waters took a step further inside, glancing not very covertly at the computer screen as though trying to catch Aydin out. He’d have to be quicker than that. Waters sighed. He actually looked vaguely concerned for Aydin. Really, he was a good guy. If Aydin hadn’t been Aydin, then Waters would have been a perfectly normal person for him to be friends with.


But Aydin wasn’t looking for a friend.


Waters glanced at his watch.


‘It’s getting on a bit. Just me, you and Bongo left.’


Bongo. A nickname for Will Long, though Aydin never understood how that had come about. Largely because he’d never bothered to ask anyone.


‘We’re heading out for a quick pint if you fancy it. Well, you know, pint or a Coke or a cranberry juice. Whatever.’


Waters looked slightly embarrassed at his own words, as though he wasn’t sure whether Aydin had understood his base-level humour or not.


‘Cranberry juice?’ Aydin said. ‘What is it, your period?’


It took Waters a second to figure that one out. ‘Ah, yeah, The Departed, right? I never took you for the gangster movie type.’


Aydin shrugged.


‘So you up for it?’


‘Maybe another time,’ Aydin said. ‘I need to get this sorted tonight.’


Waters shrugged. ‘Fair enough. See you tomorrow.’


He ducked out and shut the door behind him. Aydin released a long sigh as he stared at his blank screen, his brain whirring as he tried in vain to think of what next.


Several minutes later he was still sitting not really doing anything when he heard heightened chatter and footsteps outside the door. Moments after everything went quiet. Given his fruitless day he decided against trying anything more and finally got up from his chair, his legs and back aching as he did so.


Ergonomic? Then why was his body stiff as a board? Other than for the fact he’d been in the seat barely moving, and it was more than three hours since he’d last even stood up, that is.


He stretched his body out then moved to the door, opened it and peered through. The office floor outside was empty though across the far side there were still lights on in Meeting Room One where the two directors of the company were hosting some guy from Vodafone. Aydin didn’t know the ins and outs of that one and didn’t really care.


He turned off his machine, grabbed his coat and skulked across the office to the door for the stairwell, keeping his head down in the unlikely chance that one of the bigwigs would accost him.


They didn’t, and Aydin was soon on the ground floor heading out. He glanced over at the sole security guard behind the front desk as he moved through the foyer but the guy paid Aydin no attention. It would be the same on the street outside, on the Underground too. That was the thing with London. Everyone was so anonymous all the time. Even in a small office building where probably fewer than two hundred people worked, people kept their heads down and themselves to themselves. Having worked there for the best part of eight months, Aydin reckoned he could pick out the faces of virtually everyone who worked there, and the security guards in particular must recognise his face by now, but no one ever engaged in chit-chat. It was rare even to get a smile and a hello.


The anonymity of the big city was, on the one hand, utterly depressing to someone like Aydin, who had no real friends or family. On the other hand it was utterly necessary for someone with his past, allowing him to blend in and carry on a life.


He got off the Underground two stops further from his home than necessary, like he often did on his way back from work, then made his way through the streets of Tottenham, heading a well-worn route which took him past his childhood home.


Set on a now crumbling residential street that was framed on two sides by soaring 1960s concrete towers, the apartment where he and his family had lived when he was a young and innocent boy was among a row of plain-looking four-storey red brick blocks dwarfed by their neighbours. He slowed his pace as he passed and a multitude of memories, good, bad and downright horrific crashed in his mind. He could see lights were on behind the thin fabric curtains of 12c. He often wondered who lived there now, and had been tempted more than once to go and knock and see, though what would his explanation to the new occupiers be?


Hi, my name’s Aydin. I was brought up here as a child until my father kidnapped me and took me to Afghanistan to be trained as a terrorist insurgent. My sister was killed trying to find me, and the last time I was here my mother was brutally murdered because I tried to break free from that life.


Whoever lived there now, he somehow wasn’t sure they would appreciate any of that too much.


Aydin didn’t stop this time, just like he hadn’t any other day. He picked up his pace again and ten minutes later he arrived on a street of handsome Victorian terraces where the wide pavements were lined with thick oak trees, though the cramped small front yards were largely filled with weeds and rubbish and discarded furniture, which together with the generally shabby-looking parked cars crammed together on the road showed the relative lack of wealth of today’s occupants.


When he reached 190 he headed through the rickety gate that was wedged permanently open and took the key from his pocket as he approached the door. He put the key into the lock but then paused. Frowned.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A 4
FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
SLEEPER 13

IMPOSTER

13

TO STOP THEM,
HE MUST
BECOME ONE 1‘

OF THEM.

ROB SINCLAIR





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Readers are gripped by the Sleeper 13 series



		Title Page



		Contents







		CHAPTER 1



		CHAPTER 2



		CHAPTER 3



		CHAPTER 4



		CHAPTER 5



		CHAPTER 6



		CHAPTER 7



		CHAPTER 8



		CHAPTER 9



		CHAPTER 10



		CHAPTER 11



		CHAPTER 12



		CHAPTER 13



		CHAPTER 14



		CHAPTER 15



		CHAPTER 16



		CHAPTER 17



		CHAPTER 18



		CHAPTER 19



		CHAPTER 20



		CHAPTER 21



		CHAPTER 22



		CHAPTER 23



		CHAPTER 24



		CHAPTER 25



		CHAPTER 26



		CHAPTER 27



		CHAPTER 28



		CHAPTER 29



		CHAPTER 30



		CHAPTER 31



		CHAPTER 32



		CHAPTER 33



		CHAPTER 34



		CHAPTER 35



		CHAPTER 36



		CHAPTER 37



		CHAPTER 38



		CHAPTER 39



		CHAPTER 40



		CHAPTER 41



		CHAPTER 42



		CHAPTER 43



		CHAPTER 44



		CHAPTER 45



		CHAPTER 46



		CHAPTER 47



		CHAPTER 48



		CHAPTER 49



		CHAPTER 50



		CHAPTER 51



		CHAPTER 52



		CHAPTER 53



		CHAPTER 54



		CHAPTER 55



		CHAPTER 56



		CHAPTER 57



		CHAPTER 58







		Credits



		By Rob Sinclair



		About the Author



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
IMPOSTER
ROB SINCLAIR

OOOOO





