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For Sam




The man’s name was Mohammed al-Hussain, a common enough name in Syria. But the Mohammed al-Hussain lying prone on the roof of the two-storey building was no  ordinary man. He was a sniper, one of the best in the world. He had 256 kills to his credit, each one meticulously recorded in the small cloth-bound notebook he kept in his back pocket. Each entry detailed the nature of the target, the location and the distance. Almost all of his kills were Syrian government soldiers.


He was twenty-two years old, his skin the colour of weak coffee with plenty of milk. He had soft brown eyes that belonged more to a lovesick spaniel than the tried and tested assassin he was. His beard was long and bushy but his nails were neatly clipped and glistened as if they had been varnished. Around his head was a knotted black scarf with the white insignia of Islamic State, the caliphate that claimed authority over all Muslims around the world. His weapon was lying on a sandbag.


When he had first started sniping, he had used a Russian-made Dragunov SVD rifle, accurate up to six hundred metres. It was a lightweight and reliable weapon, capable of semi-automatic fire and equipped with a ten-round magazine. Most of his kills back then had been at around two hundred metres. His commander had spotted his skill with the weapon and had recommended him for specialist training. He was pulled off the front line and spent four weeks in the desert at a remote training camp.


There, he was introduced to the British L115A3 sniper rifle. It was the weapon of choice for snipers in the British SAS and the American Delta Force, and it hadn’t taken al-Hussain long to appreciate its advantages. It had been designed by Olympic target shooters and fired an 8.59mm round, the extra weight resulting in less deflection over long ranges. In fact, in the right hands the L115A3 could hit a human-sized target at 1,400 metres, and even at that distance the round would do more damage than a magnum bullet at close range.


The L115A3 was fitted with a suppressor to cut down the flash and noise it made. No one killed by a bullet from his L115A3 ever heard it coming. It was the perfect rifle for carrying around – it weighed less than seven kilograms and had a folding stock so it could easily be slid into a backpack.


It had an adjustable cheek-piece so that the marksman’s eye could be comfortably aligned with the Schmidt & Bender 25 × magnification scope. Al-Hussain put his eye to it now and made a slight adjustment to the focus. His target was a house just over a thousand metres away. It was home to the mother of a colonel in the Syrian Army, and today was her birthday. The colonel was a good son and, at just after eight o’clock, had arrived at the house to have breakfast with his mother. Fifteen minutes later, al-Hussain had taken up position on the roof. The colonel was a prime target and had been for the best part of a year. 


The L115A3 cost thirty-five thousand dollars in the United States but more than double that in the Middle East. The Islamic State was careful who it gave the weapons to, but al-Hussain was an obvious choice. His notepad confirmed the benefits of using the British rifle. His kills went from an average of close to two hundred metres with the Dragunov to more than eight hundred. His kill rate increased too. With the Dragunov he averaged three kills a day on active service. With the L115A3, more often than not he recorded at least five. The magazine held only five shells but that was enough. Firing more than two shots in succession was likely to lead to his location being pinpointed. One was best. One shot, one kill. Then wait at least a few minutes before firing again. But al-Hussain wasn’t planning on shooting more than once. There were two SUVs outside the mother’s house and the soldiers had formed a perimeter around the building but the only target the sniper was interested in was the colonel.


‘Are we good to go?’ asked the man to the sniper’s right. He was Asian, bearded, with a crooked hooked nose, and spoke with an English accent. He was one of thousands of foreign jihadists who had crossed the border into Syria to fight alongside Islamic State. The other man, the one to the sniper’s left, was an Iraqi, darker-skinned and wearing glasses.


Al-Hussain spoke good English. His parents had sent him to one of the best schools in Damascus, the International School of Choueifat. The school had an indoor heated pool, a gymnasium, a grass football pitch, a 400-metre athletics track, basketball and tennis courts. Al-Hussain had been an able pupil and had made full use of the school’s sporting facilities. 


Everything had changed when he had turned seventeen. Teenagers who had painted revolutionary slogans on a school wall had been arrested and tortured in the southern city of Deraa and thousands of people took to the streets to protest. The Syrian Army reacted by shooting the unarmed protesters, and by the summer of 2011 the protests had spread across the country. Al-Hussain had seen, first hand, the brutality of the government response. He saw his fellow students take up arms to defend themselves and at first he resisted, believing that peaceful protests would succeed eventually. He was wrong. The protests escalated and the country descended into civil war. What had been touted as an Arab Spring became a violent struggle as rebel brigades laid siege to government-controlled cities and towns, determined to end the reign of President Assad.


By the summer of 2013 more than a hundred thousand people had been killed and fighting had reached the capital, Damascus. In August of that year the Syrian government had killed hundreds of people on the outskirts of Damascus when they launched rockets filled with the nerve gas Sarin. 


Al-Hussain’s parents decided they had had enough. They closed their house in Mezze and fled to Lebanon with their two daughters, begging Mohammed to go with them. He refused, telling them he had to stay and fight for his country. As his family fled, al-Hussain began killing with a vengeance. He knew that the struggle was no longer just about removing President Assad. It was a full-blown war in which there could be only one victor. 


Syria had been run by the president’s Shia Alawite sect, but the country’s Sunni majority had been the underdogs for a long time and wanted nothing less than complete control. Russia and Iran wanted President Assad to continue running the country, as did Lebanon. Together they poured billions of dollars into supporting the regime, while the US, the UK and France, along with Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the rest of the Arab states, supported the Sunni-dominated opposition. 


After the nerve gas attack, al-Hussain’s unit switched their allegiance to Islamic State, which had been formed from the rump of al-Qaeda’s operations in Iraq. Led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, Islamic State had attracted thousands of foreign jihadists, lured by its promise to create an Islamic emirate from large chunks of Syria and Iraq. Islamic State grew quickly, funded in part by captured oilfields, taking first the provincial Syrian city of Raqqa and the Sunni city of Fallujah, in the western Iraqi province of Anbar. 


As Islamic State grew, Mohammed al-Hussain was given ever more strategic targets. He was known as the sniper who never missed, and his notebook was filled with the names of high-ranking Syrian officers and politicians.


‘He’s coming out,’ said the Brit, but al-Hussain had already seen the front door open. The soldiers outside started moving, scanning the area for potential threats. Al-Hussain put his eye to the scope and began to control his breathing. Slow and even. There was ten feet between the door and the colonel’s SUV. A couple of seconds. More than enough time for an expert sniper like al-Hussain.


A figure appeared at the doorway and al-Hussain held his breath. His finger tightened on the trigger. It was important to squeeze, not pull. He saw a headscarf. The mother. He started breathing again, but slowly and tidally. She had her head against the colonel’s chest. He was hugging her. The door opened wider. She stepped back. He saw the green of the colonel’s uniform. He held his breath. Tightened his finger.


The phone in the breast pocket of his jacket buzzed. Al-Hussain leapt to his feet, clasped the rifle to his chest and headed across the roof. The two spotters looked up at him, their mouths open. ‘Run!’ he shouted, but they stayed where they were. He didn’t shout again. He concentrated on running at full speed to the stairwell. He reached the top and hurtled down the stone stairs. Just as he reached the ground floor a 45-kilogram Hellfire missile hit the roof at just under a thousand miles an hour.


Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd stared at the screen. All he could see was whirling brown dust where once there had been a two-storey building. ‘Did we get them all?’ he asked.


Two airmen were sitting in front of him in high-backed beige leather chairs. They had control panels and joysticks in front of them and between them was a panel with two white telephones.


‘Maybe,’ said the man in the left-hand seat. He was Steve Morris, the flying officer in command, in his early forties with greying hair. Sitting next to him was Pilot Officer Denis Donoghue, in his thirties with ginger hair, cut short. ‘What do you think, Denis?’


‘The sniper was moving just before it hit. If he was quick enough he might have made it out. We got your two guys, guaranteed. Don’t think they knew what hit them.’


‘What about IR?’ asked Shepherd.


Donoghue reached out and clicked a switch. The image on the main screen changed to a greenish hue. They could just about make out the ruins of the building. ‘Not much help, I’m afraid,’ said Donoghue. ‘There isn’t a lot left when you get a direct hit from a Hellfire.’


‘Can we scan the surrounding area?’


Morris turned his joystick to the right. ‘No problem,’ he said. The drone banked to the right and so did the picture on the main screen in the middle of the display. The two screens to the left of it showed satellite images and maps, and above them was a tracker screen that indicated the location of the Predator. Below that was the head-up display that showed a radar ground image. But they were all staring at the main screen. Donoghue pulled the camera back, giving them a wider view of the area, still using the infrared camera.


The drone was an MQ-9, better known as the Predator B. Hunter-killer, built by General Atomics Aeronautical Systems at a cost of close to 17 million dollars. It had a 950-shaft-horsepower turboprop engine, a twenty-metre wingspan, a maximum speed of 300 m.p.h. and a range of a little more than a thousand miles. It could fly loaded for fourteen hours up to a height of fifteen thousand metres, carrying four Hellfire air-to-surface missiles and two Paveway laser-guided bombs.


One of the Hellfires had taken out the building, specifically an AGM-114P Hellfire II, specially designed to be fired from a high-altitude drone. The Hellfire air-to-surface missile was developed for tank-hunting and the nickname came from its initial designation of Helicopter Launched, Fire and Forget Missile. But the armed forces of the West soon realised that, when fired from a high-flying drone, the Hellfire could be a potent assassination tool for taking out high-value targets. It was the Israelis who had first used it against an individual when their air force killed Hamas leader Ahmed Yassin in 2004. But the Americans and British had taken the technique to a whole new level, using it to great effect in Pakistan, Somalia, Iraq and Syria. Among the terrorists killed by Hellfire missiles launched from drones were Al-Shabaab leader Ahmed Abdi Godane, and British-born Islamic State terrorist Mohammed Emwazi, also known as Jihadi John.


The Hellfire missile was efficient and, at less than a hundred thousand dollars a shot, cost-effective. It was just over five feet long, had a range of eight thousand metres and carried a nine-kilogram shaped charge that was more than capable of taking out a tank. It was, however, less effective against a stone building. While there was no doubt that the men on the roof would have died instantly, the sniper might well have survived, if he had made it outside.


Shepherd twisted in his seat. Alex Shaw, the mission coordinator, was sitting at his desk in front of six flat-screen monitors. He was in his early thirties with a receding hairline and wire-framed spectacles. ‘What do you think, Alex? Did we get him?’


‘I’d love to say yes, Spider, but there’s no doubt he was moving.’ He shrugged. ‘He could have got downstairs and out before the missile hit but he’d have to have been moving fast.’


Shepherd wrinkled his nose. The primary target had been a British jihadist, Ruhul Khan and it had been Khan they had spent four hours following until he had reached the roof. It was only when the sniper had unpacked his rifle that Shepherd realised what the men were up to. While the death of the British jihadist meant the operation had been a success, it was frustrating not to know if they’d succeeded in taking out the sniper.


Shaw stood up and stretched, then walked over to stand by Shepherd. Donoghue had switched the camera back to regular HD. There were several pick-up trucks racing away from the ruins of the building, and a dozen or so men running towards it. None of the men on the ground looked like the sniper. It was possible he’d made it to a truck, but unlikely. And if he had made it, there was no way of identifying him from the air.


‘We’ll hang around and wait for the smoke to clear,’ said Shaw. ‘They might pull out the bodies. Muslims like to bury their dead within twenty-four hours.’ He took out a packet of cigarettes. ‘Time for a quick smoke.’


‘Just give me a minute or two, will you, Alex?’ asked Shepherd. ‘Let’s see if we can work out what the sniper was aiming at.’


‘No problem,’ said Shaw, dropping back into his seat.


‘Start at about three hundred metres and work out,’ said Shepherd.


‘Are you on it, Steve?’ asked Shaw.


‘Heading two-five-zero,’ said Morris, slowly moving his joystick. ‘What are we looking for?’


‘Anything a sniper might be interested in,’ said Shepherd. ‘Military installation. Army patrol. Government building.’


‘It’s mainly residential,’ said Donoghue, peering at the main screen.


Shepherd stared at the screen. Donoghue was right. The area was almost all middle-class homes, many with well-tended gardens. Finding out who the occupants were would be next to impossible, and there were dozens of houses within the sniper’s range. There was movement at the top of the screen. Five vehicles, travelling fast. ‘What’s that?’ he asked.


Donoghue changed the camera and zoomed in on the convoy. Two army jeeps in front of a black SUV with tinted windows, followed by an army truck with a heavy machine-gun mounted on the top followed by a troop-carrier. ‘That’s someone important, right enough,’ said Donoghue.


Shepherd nodded. ‘How far from where the sniper was?’


‘A mile or so.’ Donoghue wrinkled his nose. ‘That’s a bit far, isn’t it?’


‘Not for a good one,’ said Shepherd. ‘And he looked as if he knew what he was doing.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘They’re probably running because of the explosion. Whoever that guy is, he’ll probably never know how close he came to taking a bullet.’


‘Or that HM Government saved his bacon,’ said Shaw. He grinned. ‘Well, not bacon, obviously.’


‘Can we get back to the house, see if the smoke’s cleared?’ said Shepherd. He stood and went over to Shaw’s station. ‘Can you get me close-ups of the sniper and his gun?’


‘No problem. It’ll take a few minutes. I’m not sure how good the images will be.’


‘We’ve got technical guys who can clean them up,’ said Shepherd.


‘Denis, could you handle that for our guest?’ said Shaw, then to Shepherd: ‘Thumb drive okay?’


‘Perfect.’


‘Put a selection of images on a thumb drive, Denis, while I pop out for a smoke.’ Shaw pushed himself up out of his chair.


‘I’m on it,’ said Donoghue.


Shaw opened a door and Shepherd followed him out. The unit was based in a container, the same size and shape as the ones used to carry goods on ships. There were two in a large hangar. Both were a dull yellow, with rubber wheels at either end so that they could be moved around, and large air-conditioning units attached to keep the occupants cool. The hangar was at RAF Waddington, four miles south of the city of Lincoln. 


Shaw headed for the hangar entrance as he lit a cigarette. On the wall by the door was the badge of 13th Squadron – a lynx’s head in front of a dagger – and a motto: ADJUVAMUS TUENDO, ‘We Assist by Watching’. It was something of a misnomer as the squadron did much more than watch. Shaw blew smoke at the mid-morning sky. ‘It was like he had a sixth sense, wasn’t it? The way that sniper moved.’


‘Could he have heard the drone?’


Shaw flashed him an admonishing look. The men of 13th Squadron didn’t refer to the Predators as drones. They were RPAs, remotely piloted aircraft. Shepherd supposed it was because without the word ‘pilot’ in there somewhere, they might be considered surplus to requirements. Shepherd grinned and corrected himself. ‘RPA. Could he have heard the RPA?’


‘Not at the height we were at,’ said Shaw.


‘Must have spotters then, I guess.’


‘The two men with him were eyes on the target. They weren’t checking the sky.’


‘I meant other spotters. Somewhere else. In communication with him via radio or phone.’


‘I didn’t see any of them using phones or radios,’ said Shaw.


‘True,’ said Shepherd. ‘But he could have a phone set to vibrate. The phone vibrates, he grabs his gun and runs.’


‘Without warning his pals?’


‘He could have shouted as he ran. They froze. Bang.’


‘Our target was one of the guys with him. The Brit. Why are you so concerned about the one that got away?’


‘Usually snipers have just one spotter,’ said Shepherd. ‘Their job is to protect the sniper and help him by calling the wind and noting the shots. That guy had two. Plus it looks like there were more protecting him from a distance. That suggests to me he’s a valuable Islamic State resource. One of their best snipers. If he got away, I’d like at least to have some intel on him.’


‘The Brit who was with him. How long have you been on his tail?’


‘Khan’s been on our watch list since he entered Syria a year ago. He’s been posting some very nasty stuff on Facebook and Twitter.’


‘It was impressive the way you spotted him coming out of the mosque. I couldn’t tell him apart from the other men there.’


‘I’m good at recognising people, close up and from a distance.’


‘No question of that. I thought we were wasting our time when he got in that truck but then they picked up the sniper and went up on the roof. Kudos. But how did you spot him?’ 


‘Face partly. I’d seen his file in London and I never forget a face. But I can recognise body shapes too, the way people move, the way they hold themselves. That was more how I spotted Khan.’


‘And what is he? British-born Asian who got radicalised?’


‘In a nutshell,’ said Shepherd. ‘A year ago he was a computer-science student in Bradford. Dad’s a doctor, a GP. Mum’s a social worker. Go figure.’


‘I don’t understand it, do you? What the hell makes kids throw away their lives here and go to fight in the bloody desert?’


Shepherd shrugged. ‘It’s a form of brainwashing, if you ask me. Islamic State is a cult. And like any cult they can get their believers to do pretty much anything they want.’


Shaw blew smoke at the ground and watched it disperse in the wind. ‘What sort of religion is it that says booze and bacon are bad things?’ he said. ‘How can anyone in their right mind believe for one moment that a God, any God, has a thing about alcohol and pork? And that women should be kept covered and shackled? And that old men should have sex with underage girls? It’s fucking mad, isn’t it?’


‘I guess so. But it’s not peculiar to Islam. Jews can’t eat pork. Or seafood. And orthodox Jews won’t work on the Sabbath.’


‘Hey, I’m not singling out the Muslims,’ said Shaw. ‘It’s all religions. We’ve got a Sikh guy in the regiment. Sukhwinder, his name is, so you can imagine the ribbing he takes. Lovely guy. Bloody good airman. But he wears a turban, doesn’t cut his hair and always has to have his ceremonial dagger on him. I’ve asked him, does he really believe God wants him not to cut his hair and to wear a silly hat?’ Shaw grinned. ‘Didn’t use those exact words, obviously. He said, yeah, he believed it.’ He took another pull on his cigarette. ‘So here’s the thing. Great guy. Great airman. A true professional. But if he really, truly, honestly believes that God wants him to grow his hair long, he’s got mental-health issues. Seriously. He’s as fucking mad as those nutters in the desert. If he truly believes God is telling him not to cut his hair, how do I know that one day his God won’t tell him to pick up a rifle and blast away at non-believers? I don’t, right? How the hell can you trust someone who allows a fictional entity to dictate their actions?’


‘The world would be a much better place without religion – is that what you’re saying?’


‘I’m saying people should be allowed to believe in anything they want. Hell, there are still people who believe the earth is flat, despite all the evidence to the contrary. But the moment that belief starts to impact on others …’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I just want the world to be a nicer, friendlier place and it’s not, and it feels to me it’s religion that’s doing the damage. That and sex.’


Shepherd smiled. ‘Sex?’


‘Haven’t you noticed? The more relaxed a country is about sex, the less violent they are. The South Americans, they hardly ever go to war.’


‘Argentina? The Falklands?’


‘That was more of a misunderstanding than a war. But you know what I mean. If you’re a young guy in Libya or Iraq or Pakistan, your chances of getting laid outside marriage are slim to none. They cover their women from head to toe, for a start. So all that male testosterone is swilling around with nowhere to go. Of course they’re going to get ultra-violent.’


‘So we should be sending hookers to Iraq and Libya, not troops?’


‘I’m just saying, if these Islamic State guys got laid more often they wouldn’t be going around chopping off so many heads. If Khan had been getting regular sex with a fit bird in Bradford, I doubt he’d be in such a rush to go fighting in the desert.’


‘It’s an interesting theory,’ said Shepherd. ‘But if I were you I’d keep it to myself.’


‘Yeah, they took away our suggestions box years ago,’ said Shaw. He flicked away the remains of his cigarette. ‘I’ll get you your thumb drive and you can be on your way.’


They went back inside the container. Donoghue had the thumb drive ready and handed it to Shepherd, who thanked him and studied the main screen. The dust and smoke had pretty much dispersed. The roof and upper floor had been reduced to rubble but the ground floor was still standing. ‘No sign of any bodies?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Anything on the roof would have been vaporised, pretty much,’ said Morris. ‘If there was anyone on the ground floor, we won’t know until they start clearing up, and at the moment that’s not happening. They’re keeping their distance. Probably afraid we’ll let fly a second missile. We can hang around for a few hours but I won’t be holding my breath.’


‘Probably not worth it,’ Shepherd said. ‘Like you say, he’s either vaporised or well out of the area.’ He looked at his watch and flashed Shaw a tight smile. ‘I’ve got to be somewhere, anyway.’


‘A hot date?’ asked Shaw.


‘I wish,’ said Shepherd. He couldn’t tell Shaw he was heading off to kill someone and this time it was going to be up close and personal.


Mohammed al-Hussain was driven to see his commander in the back of a nondescript saloon car, a twelve-year-old Toyota with darkened windows. The commander was based in a compound on the outskirts of Palmyra, pretty much in the middle of Syria. Palmyra had been gutted by the fierce fighting between the Syrian government and Islamic State fighters. The city’s historic Roman theatre had been left virtually untouched and was now used as a place of execution, the victims usually forced to wear orange jumpsuits before they were decapitated, often by children.


The commander was Azmar al-Lihaib, an Iraqi who had been one of the first to join Islamic State. His unit worked independently, often choosing its own targets, though special requests were regularly handed down from the IS High Command.


Al-Hussain was dog-tired. He hadn’t slept for more than thirty-six hours. The khat leaves he was chewing went some way to keeping him awake but his eyelids kept closing as he rested his head against the window. He must have dozed for a while because the car lurched to a halt unexpectedly causing him to jerk upright, putting his hands up defensively. They had arrived at al-Lihaib’s compound. The men in the unit never wore uniforms and the Toyota’s occupants were checked by two men in flowing gowns, holding Kalashnikovs, with ammunition belts strung across their chests.


They drove through the gates and parked next to a disused fountain. Al-Hussain climbed out and pulled the backpack after him. He never went anywhere without his rifle and even slept with it by his side. He spat out what was left of the khat, and green phlegm splattered across the dusty ground.


Two more guards stood at either side of an arched doorway and moved aside to allow him through. He walked down a gloomy corridor, his sandals scuffing along the stone floor. There was a pair of double wooden doors at the far end with another two guards. One knocked and opened them as al-Hussain approached. He hesitated for a second before he went through.


It was a large room with thick rugs on the floor and heavy purple curtains covering the window. Commander al-Lihaib was sitting cross-legged beside an octagonal wooden table inlaid with mother-of-pearl on which stood a long-spouted brass teapot and two small brass cups. Even when he was sitting down it was obvious that al-Lihaib was a big man and tall, while his Kalashnikov, on a cushion beside him, looked like a toy against his shovel-sized hands. He was in his forties with hooded eyes and cheeks flecked with black scars that looked more like a skin condition than old wounds. Like many Islamic fighters his beard was long and straggly, and the backs of his hands were matted with hair. His fingernails were yellowed and gnarled and his teeth were chipped and greying. He waved al-Hussain to the other side of the table, then poured tea into the cups as the younger man sat and crossed his legs.


Al-Lihaib waited until they had both sipped their hot mint tea before he spoke. ‘You had a lucky escape,’ he said.


‘Allah was looking over me,’ said al-Hussain.


‘As were your team, thankfully,’ said al-Lihaib. ‘It is rare actually to see a drone but one of the men caught the sun glinting off it, then the missile being launched.’


‘I barely made it off the roof,’ said al-Hussain. ‘I’m sorry about the men who were with me. I shouted a warning but they froze.’


‘They had been briefed?’


‘They had been told to follow my orders immediately. As I said, they froze.’


‘You had only seconds in which to act,’ said al-Lihaib.


‘The question is, how did they know where I would be?’ said al-Hussain. ‘I was told of the location only an hour before I got there.’


‘And we learned of the colonel’s visit only that morning, by which time the drone was almost certainly in the air.’ Al-Lihaib sipped his tea.


‘Could the drone have been protecting the colonel?’ asked al-Hussain.


‘Out of the question,’ said the commander. ‘The Americans and the British do not use their drones to protect foreigners, only to attack their enemies.’ 


‘Then how did they know I would be on the roof?’


‘They didn’t,’ said al-Lihaib. ‘They couldn’t have.’


‘Then why?’


Al-Lihaib took another sip of his tea. ‘It could only have been the British jihadist they were after,’ he said. ‘The British have been using the drones to track and kill their own people. They must have been following him, watched him join you and go to the roof. Once they had a clear shot, they launched their missile.’ He smiled grimly. ‘You were in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was the Brit they wanted to kill. You would have been collateral damage.’


Al-Hussain drank some tea.


‘Your parents are in Lebanon?’ asked al-Lihaib.


Al-Hussain nodded. ‘They fled in 2013.’


‘They are safe?’


Al-Hussain shrugged. ‘I haven’t spoken to them since they left. I told them they should stay. We are Syrians, this is our country. We should fight for it.’


‘Sometimes we have to take the fight to the enemy,’ said al-Lihaib. ‘Like the martyrs did on Nine Eleven. The whole world took notice. And in Paris. We hurt the French, we made them bleed. They learned a lesson – you hurt us and we hurt you. An eye for an eye.’


Al-Hussain nodded but didn’t say anything. Al-Lihaib reached inside his robe and took out a passport. He placed it on the table in front of al-Hussain.


‘What’s that?’


The commander waved for him to pick it up. It was a British passport. The man in the photograph was strikingly similar to al-Hussain but, according to the printed details, he was called Hammad Rajput. He was two years older than al-Hussain and had been born in Birmingham. The beard in the picture was shorter and well-trimmed, but the likeness was so close they might have been brothers.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said.


‘We’re sending you to England, brother. We have a special job for you.’ He gestured at the passport. ‘A brother in England is allowing you to use his identity to get into the country. You look very like him so you will not be stopped, and your English is good enough to pass muster. We will get you into Europe and then to London.’


Al-Hussain chose his words carefully. Islamic State did not take kindly to those who did not follow orders without question. ‘I always feel that I can do my best work here,’ he said. ‘I have support, I know the territory. No one has more kills than me.’


‘You are one of our best snipers,’ agreed al-Lihaib.


Al-Hussain wanted to correct him. He was the best sniper in the country, by far. No one else came close. But pride was not a quality that IS encouraged so he bit his tongue.


‘That is why we need you in England. We have a job that only you can do.’


‘But I can come back? Afterwards?’


Al-Lihaib smiled slyly. ‘Do you fear becoming a shahid, brother? Do you fear dying for Allah?’


‘I would die in an instant for Allah and for my country,’ said al-Hussain. ‘Without hesitation and with a smile on my face.’


‘No one is asking you to die, brother,’ said al-Lihaib. ‘We have gone to a lot of time and trouble to train you. No one is prepared to throw that away.’


‘But I can do so much more here,’ said al-Hussain. ‘I can be efficient. And the targets I take out here are our enemy.’


‘The British are also our enemy, brother. They are killing our people from the air. They invaded Afghanistan and killed our brothers and sisters. They did the same in Iraq. The British are our enemies, and what better way to hurt our enemy than to attack him on his own territory?’


Al-Hussain considered his words carefully. Al-Lihaib was smiling but he knew he had to tread carefully. He felt that he had already said too much but he had to give it one more try. ‘It’s a long way to go. Is the target so very important?’


Al-Lihaib’s eyes hardened. ‘The importance of the target is not for you to decide, Mohammed al-Hussain. You are a soldier and you will obey orders. You will obey this order, will you not?’


Al-Hussain returned the man’s stare for several seconds, then lowered his eyes. ‘I will,’ he said. ‘Inshallah.’ God willing.


‘This is fucking bullshit,’ said the man. He was standing in a hastily dug grave, just over three feet deep. His name was Laurence McGovern but most people called him Larry. ‘You’re going to shoot me here?’


‘It’s got to be done, Larry. Stop complaining,’ said Shepherd. He was holding a revolver, a Smith & Wesson 627 loaded with eight .357 rounds. 


McGovern looked down. ‘It’s fucking muddy as hell. And this is a two-thousand-quid Hugo Boss suit.’


Shepherd pointed the gun at McGovern’s chest. ‘Would you stop complaining?’ he said. ‘This is for your own good.’


‘Shooting me in the middle of the New Forest is for my own good? You are one mad bastard.’


Shepherd grinned. ‘It has to look good or it’s not going to work.’


‘But the suit …’ McGovern raised his arms. ‘You could at least let me change into something cheaper.’


‘That’s the suit you left home in,’ said Shepherd. ‘That’s the suit you’re going to die in. Now, stop moaning.’ He looked over his shoulder at the two men standing behind him. ‘Are we good to go?’ he asked.


‘Ready when you are,’ said the older of the two men. Philip Duff was one of MI5’s most able technicians and was holding the trigger that would set off the small explosive charges on the vest under McGovern’s shirt. His assistant was a younger man and his main role seemed to be to carry Duff’s bags.


Shepherd looked back at McGovern. ‘Don’t fuck this up, Larry,’ he said. ‘If you do, we’ll only have to ruin another suit.’


‘Just pull the trigger and get it over with,’ said McGovern.


‘Don’t over-egg it, that’s what I’m saying,’ said Shepherd. ‘Bang. You react. Bang. Bang. You go down. Keep your eyes closed and don’t breathe.’ He took out his mobile phone with his left hand.


‘I’m not stupid,’ said McGovern.


Shepherd opened the phone’s camera and pressed the button to start video recording. ‘Just so you know, Tommy and Marty want to say goodbye.’


‘Mate, you don’t have to do this,’ said McGovern. ‘Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll match it. I’ll double it.’ He held up his hands. ‘Just name your price.’


‘I’ve been paid,’ said Shepherd. He pulled the trigger. Fake blood burst from McGovern’s chest. He looked down, his mouth open. Shepherd pulled the trigger twice in quick succession and two more blood spouts erupted at the top of McGovern’s shirt. McGovern slumped to his knees, then fell forward into the grave. Shepherd walked slowly to the grave and shot a few seconds of McGovern lying face down, then he switched off the phone. ‘All done, Larry,’ he said. ‘Up you get.’


McGovern pushed himself to his knees. His face was splattered with mud and he spat noisily. Shepherd looked at Duff. ‘How did it look?’ He held out the gun.


‘Perfect,’ said the technician. He took the weapon and handed it to his assistant, who placed it in a metal case.


‘The blood was good?’


Duff nodded.


McGovern peered down at his mud-soaked jacket. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he said. He undid it and stared at the blood dripping through the holes in his shirt, then did it up again. ‘This suit is fucking ruined.’


‘I thought you’d fall on your back,’ said Shepherd.


‘I thought forward would be more real,’ said McGovern. He held out his hand. Shepherd grabbed it and pulled him out of the grave.


‘Think it’ll convince them?’ asked McGovern.


Shepherd held out the phone and replayed the video. ‘Looks good to me.’


McGovern was staring at his mud-soaked knees. ‘Who’s going to pay for the suit?’ he asked.


‘Just get it dry-cleaned,’ said Shepherd. ‘It’ll be fine.’


‘It’s fucked,’ said McGovern.


‘Larry, if anyone else had taken this contract you’d be fucked, never mind your suit.’ He pointed at the gold bracelet on McGovern’s right wrist. ‘I’ll need that. They’ll want proof.’


McGovern put his hand over the bracelet. ‘My wife gave me this.’


‘She divorced you five years ago.’


‘Yeah, but it’s worth a couple of grand.’


‘They’ll know it’s yours and that you wouldn’t have given it up without a fight.’ Shepherd held out his hand and clicked his fingers. ‘Come on, don’t fuck about.’


McGovern grimaced but unhooked the bracelet and handed it over.


‘The guys will want their equipment back,’ said Shepherd.


McGovern took off his jacket. Duff’s assistant unbuttoned McGovern’s shirt and helped him take it off, then removed the wiring, battery pack and transmitter that had been taped to his body. He put the shirt in one plastic bag and the equipment in another. Duff handed McGovern a sweatshirt. 


McGovern looked at it contemptuously. ‘Are you serious? What did you do – raid your wardrobe?’


‘Play nice, Larry,’ said Shepherd. ‘Everyone here is trying to help you.’


‘Because you want to put the O’Neills behind bars,’ said McGovern.


‘And keep you alive,’ said Shepherd. ‘Let’s not forget that.’


McGovern pulled on the sweatshirt. ‘Now what?’


‘Now we take you to a safe house,’ said Shepherd.


‘Which is where?’


‘One of the reasons it’s safe is because you won’t know where it is,’ said Shepherd. ‘No phone, no Wi-Fi, no nothing.’


‘I wasn’t planning on tweeting that I was still alive,’ said McGovern.


‘We need you out of sight, out of mind,’ said Shepherd.


‘For how long?’


‘As long as it takes,’ said Shepherd. He gestured at a waiting SUV. ‘Time to go.’


‘Days, right?’


‘I don’t know, Larry. I can’t be making promises at this stage. The O’Neills wanted you dead and were prepared to pay good money for that. Luckily we got wind of it and I took the contract. We tipped you off, which is why we’re all here now. But how it moves forward …’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘I really don’t know. I hope that after this the O’Neills will trust me and invite me in. If so, all well and good. But it might just be one of a series of tests, in which case it could drag on.’


‘That’s not on,’ said McGovern. ‘I can’t stay hidden for months. I’ve got a life.’


Shepherd’s eyes hardened. ‘Larry, you’ve got a life because I gave you one. If anyone else had taken the contract, you’d be lying in that hole for real.’


‘And don’t think I’m not grateful for that. But the world’s going to think I’m dead. It’s going to fuck up my finances for one thing. My lawyer’s going to hear I’m dead, which means my will gets opened. My business is going to fall apart.’


‘Larry, you’re a gangster, not a businessman.’


McGovern pointed a finger at Shepherd’s face. ‘I have legitimate businesses,’ he said. ‘I have two dry-cleaning firms, a pub, a car wash, a florist.’


‘Cash businesses to launder money,’ said Shepherd.


‘They’re still legit, and if I’m dead they’ll fall apart.’


‘I don’t think the O’Neills are going to broadcast the fact that they’ve had you killed,’ said Shepherd. ‘So far as the world’s concerned, you’re missing.’


McGovern scowled, still not convinced. Shepherd put his arm around his shoulder. ‘Larry, trust me, I don’t want this to drag on one minute longer than necessary.’ He walked him to the SUV. There were two men in the front, MI5 heavies. Shepherd knew they were both armed. The rear passenger windows were impenetrably dark. He opened the offside back door for McGovern to get in. ‘You’ll be fine, Larry. Cable TV, decent food, and your booze bill is on us.’


‘Hookers?’


Shepherd laughed. ‘You’re dead, Larry. You won’t be needing hookers.’


McGovern climbed in and Shepherd slammed the door. The SUV drove off through the forest. Shepherd pulled out his phone and replayed the video. It looked convincing. He just hoped it would convince the O’Neill brothers.


It was a five-hour drive north along Route 6 from Palmyra to Tel Abyad. There had been three white SUVs. Mohammed al-Hussain had sat in the middle vehicle, armed IS fighters front and back. They had switched vehicles in Tel Abyad after stopping at a café down a quiet alley where al-Hussain had been given time to use a foul-smelling bathroom with an open toilet that was nothing more than a hole in the ground. After he had washed as best he could, an old man appeared with a pair of scissors and an open razor and spent twenty minutes carefully trimming al-Hussain’s beard until it matched the photograph in the British passport. Afterwards al-Hussain and the other men had prayed on threadbare carpets, then eaten a quick meal of chicken, hummus and flatbread, with iced water, sitting at a table, while above them an old wall-mounted TV showed an Al-Jazeera news programme with the sound muted. 


After the meal they had given al-Hussain fresh clothes to change into. They were clearly used but had been cleaned. There was a denim shirt, faded jeans, socks, underwear and almost-new Nike trainers. His old clothes were taken from him and put into a black plastic rubbish bag. He kept the British passport that Commander al-Lihaib had given him, his prayer beads and his wristwatch, a TAG-Heuer that had been an eighteenth-birthday present from his parents.


‘I need to see the watch,’ said the fighter who headed the security team. He was in his late fifties, his skin the colour of teak, his right hand covered with scar tissue. His name was Ahmadi but everyone called him Al Am, the Uncle. His orders were obeyed without question.


Al-Hussain took it off and handed it to him. Al Am looked at it and turned it over. As he did so, al-Hussain remembered the engraved inscription on the back: ‘To a wonderful son, from his proud parents. May Allah protect him.’ Al Am looked at him and shook his head.


‘I understand,’ said al-Hussain.


‘And the bag. We must take it from you now.’ He held his hand out for al-Hussain’s backpack. He took it off and held it for a while, like a newborn baby, cradled against his chest, his head resting on the top. He didn’t want to let go of his weapon, but knew he had no choice. If he was discovered with a sniper’s rifle, his cover would be destroyed and he’d be shot or worse. The notebook had to go. In fact everything, every single thing, that connected him to his former life had to be handed over to the IS fighter. To keep anything that gave away his true identity risked exposing him and ending the mission. And the mission was all that mattered. 


‘You will take good care of my bag,’ said al-Hussain, as he took it off. ‘You will take it back to Commander al-Lihaib. You are to give it to him and no one else.’


‘I will do that,’ said Al Am. ‘Inshallah.’ If Allah wills. 


Al-Hussain held out the bag. His fingers stayed touching the nylon material for several seconds and he sighed audibly as it was taken from him. ‘Now tell me your name,’ said Al Am.


‘My name?’


‘Who are you?’


Al-Hussain frowned. ‘I am Mohammed al-Hussain.’


Al Am shook his head. ‘You are not. From now on you are Hammad Rajput. From England. Until this mission is over you must put all thoughts of Mohammed al-Hussain out of your head.’


Al-Hussain grimaced at his mistake, but said nothing. 


Al Am placed the wristwatch inside the bag, then slung it over his shoulder. ‘It is time to go.’


‘Thank you for getting me this far.’


‘It has been an honour and a privilege,’ said Al Am, bowing his head. 


Mohammed al-Hussain was put into the back of a rusting black pick-up truck. The two IS fighters who had driven him from Palmyra sat in the front and he was joined by another man, in his late twenties with skin burned almost black by the sun, who cradled an AK-47 with a folding metal stock in his lap. He turned to al-Hussain and smiled, revealing several missing teeth.


‘Assalamu alaykum,’ said the man. ‘Kayfa anta?’ How are you?


‘Bi-khair alhamdulillah.’ Fine, praise be to Allah.


‘There’s water under the seat if you’re thirsty.’


Al-Hussain nodded. ‘I’m grateful, thank you.’


Shepherd had the black cab drop him outside Selfridges. He went inside and spent fifteen minutes wandering around, reassuring himself that he wasn’t being followed. He headed outside and grabbed the third cab that drove by with its light on and said, ‘Paddington station,’ in a loud voice as he climbed in. As soon as the vehicle pulled away from the kerb he asked the driver to drop him at the Mayfair Hotel.


Howard Wedekind was sitting at a corner table with a vodka and tonic in front of him. He looked like a typical accountant, balding and wearing a rumpled suit with a scuffed briefcase at the side of his chair. He had the yellowing fingers of a smoker and, from the way he was tapping them on the table, Shepherd figured it had been a while since he’d had a cigarette.


‘You’re late,’ said Wedekind.


‘I said four-ish,’ said Shepherd, sitting down.


Wedekind glanced at his watch, a cheap black plastic Casio. ‘It’s half past.’ There was something off about his left eye. It was slightly closed and the pupil seemed a bit further to the side than it should have been.


‘Which is four-ish,’ said Shepherd. ‘In a few more minutes it’ll be five-ish and I’ll be officially late.’ He smiled at a waitress in a short skirt. ‘Bombay gin, Schweppes tonic, lime and ice,’ he said. She smiled and tottered away on impossibly high heels. Shepherd turned to watch her, playing the ladies’ man for Wedekind’s benefit. ‘I’d give her one,’ he said.


‘How did it go?’ asked Wedekind.


‘Same as it always goes. He begged me not to shoot him, he offered me money, then I shot him.’ He shrugged. ‘Same old, same old.’


‘As easy as that?’


‘I didn’t say it was easy,’ said Shepherd, ‘but there’s a predictability about it. First they don’t believe it’s happening, then they try to negotiate or threaten their way out of it, and finally they accept it. Or they try to rush you. But Larry wasn’t a rusher. You’ve got my money?’


‘Obviously I’d like proof of death,’ said Wedekind, his voice a low whisper.


Shepherd reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the gold bracelet he’d taken from McGovern. He gave it to Wedekind, who smiled as he weighed it in the palm of his hand. ‘He loved this, Larry did. Never took it off.’


‘Yeah. Well, not any more.’ He fished a small memory card out of his wallet. ‘If the lads want to see McGovern’s final seconds, show them this.’


Wedekind stared at it in amazement. ‘You’re joking.’


‘Serious as cancer.’


‘You filmed it?’


‘Howard, there’s a reason they call it a handgun. One hand is all you need.’


‘This is a fucking first,’ said Wedekind, taking the card.


The waitress returned with Shepherd’s gin and tonic. She bent down low, giving him a fairly decent view of her impressive cleavage and flashed him a smile, then straightened up and tottered away.


‘I can’t believe you filmed it,’ said Wedekind, putting the card into his wallet. ‘The boys are going to love that. And no one will ever find the body?’


‘Buried deep in the New Forest,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’ve put a dozen in the woods and no one’s ever the wiser. You’ve got to bury them deep enough so dogs don’t get the scent, but other than that it’s easy-peasy.’ He raised his glass in salute and took a long drink.


‘You’re a pro all right,’ said Wedekind. ‘A breath of fresh air in this business.’


‘That’s why they call me the Hammer,’ said Shepherd. ‘I nail it every time.’


Wedekind bent down, opened his briefcase and took out a brown envelope. He handed it to Shepherd. ‘Your fee.’


Shepherd took it and put it into his inside pocket.


‘You don’t want to check it?’ asked Wedekind.


‘I know you can afford it, and I also know you know what would happen if you tried to short-change me,’ said Shepherd. He grinned as Wedekind’s eyes tightened. ‘I’m just messing with you,’ he said. ‘This is a long-term thing, Howard. I’d rather work for your firm than a succession of strangers. Strangers can be a liability. I know you, you know me, there’s a bond. Trust.’


‘I hear you,’ said Wedekind.


‘I mean it. This job I just did, it was by way of a test. It wasn’t about the money. It was about me proving to you that I do what I say I’ll do.’ He patted the pocket containing the money. ‘And proving to myself that you’ll pay for my services. The big question is, where do we go from here?’


‘I’ll be in touch, you can count on it,’ Wedekind said.


‘Good to know.’


The pick-up truck left the road before they reached the Turkish border, about an hour after darkness had fallen, as quickly as if a black sheet had been thrown over the desert. They drove for five miles, then saw another pick-up, this one a mud-spattered red. Four men in long robes stood around it, holding Kalashnikovs. 


The truck slowed to a halt about fifty feet from the other vehicle. The driver twisted in his seat. ‘Stay here,’ he said. He climbed out, as did the fighter in the passenger seat. The man sitting next to Mohammed al-Hussain slipped his finger onto the trigger.


‘Is there a problem?’ al-Hussain asked him.


The man smiled, showing the gaps between his teeth. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Inshallah.’ God willing.


The two fighters walked to the other four and the driver said something. One of the men replied, and shortly afterwards they all embraced. The man beside al-Hussain slid his finger off the trigger and visibly relaxed.


Their driver indicated that they should get out of the car and beckoned them over. They did as they were told and he came to talk to them. The sky overhead was a carpet of stars, and a chilling breeze blew from the north. The terrain ahead was bleak desert, sand and rocks. The only indication that Syria would become Turkey was a concrete wall topped by razor wire. The Turkish border town of Akçakale lay a few miles away on the other side. Behind them, half an hour’s drive, was Tel Abyad. ‘Everything is good,’ said the driver. ‘They will take you over the wall into Turkey and another vehicle will pick you up there.’


‘Thank you for bringing me this far,’ said al-Hussain. ‘Assalamu alaykum.’ Peace be upon you.


The man hugged him. ‘Assalamu alaykum wa rahmatu Allahi wa barakaatuhu,’ he said. Peace be upon you and Allah’s mercy and blessings. He hugged him again, this time kissing him softly on both cheeks. ‘It’s time for you to go.’ He directed him to the second pick-up truck. Al-Hussain walked slowly towards the four men. For a wild moment he wondered if it was some sort of trap and they were about to kill him in the desert, but they greeted him warmly.


Two of them pulled a tarpaulin loose in the back of the truck to reveal two aluminium folding ladders. They seized one each and carried them to the wall. Al-Hussain followed them, shivering in the cold night air.


One of the men placed his ladder against the wall and hurried up it. He used clippers to cut away a section of the razor wire, then waved for al-Hussain to join him. Al-Hussain went up the ladder carefully and sat on the top of the wall. He helped lift the second ladder up and the fighter at the top placed it on the other side. He went down first, then waved for al-Hussain to follow him.


He stepped carefully over the top of the wall making sure not to catch his shirt on the razor wire, then hurried down to join the other man, who was already jogging over to the final barrier, a wire fence again topped by razor wire. It was only eight feet high but they didn’t intend to climb over it: the fighter already had his wire clippers in his hand and bent down to cut a hole.


Al-Hussain stood with his hands on his hips and surveyed the scene ahead. He stiffened as he spotted a dark SUV. He shifted his head from side to side, trying to get a clearer view, and realised two figures were standing at the rear of the vehicle. He bent down. ‘Are they waiting for me?’ he whispered.


‘Of course,’ said the man. He snipped another strand of wire. In less than three minutes he had cut enough to force a hole in the fence big enough for both men to slip through. He held the wire back for al-Hussain. ‘Be careful,’ he said, holding al-Hussain’s arm. ‘There is a ditch.’


They went down slowly into the sandy ditch and crawled up the far side, then hurried to the SUV. The fighter with al-Hussain exchanged a few words with the men, then hugged them both. ‘This is the cargo,’ he said, waving his hand at al-Hussain. ‘It is to be protected at all costs.’


The SUV had four doors and a man opened one of the rear doors for al-Hussain. ‘There’s food in the back, and water,’ said the man, ‘with a blanket and a pillow, if you wish to sleep. We’ll be driving for some time.’


Al-Hussain thanked him and climbed in. The door slammed behind him. As he watched through the window the three men outside embraced again, then the IS fighter headed back to the border. Two minutes later the SUV was bouncing along the rough ground. The driver and the second man had both donned night-vision goggles and kept the headlights off. There was a cloth package on the seat next to him, which al-Hussain unwrapped. Inside he found a small loaf of hard bread, some olives and soft goat’s cheese. Another, smaller, package contained a bundle of khat. Al-Hussain put aside the food and started to chew the leaves.


Omar Hassan lived in Salford, just five miles south of the park where he was to meet his contact. It would have taken just twelve minutes by taxi but he travelled by bus, tram and then on foot. The journey took him almost an hour but gave him plenty of opportunity to check that he wasn’t being followed.


The instructions detailing where he was to go and whom he was to meet had been placed in a mail folder in a Yahoo account. It was the way he had communicated with his Islamic State handlers for more than five years, ever since he had returned from a training camp on the Pakistan border. Hassan had flown to Islamabad in 2010 with four of his friends from Greater Manchester, ostensibly to attend a wedding, then to spend time getting to know the culture of the country their parents had come from. All five were British-born, the sons of parents who had emigrated to the UK during the fifties and sixties. 


They had been teenagers when they had made the long trip to Pakistan, and Hassan’s parents had expressed their reservations. Hassan was the youngest of five, four boys and a girl, and was the only one who had ever expressed any interest in connecting with his Pakistani heritage. The local imam had come to see his parents to ask their permission for him to go. What they didn’t know was that the imam was a recruiter for al-Qaeda, selecting men suitable for jihadist training. He was a kindly man, well known in the area for his charitable works, and he had sat in the Hassan house for more than an hour drinking hot mint tea as he explained how beneficial the trip would be for Omar’s Islamic studies, that a Saudi Arabian charity would bear the costs and pay him a handsome stipend.


Eventually Hassan’s parents agreed, and he flew to Pakistan a month later. He attended the wedding and returned with lots of photographs of the ceremony and the celebrations afterwards. There were also photographs of him visiting sights of cultural interest, and attending various mosques. But there were no photographs of the place where he and his companions had spent most of the trip: an al-Qaeda training camp across the border in the rugged mountains of Afghanistan. There, Hassan had been trained to fire a range of weapons, from handguns to shoulder-mounted ground-to-air missiles, and instructed on how to deal with explosives, from making small IEDs to constructing landmines large enough to destroy a tank. His instructors had groomed him in tradecraft as well, explaining how to arrange a clandestine meeting, how to detect a tail, and how to remain undercover and invisible for years. 


Hassan had been an eager pupil and had returned to Salford fired up and ready to fight for the cause, to kill the infidel and avenge Muslims who had been persecuted and murdered around the world. His instructions had been to return to his regular life until he was called upon to serve the cause. Each day he was to check a Yahoo account that had been specially set up for him. He was not to send emails from the account, or to receive any on it, but messages could be left in the drafts folder. It was a foolproof system that neither the Americans nor the British could spy on, no matter how hard they tried. Messages that were not sent could not be intercepted. But days turned to weeks, weeks turned to months and eventually became years. Each day he would check the drafts folder, and each day he would be disappointed. 


When the Americans killed al-Qaeda leader Bin Laden, Hassan was sure he would be called to arms, but the call never came. What he didn’t know was that after Bin Laden’s death there had been a leadership struggle for control of the jihadist battle in the Middle East, with the relatively young jihadists of Islamic State eventually becoming dominant. The men who had trained Hassan had switched sides early on and expanded their training programme. Dozens of young jihadists were trained and sent back to their own countries, and still Hassan waited. Several times he would leave a message in the draft folder: I AM READY. PLEASE USE ME. Each time, the reply was always the same: BE PATIENT, BROTHER.


Eventually, some five years and six months after his return from Pakistan, Hassan received a message telling him to report for a meeting in Heaton Park the following day. After he’d read it, Hassan could barely concentrate on his work, servicing engines at the family’s garage. He couldn’t eat because his stomach was churning, and that night he tossed and turned, unable to sleep.


He walked past the entrance, then doubled back, checking carefully to see if he had wrong-footed any followers, but he was sure he wasn’t being tailed. He went into the park.


Heaton Park covered more than six hundred acres and was the biggest council park in Europe, with an eighteen-hole golf course, a boating lake, tennis courts, woodlands, ornamental gardens and a petting zoo. The instructions said that Hassan was to wait on a bench overlooking the lake. He did a complete circuit of the lake, then sat down on the bench. Two minutes later he was joined by an Asian man in his fifties, bearded and wearing a skull cap. In his right hand he carried a small copy of the Koran. He had the look of an imam. He undid the top two buttons of his coat and sat down on the far side of the bench. They were silent for a minute or so. Then: ‘Did you see the match last night?’ said the man, quietly, as he looked out across the lake.


‘Which one?’


‘City.’


‘Five–two,’ said Hassan.


Manchester City hadn’t played since the previous weekend and the game had been a draw. The brief conversation had been prearranged and confirmed that both men were who they claimed to be. The man looked at Hassan and smiled. ‘The time has come for you to serve, brother.’


‘I’m ready,’ said Hassan. 


The man glanced around, then took a folded piece of paper from his pocket. On it were five pictures of a vehicle. The front, the back, the two sides and an overhead view. Hassan raised his eyebrows when he realised what it was. ‘Are you serious?’


‘The markings and colours must be identical,’ said the man. ‘We’ll need four.’


‘How soon?’


‘Three weeks. Maximum. You’ll be supplied with registration numbers the day before the vehicles are required.’


‘And – what? I steal them?’


‘Not necessarily,’ said the man. ‘They are often sold second hand after they have outlived their usefulness. But they must be roadworthy and they must look like the photographs. See what’s available around the country. Use false names when you buy. If you have to steal, make sure you steal from different counties.’


‘What about the insides?’


‘They should look the part but they don’t have to function. They must be driveable, obviously.’


‘They won’t be cheap, brother, not if we buy them.’


The man smiled and took out a thick envelope. ‘We’ll require receipts,’ he said.


Hassan slipped the envelope inside his jacket.


‘If you need more money, ask. But, as I said, we’ll require receipts. How many men will you be using?’


‘The engines and mechanical work I can take care of myself,’ he said. ‘I’ll only be buying runners so it should just be a matter of tuning them up. I’m assuming we don’t need insurance or MOTs.’


The man nodded. ‘They’ll be used only once, and they’re to stay off the road until they’re needed.’


‘Then I can probably get away with one guy to do the paintwork and the signs,’ he said.


‘The lights?’


‘I’m good with electrics.’


The man smiled his approval. ‘That is why you were chosen, brother. You have the skills.’


‘But if we have to steal them, I’ll need help.’


‘You have the people?’


‘I do.’


‘And they can be trusted?’


‘Absolutely. With my life.’


‘Use them if you must, but say nothing until the time is at hand,’ he said.


‘Where do I keep them? There isn’t room in my garage – or not enough to keep them hidden.’


‘You will be contacted by someone with premises. Through the mail folder.’ He stood up. ‘This is a great thing we’re doing, brother,’ he said.


‘I realise that,’ said Hassan.


‘Be careful.’


‘I will.’


The two men embraced, then walked off in different directions.


The black cab dropped Shepherd at the main entrance to the British Museum but he walked around the side towards an office area clearly marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. There was a black door with an intercom on the wall next to it. He pressed the button and looked up at the CCTV camera covering the area. The lock buzzed and Shepherd pushed the door open. He stepped into a carpeted corridor with more doors leading off both sides. He knocked on the third to the left.


‘Enter!’ It was the tone of a headmaster summoning a schoolboy and Shepherd had half a mind to turn and walk away. Instead he twisted the handle and pushed open the door. Jeremy Willoughby-Brown was sitting behind a large desk in a high-backed executive chair, his feet on a windowsill. ‘Daniel, welcome, grab yourself a pew.’ He waved at two straight-backed chairs facing him, and Shepherd took the one on the left. Willoughby-Brown was halfway through one of his favourite small cigars and he had opened a window behind him to allow the smoke to escape, though Shepherd knew that that didn’t make what he was doing any less illegal. ‘No refreshments, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘This is all I could get at short notice.’


‘I’m good,’ said Shepherd, though actually he could have done with a coffee.


‘There’s no reason we couldn’t have done this in Thames House,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


‘I’m undercover. I can’t risk being spotted walking into MI5’s HQ.’


‘You’re being over-cautious,’ said Willoughby-Brown, flicking ash into the pot of what seemed to be a plastic plant. ‘What are the odds that anyone connected to a South London crime family would be passing Thames House at the exact moment you decided to pay us a visit?’
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