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    About the Book


    Adam Gray is the ultimate spy.


    As the lead agent of the US government’s top-secret Persona project, he is its most valuable weapon in the War on Terror. Experimental technology enables him to take on the personality – and memories – of anyone; be it a Russian arms dealer, a high-stakes gambler or a nuclear scientist. Whatever secrets they know, he knows.


    But the most dangerous secrets of all . . . are his own.


    When Adam hunts a terrorist plotting to murder millions, he begins to realise that, although he can delve into the minds of others, his own memories are a mystery. Hidden in his past is the key to a deadly conspiracy – and its masterminds will stop at nothing to conceal their crimes . . .
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    Being Giorgi Toradze


    Peshawar, Pakistan


    The voices in Adam Gray’s head were being controlling, as always.


    ‘There’s an intersection on your left, thirty metres ahead,’ said Holly Jo Voss through the tiny transceiver implanted in the American’s right ear. ‘Go down it.’


    ‘Okay,’ he said under his breath, lips ventriloquist-still. He raised the brim of his heavy black umbrella to check the street. The torrential downpour had scoured the thoroughfare of its populace, those few Pakistanis not taking shelter scurrying along with coats shrugged up over their heads. A narrow side road was visible through the spray where Holly Jo had said. ‘I see it. How far to the rendezvous?’


    ‘Less than sixty metres, at the far end.’


    ‘Anyone waiting for me?’


    Another voice came through the ‘earwig’: male, young, cocky. ‘I see two assholes chilling on the corner,’ Kyle Falconetti told him. Somewhere above, a compact remotely controlled quadrotor was tracking Adam’s progress through the city. Even without the rain, he doubted he could have spotted the little drone; it was designed to be stealthy, and the New Jersey native was a skilled pilot. ‘Either they don’t got the brains to come in out of the rain, or they’re your new buddies.’


    This was it: first contact with the targets. He swelled his chest with borrowed confidence as he rounded the corner, shifting the weight of the large, heavy black case in his right hand. ‘Here we go.’


    Let’s do the deal, said a third voice.


    This one was not in his ear.


    Giorgi Toradze: age forty, Georgian, a former mercenary who had discovered more profit in selling weapons to those who wanted to fight wars than participating in the conflicts himself. The case contained samples of his deadly trade. However, the arms dealer was small fry, of limited interest to American intelligence.


    The same was not true of his potential clients.


    Toradze had been intercepted en route to Pakistan. Adam had replaced him, his dark hair dyed fully black and a fake moustache painstakingly applied, contact lenses turning his grey eyes blue. He was slightly taller and in much better physical shape than the Georgian, and a full decade younger, but with an overcoat concealing his build and Toradze’s gold jewellery on conspicuous display, he would superficially match the description the Pakistanis had been given.


    The deception would instantly collapse if any of them had previously met the real arms dealer. But Toradze knew that was unlikely.


    And everything Toradze knew, now Adam did too.


    He made his way along the side street, rain pattering loudly off his umbrella’s strong fabric. Ahead, a man leaned against a wall. Early twenties, scraggly beard, a grubby sky-blue nylon jacket open despite the deluge. Right hand held pressed against his chest, fingertips edging under the zipper as he saw the approaching figure.


    Look at this cretin. Could he make it any more obvious that he’s got a gun?


    Toradze’s assessment, but Adam shared it. The man waiting for him was doubtless a recent recruit to the terrorist group, eager to prove his worth. Adam looked him in the eye as he got closer, challenging without being aggressive.


    The Pakistani met his gaze with a twitch of belligerence. In the highlands of the country’s north-western provinces, where his organisation operated in the open, such provocation would have met with an angry, even violent response. But here in the city he had to tread carefully. He regarded Adam for another moment, then said a single word in Pashto over one shoulder.


    A second man, a few years older, came round the corner. He looked the new arrival up and down, comparing what he saw with what he had been told to expect. Black hair, moustache, about a hundred and eighty centimetres tall. Gold watch.


    Toradze had specifically mentioned the Rolex in his self-description, being very proud of the ostentatious timepiece. Adam made sure it was clearly visible on his wrist as he lifted the umbrella higher. ‘Is there a dentist near here?’ he said, the English heavy with Toradze’s native accent.


    The second of the pair replied. ‘Do you have a toothache?’


    It was a simple pass code. Adam gave the agreed response. ‘I have a delivery.’


    The man nodded. ‘You are Toradze?’


    Adam gave him a cheery smile. ‘Call me Giorgi. And you?’


    ‘Umar. This is Marwat.’


    ‘Good to meet you. Okay, I think we better get out of this rain! Let’s go, hey?’


    ‘This way.’ Umar set off down the street, Adam following. Marwat took up the rear, right hand still poised across his chest.


    ‘They’re moving,’ said Kyle. One of the large flat-screen monitors before him showed the three men walking down the road, viewed from overhead. The drone he controlled was hovering some eighty metres up, well clear of the surrounding buildings. He adjusted a dial and the view zoomed out to provide a wider view of the street maze. ‘Heading north.’


    ‘Don’t lose them.’ Tony Carpenter, the team’s field commander, was watching the scene on his own monitor.


    ‘Wasn’t planning on doing, brah,’ Kyle replied, with a little sarcasm. He nudged a joystick to send the UAV after its targets.


    The fair-haired man ignored the mild insubordination. He was used to Kyle, and there were more important concerns. He regarded the aerial view intently, then looked across at another of the room’s occupants. ‘Holly Jo, check his tracker. We might lose line of sight.’


    The willowy blonde tapped a command into her computer. A few seconds later, a hollow green square was superimposed on the street scene – directly over the black dodecagon of the umbrella. As Adam moved, so did the vivid symbol. ‘Tracker is on, good signal.’


    ‘Great.’ Tony spoke into his headset. ‘John, he’s made contact and is on his way to the meet. We’ll give you its location the second we have it.’


    John Baxter, a former captain in the US Marines, was waiting in a van a few streets from the rendezvous point with a small team of armed men. ‘Remember, the kill option is still available once we know where these bastards are.’


    ‘Syed is more valuable to us alive than dead,’ said Tony, reminding Baxter of the mission’s objective – and who was in charge. On the monitor, the three figures were still heading for what might prove a very dangerous destination. ‘If the plan works,’ he added quietly.


    ‘It’ll work.’ The fourth person in the dirty room was also one of the main reasons it was so cramped. Dr Roger Albion was a hulking bear of a man, college quarterback build still solid despite his last game being forty years earlier. ‘Adam’s not just imitating Toradze – he is Toradze. You of all people should know that. He can do this.’


    ‘I hope so.’ The umbrella disappeared from sight as the trio turned into a narrow alley, the green square still moving. ‘For his sake.’


    Adam followed Umar through the urban labyrinth. The deluge was beginning to ease off, some braver souls emerging from shelter. ‘So, is it much further, hey?’ he said. ‘If I’d known we were going to walk in the rain, I would have paid for a taxi!’


    ‘It is not far,’ said Umar. He gestured ahead. ‘Up there.’


    The building he indicated was a disorderly five-storey block of brick and concrete. Adam assessed it. One door at the front, probably another to an alley at the back. Flat roof, the railings along its edge suggesting it was easily accessible. The building to its left was higher, hard to climb, but to the right was a lower rooftop that could act as an escape route.


    Toradze had his own opinions. What a dump! The Georgian did not foresee trouble, feeling nothing but confidence – and greed. They want what I’m selling. They need what I’m selling. Make the deal, make the money – then I can leave this craphole.


    They reached the building. Beside the entrance was a bank of doorbells, small signs listing the occupants in a mixture of Urdu, Pashto and English. Umar thumbed one button. Adam read the sign: DR K. R. FARUQUE, DDS. ‘So we really are seeing a dentist, hey?’ he said with a laugh. ‘Does Dr Faruque give you boys a discount?’ The crooked-toothed Umar responded with an irritable look.


    Holly Jo spoke inside Adam’s ear. ‘Dr Faruque, got it. I’ll get Levon to confirm the address.’


    Seconds passed, then a click came from an intercom. A man spoke in tinny and hollow Pashto, to which Umar replied tersely with his name. Another pause, then a buzzer rasped. He pushed open the door. ‘In here.’


    Adam stopped in the doorway, shaking water off his umbrella before straining to pull the folding spokes closed. The mechanism finally clicked, the device now reduced to a foot-long baton. He slipped it into a coat pocket. Marwat made an annoyed sound at being forced to wait outside.


    Tony’s voice came through the earwig. ‘We’ve got the address. Sending John’s team there now.’


    Adam didn’t reply, instead following Umar up a narrow flight of stairs to the third floor. A door of scuffed dark wood bore the words DENTAL PRACTICE in flaking gold leaf. Umar rapped on it: two quick knocks, a pause, then two slower ones. The door opened a crack, someone peering suspiciously at the three men on the landing, then moving back to let them enter.


    The room beyond was a combined reception area and waiting room. Adam immediately saw that none of the five men inside were there for a check-up. The openly displayed guns – some pointed at him – were a giveaway.


    This is it. Play the part. Be the part.


    He let Toradze’s persona come to the fore as he took in the terrorist group, the sum of the Georgian’s past experiences shaping his thoughts. Though there was some fear, it was mostly masked by dismissive arrogance. God, what a stink. Don’t these pigs use soap? And look at this idiot, holding his pistol sideways like he’s an American gangsta. Amateurs. But as long as they pay . . .


    His eyes moved to the reception desk. An AK-47 assault rifle lay upon it. Like an icon on the Holy Table. The gun’s owner sat behind, watching him intently. Older than his companions, though not by much – early thirties, but aged further by the weathering of conflict. A grey-streaked beard reaching down to his chest, dark-rimmed eyes set in a blocky, unsmiling face.


    Adam recognised him immediately. Malik Syed, leader of an al-Qaeda terrorist cell. Fanatic. Killer.


    Target.


    Umar and Marwat quickly frisked him. Wallet, passport, phone, the umbrella. A SIG-Sauer P228 handgun and spare magazine. He waited for them to finish their search and return his possessions before speaking to the man behind the desk. ‘You must be Syed,’ he said almost casually. The arms dealer would have appeared unfazed by the guns; he had to be the same. He switched the heavy case to his left hand, holding out his right. ‘It is good to meet you.’


    Syed made no effort to extend his own hand. ‘You are Toradze?’


    ‘Giorgi, please! Yes, I am.’ Adam cocked an eyebrow. ‘You were expecting someone else?’


    The dark eyes narrowed. ‘You are younger than I thought.’


    ‘Only than I look. I take care of my appearance.’


    One of the other men whispered something in Pashto, which aroused muted chuckles from his companions. ‘I think he said “Just like a woman”,’ said Holly Jo, affronted.


    ‘It helps me get the women,’ Adam told the joker, his smile taking on a lecherous tinge. ‘Especially the virgins, hey? You can have yours in the afterlife; I’ll take mine now!’


    The young man seemed both surprised that the visitor had understood him and offended at being mocked, but a stern look from Syed told him to contain his anger. ‘You have brought the merchandise?’ asked the terrorist leader.


    Adam turned back to him. ‘I have. If you still want to see it.’


    ‘I do . . . Giorgi.’ Syed stood, finally raising his right hand.


    ‘I knew we would be friends,’ said Adam with a grin as he shook it. ‘Okay! You want to take a look?’


    Syed nodded, sliding the AK-47 aside to clear a space on the desk. Adam hoisted the case on to it and clicked the tumblers on the combination lock before opening the lid. His audience instinctively leaned forward for a better view.


    The case was filled with impact-resistant foam rubber. Set into it were three squat olive-green cylinders with conical noses, long metal tubes extending from their bases. Adam carefully lifted one out. ‘This is a Russian PG-7VX rocket-propelled grenade,’ he announced, Toradze’s persona automatically launching into a sales pitch. ‘A triple-stage HEAT warhead, so new it is still technically experimental. Not even the Russian army has them yet. It works with a standard RPG-7 launcher – which I think you are all familiar with, hey?’ he added with another grin. ‘But it has almost twice the power of a normal anti-tank round. It will blast through nine hundred and sixty millimetres of armour . . . even the reactive kind.’


    It took a moment for the Pakistanis to absorb the full significance of that, but when they did, they were duly impressed. ‘That is right,’ he went on. ‘One of these can penetrate the side of an American Abrams tank! And it doesn’t matter if it is using slat armour to deflect RPGs.’ He indicated the rocket’s nose. ‘There is a small shaped charge designed to shatter slat armour before the rest of the warhead hits it. It will still get through. You don’t need dozens of rounds to take out a target with these. One hit, one kill.’


    He paused, the excited expressions telling him that his pitch had been successful. That was good. That was damn good. Just look at them. They’ll pay whatever I want . . .


    Sudden disgust filled him. Syed and his group wanted to use the warheads to kill Americans and their allies, to spread their extremism through terror and murder. And he was helping them do it . . .


    Calm down. Remember the mission. Play the part. Be the part.


    Be Toradze.


    I am Toradze.


    If his brief crisis of conscience had shown on his face, none of the others noticed. Syed finally tore his gaze from the rocket. ‘How many do you have?’


    ‘At the moment, only ten. But I will be able to get another fifty in the next two weeks, and maybe as many as three hundred in the month after that.’


    Caution tempered the terrorist’s anticipation. ‘If they are still experimental, how can you get so many?’


    ‘I said they are technically still experimental. But that only means they have not yet been approved for field use by the Russian army. They are in full production ready for export sales – and I have a pipeline into the factory.’


    Syed nodded. ‘And . . . the price?’


    Be bold, be firm. They want them. I can tell.


    ‘Per warhead? Two thousand US dollars.’


    The Pakistani visibly flinched. ‘Two thousand dollars?’ he erupted. ‘But we can buy anti-tank rockets for only two hundred dollars!’


    Adam had anticipated the objection. ‘Rockets that bounce off tanks. Rockets that cannot even break through the slat armour on a Stryker. Malik, my friend . . .’ He gave Syed a broad smile. ‘An Abrams tank costs over six million dollars. You can kill that tank for just two thousand. It is a bargain.’ He’s considering it. Keep pushing. ‘And if you want proof that they really work, then the three warheads here? They are yours, for nothing. My free sample.’


    Syed considered the offer. ‘Will they work?’ he said eventually. ‘Are they as good as you say?’


    ‘I will bet my reputation on it,’ Adam said proudly.


    The terrorist leader stared at the warhead. He’s hooked. I’ve got him. ‘Okay. I will accept your . . . gift. If they work, how soon will you be able to deliver—’


    The door buzzer sounded.


    The other terrorists raised their guns in alarm. Suspicious eyes glared at Adam. But Syed waved a hand for them to remain still. He thumbed the intercom button and spoke in Pashto.


    ‘Muhammad,’ came the reply. Syed buzzed him in. His men lowered their guns. The terse response was probably a form of code, Adam decided, remembering that Umar had done the same. Saying anything more than their name would warn those inside that the new arrival was there under duress.


    Syed turned back to his visitor. ‘How soon will you be able to get us more rockets?’


    ‘As I said, I can have fifty in two weeks. I will need a down payment – half the money in advance. Then all I need to know is where and when to deliver them.’


    ‘One hundred thousand American dollars? It is a lot of money.’


    Adam shrugged. ‘It is a lot of firepower. But you can test that for yourself, hey?’ He put the rocket back in the case. ‘If you get three hits, you will get three kills. I guarantee it.’


    For the first time, Syed’s expression became something other than grim mistrust, the corners of his mouth crinkling upwards with malevolent anticipation. ‘I look forward to it.’


    ‘I thought you would.’ Got him. I’ve got him! Champagne to celebrate, once I’m out of this backwards alcohol-free country! The part of him that was Toradze revelled in his success . . . while the rest struggled to conceal his loathing at his actions. Syed’s group now had three devastating anti-tank weapons; while they would never receive any more, no matter how events played out – Toradze’s contact at the weapons factory would soon be arrested – it was still three too many. The men in Washington who had authorised the mission had deemed the risk worth it. Adam didn’t necessarily agree.


    But his opinions were irrelevant. He had a job to do. Follow orders. Complete the mission.


    Syed picked up one of the rockets, admiring it. ‘After we test them, what then?’


    ‘I will come back to Pakistan to collect my down payment,’ Adam replied. ‘Then we will arrange delivery.’


    Syed nodded, then looked round at a knock on the door. Two quick, a pause, then two slower taps. Guns were raised again. Marwat, nearest the entrance, opened the door slightly to check who was outside, then let him in.


    Cold fear surged through Adam’s body as he recognised the newcomer.


    The young man’s name was Muhammad Khattak. He had met the arms dealer before. And he would know at a glance that the person standing alone in a room full of terrorists was not the real Giorgi Toradze.
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    Identity Crisis


    Puzzlement grew on Khattak’s face as he stared at Adam. He had expected to see somebody else, and at any moment would expose the supposed arms dealer as an impostor—


    ‘Ah-ha, Muhammad Khattak!’ said Adam with a broad smile. ‘I did not expect to see you here. I thought you were fighting in Kurram?’


    Khattak was baffled. He looked between the American and Syed. ‘But – who are . . .’


    Adam’s grin widened. ‘Oh, come on, Muhammad. I know it has been a few years since we met in Drosh, but even with the plastic surgery I don’t look that different, do I?’


    ‘Plastic surgery?’ snapped Syed. He put the rocket back in the case, one hand moving towards the AK-47. ‘Muhammad, what is going on?’


    Khattak’s confusion faded, replaced by worry – and anger. ‘I don’t . . . This – this is not Toradze!’


    The room exploded into commotion. Two men rushed to the window, checking the street below, while Umar hurried to cover the door to the landing.


    Every other man aimed his weapon at the interloper.


    ‘Adam!’ said Holly Jo urgently. ‘Baxter’s team can reach you in less than two minutes. If you need backup, tell us.’


    Adam remained silent. Syed picked up his AK, flicking off the safety with a loud click. He gave the agent a cold stare. ‘Tell me. Who are you?’


    ‘I am Giorgi Toradze,’ Adam replied, tempering defiance with exasperation at being doubted. He looked back at Khattak. ‘Muhammad, it is me. Really! I had plastic surgery because my face was becoming a little too well-known. Look, see?’ He brought his hand up, pointing at his neck behind the right side of his jaw.


    Khattak moved for a closer look, Syed also leaning forward to see. Below Adam’s ear, down the line of his jawbone, was a thin scar. It was a remnant of the earwig’s implantation, but the terrorists couldn’t possibly suspect that – he hoped.


    ‘It was expensive,’ Adam went on, ‘but it kept me out of prison. I had a nose job, my teeth straightened. I even lost weight! But – you really don’t recognise me? Azim, I can’t believe you don’t know me from my eyes!’


    The Pakistani was startled by Adam’s use of the nickname. He looked more closely at the other man’s face. The real Toradze had quite distinctive eyes of an intense blue; the contact lenses were a good simulation.


    Doubt appeared in Khattak’s own eyes . . .


    ‘It really is me, Muhammad,’ Adam pressed on. ‘I will prove it. Ask me anything about when we met.’


    Khattak frowned. ‘If you are a spy, you would have interrogated Toradze to find out what he knew about me.’


    Adam laughed. The boy is as stupid as when I met him! ‘Azim, when I met you four years ago, you had only just become a man! How long had you been with Yusef’s group? A few months? Do not take this badly, but you were not important enough for a spy to know about! The reason I remember you is because . . . you made me laugh.’


    Khattak’s doubt increased. ‘How? How did I make you laugh?’


    Toradze’s memory came to Adam’s mind as easily as if it were his own. Despite the guns pointing at him, he smiled. ‘When I arrived and met Yusef, you were standing behind him, holding a Kalashnikov. You looked so proud of it – you were a warrior, with your first weapon! But when he turned round to go into the next room, you stepped back, bumped against the door frame . . .’ The smile widened. ‘And your gun’s magazine fell out and hit your foot.’


    Khattak actually appeared embarrassed, before uncertainty returned. ‘What else? Where did we meet?’


    ‘A house on the edge of Drosh. There was only one little window in the back room, and all you could see outside was a chicken coop. The whole place stank of birdshit!’


    Syed asked a question in Pashto, Khattak nodding as he answered. ‘He asked if that was right,’ said Holly Jo.


    The leader pursed his lips, then lowered the AK – though he didn’t put it down. ‘It seems you are telling the truth,’ he said to Adam.


    ‘I have changed my face, but not who I am. And Muhammad knows that Giorgi Toradze always delivers what he promises, hey? It is how I stay in business – and how I stay alive.’


    The Kalashnikov was finally returned to the desktop, the other weapons lowering. Adam concealed his relief behind Toradze’s more casual acceptance of the situation: of course they believe me. I am Giorgi Toradze! However, Khattak still seemed troubled. A potential problem?


    For now, Adam’s main concern was the mission. There was still something he needed to do – beyond simply getting out of the building alive.


    ‘If you are happy when you test these,’ he said, gesturing at the case, ‘then will you agree to my price? Two thousand dollars for each warhead.’


    ‘It is still a lot of money,’ said Syed.


    ‘Yes, I know. But my contact in the factory is taking risks to obtain them for me – he demands to be well paid.’


    ‘And you demand your profit too.’


    ‘Of course! I am a businessman, after all.’


    ‘Then you know the importance of haggling. One thousand dollars each.’


    Adam shook his head. ‘I would make a loss at that price. My contact is not the only person I have to pay. They have to be transported, there are officials to bribe . . .’


    ‘One thousand two hundred.’


    ‘I am also taking risks. No, two thousand is a good price.’


    Syed struggled to hide the anger in his voice. ‘One thousand five hundred.’


    ‘Ah-ha! Now we are getting somewhere.’ Adam patted one of the rockets. ‘Malik, my friend, you are a hard man – but also a fair man. I think we can make a deal that suits us both. Say for . . . eighteen hundred?’


    ‘One thousand six hundred.’


    ‘Seven hundred. My final offer.’ There was sudden steel in Adam’s voice, his expression hardening.


    The terrorist leader drew in a slow breath. ‘Very well. One thousand seven hundred dollars.’


    ‘Excellent!’ Adam clapped his hands together – and as he did, he pushed one of the rings on his left hand around so that its setting pointed outwards from his palm, a small dark square on the gold. ‘We are both happy – it is good business, hey? Now, we shake on it.’ He held out his right hand to Syed again.


    Syed hesitated, then took it. Adam gripped hard as he shook, preventing the Pakistani from pulling away, and placed his left hand firmly on Syed’s sleeve. ‘A good deal, a very good deal,’ the American agent said with enthusiasm. ‘You won’t regret this.’


    ‘I had better not,’ Syed replied quietly, the threat unmistakable. Adam finally released his hand. ‘I will contact you again in . . . one week? After we have tested these.’ He closed the case.


    ‘I will be waiting for your call.’ Adam raised his left hand to rub an imaginary speck from the corner of his eye, surreptitiously checking the ring. The little grey square was gone. ‘Until then, have fun, hey?’


    Syed regarded him with disdain. ‘One week,’ he repeated, before issuing a Pashto command. The other members of his group prepared to move out. Adam was about to do the same when Syed raised a hand. ‘And Giorgi?’


    ‘Yes?’ A sudden adrenalin surge. Was this a betrayal?


    The leader indicated the case. ‘The combination?’


    ‘Ah, how did I forget?’ Relieved, he showed Syed the tumblers. ‘It is easy to remember. One, two, three . . . five.’


    ‘Five?’ said Syed dubiously.


    ‘Who would think to try that? Four ones, four nines, then one-two-three-four – everyone tries those, but after that they are lost. Nobody has ever got into my luggage with that combination!’


    ‘Perhaps they did, and you did not know.’


    ‘Oh, I would know. Trust me.’ He gave Syed a conspiratorial smirk. ‘But now, it is time to get my other luggage from the hotel and go to the airport. There is a lot to do. I will talk to you in one week. Until then, nakhvamdis!’


    Adam followed Marwat and Umar out and down the stairs, the other members of the cell coming after him. Syed had delegated the task of carrying the case to another man. Was there still some way to prevent the terrorists from using the improved warheads?


    He forced himself to dismiss the idea. Syed was the mission’s sole objective. As much as he wanted to somehow sabotage the rockets, that wasn’t why he was here.


    Umar opened the door to the street, warily checking outside before stepping through. He and Marwat didn’t go far, waiting by the neighbouring shopfront. ‘We see you,’ said Holly Jo with relief as Adam emerged after them. ‘Baxter’s in the van, fifty metres to your left.’


    He glanced in that direction. It was still raining, but only lightly. The street was much busier than before. On the far side was an anonymous blue Mercedes van, dirty and dented. He ignored it and headed right. ‘The tracer’s on Syed,’ he whispered.


    ‘Testing . . . okay, we have it.’


    ‘Good work,’ said Tony. ‘You had us worried when that other guy showed up.’


    ‘Well bluffed. Remind me never to play poker against you,’ added Albion.


    On the pretext of checking for traffic as he crossed the street, Adam looked back. All the terrorists had now left the building, splitting up. Standard practice for such a cell; dispersing individually made it harder for observers to track everybody.


    Except . . . not everyone was going their own way. Khattak was the last to leave, and he had called back Umar and Marwat.


    The gazes of all three followed Adam.


    ‘I think I’m going to have company,’ he said. A few seconds later, he was proved right as the trio started after him. ‘Khattak and two other guys.’


    ‘We can’t give you eyes,’ Holly Jo warned. ‘The UAV’s tracking Syed.’ The terrorist leader had disappeared down a narrow alley.


    ‘You need to lose them,’ Tony warned. ‘You can’t lead them to the rendezvous.’


    ‘I’ll do what I can,’ Adam replied. ‘Just make sure you get Syed.’


    ‘We’ll bag him. See you soon.’


    The Mercedes grumbled past as Adam reached a junction. He rounded the corner on to a side street.


    A surreptitious glance back as he turned. The three men were still moving purposefully after him.


    Tony stared at a high-resolution satellite photograph of Peshawar on the screen. The tiny tracer Adam had stuck to Syed’s sleeve while shaking his hand now revealed its position as a red diamond; the van was a green circle. Directing the latter to intercept the former should be a simple task.


    In theory.


    He knew from experience, however, that no satellite overview could beat personal knowledge. ‘Imran,’ he said into his headset, ‘he’s going east. Do you know that part of town?’


    ‘I know the whole town.’ The van’s driver was Imran Lak, a Peshawar native – and also a CIA asset. ‘I’ll catch him.’


    ‘He’s just come out of the alley,’ reported Kyle. The view from the drone’s camera slowly but constantly shifted as he followed the terrorist from above. ‘Crossing the street . . . now going north.’


    The green circle had only just turned east. A tag floated above the symbol, showing the distance in metres between the two subjects. It was gradually increasing. ‘He’s getting away from you,’ said Tony into the mike. A statement of fact, not reproach – yet. ‘Turn north as soon as you can. We can’t lose this guy.’


    Lak looked ahead, trying to see past the overloaded truck in front of the van. There were alleys between the buildings, but none was wide enough for the Mercedes. The nearest road he could take was at least two hundred metres away.


    He sounded an impatient blast on the horn, pulling out to overtake but finding a couple of cars coming the other way. Frustrated, he swung back behind the truck.


    ‘You’re losing him,’ said an American voice behind him. ‘Come on, get this thing moving!’


    Lak flicked a look over his shoulder. The darkened rear cabin was lit by the pale glow of laptop screens, four burly men huddled over them. ‘I can’t drive through walls,’ he complained.


    John Baxter was in no mood for excuses. ‘If we miss this guy, we might as well have spent the day playing with our dicks,’ he said, Alabama accent strong. ‘Catch up with him!’


    Lak frowned, but said nothing. The cars passed. He pulled out again, dropping down through the gears and accelerating past the truck.


    ‘He’s turning again,’ Kyle warned. ‘Heading east.’


    The street Syed had entered was crowded, pedestrians milling about as vehicles slowly bullied their way through the throng. ‘What’s this?’ Tony asked. ‘Kyle, show me the street ahead. Careful, though – don’t lose sight of him. And switch on the auto-tracking.’


    ‘He’s still got the tracer on him.’


    ‘Yeah, but it might get brushed off if he bumps into someone, and we’d end up following the wrong guy.’


    Kyle entered commands. A pulsating blue outline appeared around the red diamond. The computer had locked on to Syed’s figure, identifying it by colour and shape; as long as the terrorist leader was partially visible to the drone, even in a crowd, the system would track him – and predict his movements and reacquire him if contact were briefly lost.


    The camera tilted upwards to show the busy street ahead. In front of the shops, numerous small stalls were strewn along the sides of the long road, seeds sown in a furrow. ‘Imran, he’s at an outdoor market,’ said Tony. ‘He probably thinks he can lose any tails in the crowd.’


    ‘I know the place,’ came the reply. ‘There’s a street where we can cut across and get ahead of him.’


    Kyle angled the camera back down to regard Syed from directly overhead. Even at the UAV’s altitude, it was easy to see the terrorist turning his head every few metres to check if anybody was following him. ‘You’re lookin’ the wrong way, assfag,’ Kyle said with a smirk. Holly Jo made a faint tsk sound.


    ‘Let’s keep the language professional,’ chided Tony. Everything that happened in the operations centre was being recorded. ‘John, is your team ready?’


    ‘Soon as you give the word,’ Baxter answered.


    ‘Okay.’ The distance between the green circle and the red diamond on the overview was rapidly shrinking. ‘Get ready.’


    Lak swerved around a three-wheeled autorickshaw, giving its driver a blast on the horn before looking ahead. The road the Mercedes was now on ran parallel to the market street. ‘How far away is he?’


    Baxter’s laptop displayed the same overhead view of the city as Tony’s. ‘Three hundred metres,’ he reported. ‘Two fifty.’


    Lak accelerated, spray gushing from the van’s wheels as it jolted through puddles. He spotted the side road. They would emerge on the market street in front of Syed, but not by much. ‘The turn’s coming up,’ he called to the men in the back.


    ‘He’s eighty metres ahead,’ said Baxter. ‘Fifty, twenty . . . okay, we just passed him.’


    ‘Hold on!’ Lak braked sharply, the Mercedes squealing in complaint as he made the turn. The side street was short, but busy, a few stalls that had overflowed from the main thoroughfare at its far end. He sounded the horn again. Disgruntled shoppers cleared a path.


    ‘Jesus, he’s less than twenty metres away,’ Baxter muttered. If Syed decided to take the side road, they would have a tough job turning back around to follow.


    But he was on the other side of the street, still moving through the market. ‘Here he comes,’ said the Alabaman. ‘Go right, go right!’ Lak turned again, forcing a taxi to an irate stop as he pulled out across its path and brought the van on to the crowded street. ‘Okay, we’re in front of him.’


    Lak surveyed the street. Although there was strictly speaking only room for one lane of traffic in each direction, in places there were three or even four rows of vehicles as autorickshaws and scooters forced themselves into any available gap. ‘Which side of the road is he on?’


    ‘The left.’


    ‘Okay. Ready with the distraction?’


    Baxter looked to one of his team, a beefy, mustachioed man named Perez, who nodded in reply. The laptop now showed that Syed was twenty-five metres behind the slowly moving van. ‘Ready, get ready . . .’ The gap opened up slightly. ‘Okay, go!’


    Lak brought the van to a sudden halt, a scooter’s horn providing a shrill rebuke from behind. Perez slid open the side door and hopped out. He rounded the back of the Mercedes and jogged across the street, one hand raised to ward off an autorickshaw coming in the other direction. The van set off again.


    Even though his target was now less than fifteen metres away, Perez didn’t turn his head, keeping his gaze ahead as if transfixed by the stacks of cheap plastic goods on one of the stalls. His hand slipped into a pocket, finding a roll of cigarette-sized metal cylinders.


    He went to the stall’s side, pretending to examine a set of brightly coloured bowls as he took out the roll. The stallholder was haggling with a woman, not looking at him. A flick of his hand, and the cylinders were tossed into a doorway. The woman’s eyes twitched round at the faint clatter as they landed, but Perez had already moved on.


    Syed was now level with him on the other side of the street. The American kept pace. The terrorist leader was about fifty metres from the van, which had stopped again beside a telephone pole. Perez crossed diagonally back across the hectic thoroughfare, slotting in behind his target. His hand went into his other jacket pocket. ‘Just give the word,’ he muttered into his Bluetooth headset.


    Kyle zoomed in. None of the people in the operations centre needed the coloured symbols to pick out the players any more, watching unblinkingly as Syed drew closer to the van.


    ‘Stand by,’ Tony told Perez. Ten metres, the distance shrinking by the second.


    Baxter and his two other men, Spence and Ware, stood inside the van, poised at the rear doors. The windows were covered with a tinted film to prevent onlookers from seeing in; the view outside was darkened, but still clear enough to reveal Syed approaching.


    ‘Set?’ Baxter asked. Both men nodded. One slowly pushed down the door handle, releasing the catch.


    Baxter hefted the stubby stun baton in his right hand, thumb poised on its trigger.


    ‘Ready . . .’ said Tony.


    Five metres. Four—


    ‘Go!’


    Perez thumbed the button on the radio-control unit in his pocket.


    The detonators he had thrown into the doorway exploded one after another, cracking like gunfire. The woman screamed, the stallholder leaping away in fright and knocking his merchandise to the ground.


    People spun in shock and fear at the noise. Terrorists, the army, criminals – any of them could send stray bullets into the crowd. Where was the shooter?


    For a moment, all eyes were looking in the same direction.


    Including Syed’s.


    He was two metres from the van when the device went off, whirling to find the source of the – gunfire? No, the sound wasn’t right. Just fireworks—


    It took his mind only a fraction of a second to reach that conclusion, but by then it was too late.


    The van’s rear doors swept open. The first two men jumped out to flank him. Baxter, a step behind, pressed the stun baton against the back of his neck. A harsh buzz – and over a million volts flooded through Syed’s body.


    The cell leader slumped as if his bones had liquefied, eyes rolled up into his head. Ware and Spence caught him, swinging his nerveless body around and hauling it into the van. Baxter was already back inside; Perez followed, slamming the doors behind him.


    Lak set the Mercedes moving as the last detonator fired. The entire procedure had taken a fraction under seven seconds. A few people on the street were left vaguely aware that something had happened behind the van – but in the confusion, all attention on the sound of shots, nobody could remember what the man who had been there just moments before even looked like.


    The van turned down a side street and sped away.
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    A Game of Leapfrog


    
      ‘

    


    We got him!’


    Adam could tell from the excitement in Holly Jo’s voice that Syed’s capture had gone exactly to plan. Baxter’s team would now be bringing their prisoner to the operations centre.


    That was his destination too. But first . . .


    ‘I’m still being tailed,’ he said, ostensibly into his phone. He had used the device’s glass screen as an impromptu mirror, seeing Khattak, Marwat and Umar about thirty metres behind. ‘How soon can Kyle get eyes on me?’ While his accent was now clearly American, it was still strongly tinged with Toradze’s Georgian tones.


    ‘About four minutes. The drone’s still over the capture point.’


    Another quick glance at the screen, as if checking an app. Khattak gestured to one side. Umar angled away, heading for an alley. Marwat split off in the other direction. Ah, the idiot boy is not so stupid after all! Rudimentary spycraft; Khattak was sending the two other men to cover the parallel streets. If Adam changed direction, there would be someone ready to pick up his trail.


    ‘Adam, we need you here fast,’ said Tony. ‘The longer this takes, the more chance Syed will suspect something happened to him.’


    ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ He pretended to end a call, taking one final look at the dark reflection before pocketing the phone. Khattak was closing, and judging from his determined expression he had decided that his doubts were justified. ‘Holly Jo, I need an evasion route.’ He increased his pace.


    ‘Okay, hold on . . .’ Seconds ticked by as Holly Jo brought up the satellite photo and overlaid his position, the tracker implanted in his body giving his position to the metre. ‘Okay. Running parallel on your right is a main road. On the left everything’s a bit more, I dunno, slummy. The streets are narrower and more crooked.’


    ‘I’m going left. Give me directions once I’m round the corner.’ He reached an intersection. The buildings to the left were smaller and lower, jumbled beneath a web of electricity cables. A sidelong glance back at Khattak as he rounded the corner. His pursuer was now talking on his own phone, no doubt warning Marwat that their target was coming his way. Another call would follow to Umar, telling him to leapfrog the streets covered by the other two men so Adam once again had someone following on each side.


    Rudimentary spycraft – but effective. The technique had a weak point, though. Khattak was not in real-time contact with his comrades, but would have to keep making phone calls to relay Adam’s movements. That would cost him time, and if the calls could be disrupted . . .


    ‘Holly Jo,’ Adam said, ‘link Levon in. The guys following me are using cell phones – can he hack into the network and cut them off?’


    ‘One second.’ It took slightly longer, the connection to Levon James in Washington affected by the delay of a satellite transmission. ‘Okay, he’s on.’


    ‘Adam, I heard you,’ said the baritone voice. ‘Even if I bring in NSA, I’m not sure how much I can do – Pakistan’s got six or seven cell companies, and I don’t know which they’re using. I can probably hack in and pin them down, but it’ll take a few minutes.’


    When the hefty African-American said he could ‘probably’ hack into something, that was a modest way of saying ‘almost certainly’, Adam knew – but time was the more important issue here. ‘Do what you can.’


    He reached a T-junction. A truck struggling to make the tight turn had forced other vehicles to stop, arousing horns and gesticulating hands. Adam looked left as he crossed the road – spotting Marwat, phone to his ear. The young man hurriedly looked down at the ground in a feeble attempt to hide his face. Adam continued on as if he hadn’t noticed.


    A larger, older building amongst the huddled cinderblock houses. A high archway led inside, the carved words PEEL CLOTH EXCHANGE, EST. 1897 visible in the pollution-blackened stone above. A remnant of British colonial rule – and still doing business, judging by the people coming and going.


    ‘Go straight ahead, then right,’ said Holly Jo, but Adam was already veering left towards the archway. He would stand more chance of losing his tails in a crowd.


    He reached the entrance. A long arcade ran through the building, busy shops and stalls on each side. It had once had a glazed ceiling, but most of the glass panels had been damaged over time, opaque – but cheaper – replacements of wood and corrugated metal taking their place. The effect put him in mind of a sparsely worded crossword puzzle. The electric lights hanging from the roof fell far short of making up for the lost illumination, the interior shadowed and gloomy.


    Marwat crossed the street to follow him. The truck finally negotiated the junction, pulling away to reveal Khattak at the intersection. No sign of Umar, but Khattak had probably told him to run to the other side of the hall.


    Adam entered the building. Chatter in several languages echoed through the tiled space, deals being struck, prices argued over. The hall had maintained its original function even after well over a century, most of the stalls selling clothing or fabrics, everything from sheets of raw cotton to swathes of bright silk.


    He picked a path through the arcade. The shoppers were almost exclusively women; he drew a few curious looks. At the far end was a second archway, grey daylight beyond. Run for it. If Umar has made it to the other side of the building, I can take him. He is only one man.


    Toradze’s choice of action: Adam ignored it. An arms dealer shaking off a tail could be accepted; such people liked privacy, even from their clients. An arms dealer attacking one of said clients would be harder to dismiss.


    Nevertheless, he continued through the crowd. A clothing stall had a large mirror for customers to check potential purchases on themselves. Adam moved towards it, finding the angle that let him look back at the entrance. Marwat was already inside the building. Khattak had just reached the arch.


    He slowed, letting his hunters close the gap. Halfway through the arcade. He stayed close to the stalls along one side of the long room. Most were oversized tables, but some were handcarts that could be wheeled back into the shops behind them at the end of the day.


    He approached one barrow with a single set of large wheels at its centre, propped up at one end on cardboard boxes and at the other by a length of two-by-four. The stall was laden with bolts of fabric, multicoloured pashminas hanging down from a rail above them. The stallholder was cheerfully haggling with several women at once.


    Adam curved round the little crowd to the cart’s side as if examining the merchandise – then with a sharp kick knocked away the wooden prop, pushing a hand down hard on the corner of the stall as he ducked behind it.


    The cart tipped on its end with a crash. Pashminas flapped like frightened birds, the women jumping back with squeals and cries. Ripples ran outwards through the crowd as people jostled each other.


    Bent low, Adam scurried along the shopfronts back the way he had come.


    Khattak and Umar had been unsighted by the disturbance. The latter hopped on his toes, trying to spot Adam over the reeling crowd. Khattak’s head snapped from side to side as he looked between both archways.


    Adam lost track of them, head still bowed as he returned to the entrance. He slipped outside, not straightening to his full height until he was out of Khattak’s line of sight.


    He ran across the street, following the directions Holly Jo had given him. The turning was just ahead. He looked back as he reached it.


    Khattak emerged from the hall—


    Adam rounded the corner. He didn’t know if Khattak had seen him or not.


    Which meant he had to assume that he had.


    He kept running. ‘What’s the route, Holly Jo?’


    ‘Keep going,’ said the voice in his ear. ‘Take the second street on the left.’


    ‘How long before Baxter reaches you?’


    ‘Two minutes.’


    ‘I’ll be there.’ He swept around surprised pedestrians. The heavy umbrella in his coat pocket thumped against his side. Past the first turning. A look back. No sign of Khattak.


    Yet.


    He angled across the narrow road towards the next intersection. The building on its far corner was a small shop. He made the turn, catching the dimly reflected scene in its window.


    Another running figure was behind him.


    ‘I’m still being followed,’ he warned. ‘I’m coming straight to you. Be ready – everyone has to be inside when I arrive.’


    ‘They will be,’ Tony assured him. ‘Have you got enough of a lead on this guy to get out of sight yourself?’


    Adam pushed himself harder, feet pounding over the dirty road. ‘I will soon.’


    Baxter listened to Tony, then spoke to Lak. ‘Our man’s got a hostile following him – we need to get there before he does. Step it up!’


    ‘I’m going as fast as I can,’ Lak shot back. He took a turn at speed, crashing down through the gears as the van’s back wheels slid out on the wet surface. One of the men in the rear blurted an obscenity. ‘We’re nearly there.’


    Baxter turned back to his team. ‘Get ready to move him.’ Syed lay on the van’s floor. He was still unconscious, but bound with plastic zip-ties. The stun baton’s effects would soon wear off.


    ‘Two more turns,’ Lak called. The Mercedes raced down a narrow lane between closely packed apartment blocks. Traffic was very light; few people in this part of Peshawar could afford a car. ‘Hold on.’


    He braked hard, taking the van around the corner at a slightly more controlled rate. The new street was even narrower, workshops interspersed amongst the housing. ‘Okay, we’re almost there! Last turn!’


    The final corner was much tighter. The front bumper scraped against concrete in his haste. But he made it through, giving the Mercedes one last burst of speed before skidding to a halt in a small muddy square.


    The rear doors burst open, Syed’s limp form carried by three of the men as they hustled out. Baxter followed, looking down the street leading from the square’s far side.


    Adam hared around its corner, coat flapping.


    ‘Move, move!’ Baxter snapped. A door in the building beside the van opened. Tony hurriedly waved the group inside. Syed was bundled through, Baxter squeezing past the mission leader in the tight hallway.


    Adam reached the square proper. Smoke wafted from the van’s open window as Lak hurriedly lit a cigarette and took several drags on it.


    Adam shot through the haze, shoes slithering on the dirt as he reached the opening and darted inside. Tony shut the door—


    Khattak ran round the corner.


    Panting, he rushed into the little square – then stopped in angry confusion. He had been at most twenty seconds behind the other man, but now there was no sign of him, and there was no way he could have reached the square’s only other exit already. He surveyed his surroundings. Light industrial buildings, all closed. A grubby white Ford van was parked in a corner of the square behind him, another vehicle ahead. A man was reading a newspaper in the cab, but he wasn’t Toradze.


    There was no obvious escape route the arms dealer could have taken. Khattak checked behind the white van. Nobody there, or inside it. Frustrated, he hurried towards the Mercedes.


    ‘He’s coming towards me,’ Lak reported quietly. He pretended not to have registered the other man’s approach until Khattak rapped on the van’s side. ‘What?’


    ‘Did a man just run past you? A foreigner?’


    Lak took the cigarette from his mouth. ‘Yes. I didn’t see where he went, though – I wasn’t really looking. That way, I think.’ He gestured vaguely over one shoulder.


    Khattak scowled, then peered past him to check that his quarry was not hiding in the back of the van before jogging away. Lak watched him in the wing mirror. The terrorist crossed to the other side of the square to investigate the concrete stairs leading up the side of one building, but found the metal gate at their bottom locked. He spun in sheer exasperation, then took out his phone and continued down the narrow street.


    ‘He’s left the square,’ said Lak. ‘But I don’t think he’s going far.’


    ‘Watch him,’ Tony ordered. ‘If everything works here, we’ll be ready to move Syed in a few minutes. We can’t let this guy see us.’


    ‘Roger.’ Lak sat back, eyes still fixed on Khattak’s image in the mirror as the terrorist made a call.
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    Change of Mind


    Adam and Tony followed Baxter’s team into the makeshift operations centre, the high-tech equipment incongruous against the peeling paint of what had once been the owner’s office. The former Marine clicked his fingers, and Syed was dumped on the floor.


    ‘Careful,’ chided Albion. ‘We can’t let him get too banged-up.’


    ‘The cover story’ll explain away a few bruises,’ said Tony with dark humour. ‘Are you ready?’


    Albion nodded towards two metal cases, one large, one small. ‘I need to calculate the dose.’ He took out a notebook bound in black leather. ‘Mr Baxter, can you and your men help me weigh our friend, please?’


    There was an electronic scale on the floor beside the cases. Baxter’s men hauled Syed to his feet – producing a groggy moan. Holly Jo gave him a worried look. ‘He’s waking up.’


    ‘Thought he’d be out for longer,’ said Tony.


    Albion shook his head. ‘It won’t make any difference.’ Syed was manoeuvred on to the scale. He mumbled something, trying to move, only to find his limbs restrained. ‘Okay, let go for a moment, see if he can stand up on his own . . . excellent. One hundred sixty-four pounds.’ Albion noted the figure, then produced a tape measure and quickly ran it up Syed’s body. ‘And five feet ten inches. Just one more to get . . .’


    He wound the tape around Syed’s head at forehead height, pulling it tight. The Pakistani’s eyes opened. Alarmed – and angry – he struggled against the ties, almost falling off the scales in the process.


    Two of Baxter’s men grabbed him. ‘Okay, put him back down, please,’ said Albion. ‘Face-up, and hold him in place. I need to check his overall condition.’


    Syed was lowered back to the floor, far from gently. ‘Americans!’ he croaked. ‘You – you bastards!’ A string of curses followed.


    ‘Yes, yes,’ said Albion, unconcerned. He knelt and shone a penlight torch over the prisoner’s face. ‘A bit scrambled from the shock, obviously, but the eyes look fairly clear, no broken blood vessels. Dark rims around them, but coloration looks healthy, so . . .’ He made more notes, muttering to himself. ‘Now, if I can just see your gums?’


    ‘I won’t give you anything, you shit-eating dog!’ Syed snarled.


    Albion swept the spot of light over his mouth. ‘Thank you. I’d suggest a breath mint, but otherwise . . .’ More writing, then he stood. ‘All right, gentlemen, hold him there, please.’


    Lak’s voice came through the team’s headsets. ‘Two more men are approaching me.’


    Kyle looked up from his console. ‘Tony! The drone’s back. I’ve got eyes outside.’


    Tony and Adam regarded the screens. ‘There’s Khattak,’ said Adam, spying a figure at the intersection. ‘And those are Umar and Marwat.’ The other two men jogged through the square. They passed Lak’s van to meet their comrade.


    Tony’s face tightened. ‘We can’t move Syed if they’re hanging around.’


    Albion snapped his notebook shut. ‘Okay, I’ve got the dosage.’


    ‘Do it,’ said Tony. ‘Adam?’


    Adam found room alongside Syed in the limited floor space, lying down. The Pakistani glared at him. ‘Muhammad was right! You are not Toradze! You bastard, you shit! You son of a whore! I will cut off your balls and feed them to you!’


    Baxter raised a booted foot as if to stamp on Syed’s head. ‘Can I shut this clown up?’


    ‘He’ll be quiet enough in a minute,’ said Albion amiably as he opened the larger case. Inside was a piece of equipment resembling a laptop computer, but with a much bulkier base. He raised the screen. The machine came to life, fans whining as the display lit up. Diagnostic tests flashed on it, replaced after several seconds by a simple statement: PERSONA READY.


    Albion took something from a pocket in the case’s lid: a skullcap, a mesh of thick black nylon dotted with dozens of coin-sized grey electrodes. Wires ran from each one, joining up at the cap’s back to form a thick umbilicus.


    Syed stared at it. ‘What is this? What are you doing?’ He tried in vain to break free. ‘What are you doing?’


    ‘Just stay calm,’ said Albion as he pulled the cap down over Syed’s skull. The terrorist resisted, but one of the men forced his head up so the doctor could tug it into place. A strap was fastened under his chin and secured tightly with Velcro. Albion fussed with the electrodes, nudging them into alignment, then took a second skullcap from the case.


    This one he placed on Adam. It took him longer to secure it, positioning the electrodes with more care. Finally he opened the smaller case. He took out a jet injector, a glass vial containing a colourless liquid already loaded, and gently pushed the blunt stainless-steel nozzle against Adam’s neck. ‘Are you ready?’


    ‘Yes.’


    Albion’s finger tightened on the trigger. There was a sharp phut, then he withdrew the injector, leaving a faint pink mark.


    Adam flinched at the sharp pain as the drug was blasted through the pores of his skin. But the brief discomfort that had briefly registered on his face quickly faded . . .


    Followed by all other expression, leaving him blank as a mask. His eyes defocused. Albion watched him closely, every few seconds glancing at the sweeping hand of his watch.


    Even with his head restrained, Syed observed what was happening with a mix of fascination and fear. ‘What are you doing to him?’ he said, with more trepidation than before. ‘What are you going to do to me?’


    Albion ignored him, still counting off time. Thirty seconds. He held a hand above Adam’s face, waving his fingers from side to side. Adam blinked, eyes tracking the movement.


    Albion leaned closer. ‘Adam, can you hear me?’


    ‘Yes, I hear you.’


    ‘I’m going to do a memory check. I want you to tell me . . . the name of Giorgi Toradze’s best friend when he was a child.’


    For a moment there was no reaction, then a slight frown creased Adam’s brow. ‘I . . . I don’t remember.’ His accent was now a neutral American, all traces of the Georgian’s inflection gone.


    ‘What about the name of the first girl Toradze fell in love with?’


    Another frown. ‘I don’t remember.’


    Albion gave him a reassuring smile. ‘Okay, that’s good. Toradze’s persona has been wiped. I’ll give Syed the Hyperthymexine.’


    The terrorist thrashed and screamed, but could not get free, his captors pushing down with painful force. Albion took out a second jet injector, this one with a red stripe around its body. He inserted a vial of a faintly amber liquid and turned a dial marked in millilitres to a particular number.


    ‘What is that?’ Syed shrieked, staring at it in horror. ‘What are you doing?’


    ‘Just relax,’ said Albion, bringing the injector to the terrorist’s neck. The Pakistani tried to twist away, but had nowhere to go. ‘You’re going to have a brainstorm.’


    He pulled the trigger.


    Syed screamed, face contorting as if he had been burned – then the sound faded to a gurgle in his throat as every muscle in his body tensed, tendons straining under his skin.


    Albion tapped a key on the black-cased machine. The words on the display changed. ACTIVE: PERSONA TRANSFER IN PROGRESS. Columns of rapidly changing numbers scrolled up a window on one side of the screen. An oval object appeared beside it; a stylised graphic of a human brain, seen from above. It shimmered, each pixel subtly shifting in hue.


    The changes suddenly became anything but subtle.


    Syed’s eyes went wide, pupils constricting and flicking from side to side with unnatural speed. Adam also reacted, fingers clenching. His eyes began to flicker just like Syed’s – as if in time to their movements.


    Albion watched the screen. The graphic was now flaring, swathes of colour sweeping across it. The scrolling numbers moved ever faster, barely legible, but he took in enough from them to nod in satisfaction. ‘The transfer looks good,’ he announced.


    ‘How much longer?’ Tony asked.


    ‘The usual amount of time. Two or three minutes.’


    Tony turned to Kyle. ‘What are our friends outside doing?’


    ‘They’re checking the next street,’ Kyle answered. The three men being watched by the hovering drone had split up, a blue symbol generated by the automatic tracking software highlighting each. Khattak was still at the intersection looking back at the square, seeming unwilling to accept that his quarry had left it. One of his companions was heading right along the road, while the other skirted the buildings to the left, checking for unlocked doors.


    Tony jabbed a finger at Khattak. ‘As long as this guy’s still watching, we can’t take Syed out of here.’


    ‘What’s he gonna do, just stand there staring at the van?’ said Baxter. ‘He’ll move.’


    ‘He’ll have to, otherwise—’ Tony broke off, finger moving to the leftmost blue symbol as the man within it moved out of sight behind a building. ‘Where’s this guy going? Kyle, get him back in view.’


    Kyle was already working the controls. ‘I can’t get an angle on him. I think he’s gone inside.’


    ‘Damn. Keep watching, we need to find him – but zoom back out. We can’t lose track of the other guys either.’


    Kyle did so. The computer reacquired Marwat. Khattak had not moved from the intersection – but he had at least turned away from the square. ‘He looks pissed. I think he’s gonna leave soon.’


    ‘Let’s hope so.’ Tony turned back to the strange tableau on the floor. ‘Roger?’


    ‘Not long now,’ Albion replied. He checked the screen again. The colour changes on the graphic gradually slowed. He watched the scrolling figures as they too reduced in speed, then tapped commands on the keyboard. CALCULATING LATENCY ESTIMATES. A new set of numbers appeared.


    They were to Albion’s satisfaction. ‘That should do it,’ he announced, turning back to Adam and unfastening the skullcap’s strap. ‘Can you hear me?’


    Adam blinked several times, then sat up sharply. ‘Roger! Did it . . .’ His voice had changed again, a new and different accent discernible even in a mere three words.


    ‘Let’s find out, shall we?’ Albion looked the younger man straight in the eye. ‘What is your name?’


    The reply was immediate. ‘Malik Syed.’
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    No Reception


    The others watched in fascination as Albion continued to ask questions. ‘Your date of birth?’


    ‘The eighth of March 1982.’


    ‘Place of birth?’


    ‘Mushtarzi.’


    ‘Where is that?’


    ‘It is a small town about ten kilometres south-west of Peshawar.’


    ‘Okay. Your mother’s name?’


    ‘Hadeel.’


    ‘When is her birthday?’


    ‘The fifteenth of September.’


    ‘What is your most guilty secret?’


    Adam hesitated, shamefaced, before answering. ‘I . . . I watch pornography. Western pornography. There is a man in Islamabad who sells me DVDs. They are . . . they are foul, whores debasing themselves, but I cannot stop myself.’


    ‘So he watches some good old American porno,’ said Kyle. ‘Nothing wrong with that!’


    Holly Jo gave him a tired look of disgust. ‘Knock it off, Kyle,’ said Tony firmly. ‘And find that other guy.’ There were still only two blue symbols on the screen. ‘Roger, is he ready?’


    Albion asked Adam a few more questions, all purely factual queries about Syed’s past. The answers were prompt, without hesitancy. ‘I think the transfer’s fine.’


    ‘What about you, Adam? How do you feel?’


    Adam stood, brushing dust from the dirty floor off his coat. His accent was not the only thing that had changed; even his body language was subtly different. Toradze’s rolling swagger had gone, replaced by hunched wariness. He regarded the Americans around him almost with suspicion. ‘I’m fine. I’m ready for questioning.’ He gazed down at Syed, who was now still and staring blankly upwards, mouth agape. ‘Or he is. We are.’


    Holly Jo shifted uncomfortably. ‘It’s too weird when you do that. You sound just like him.’


    ‘I think like him, too.’ Adam’s intense stare did nothing to ease her discomfort.


    ‘Hopefully not too much like him,’ said Tony. ‘Okay, we’ve got what we need. Time to put Syed back where we found him.’


    ‘We should just kill the son of a bitch,’ rumbled Baxter. ‘Now that we know everything he knows,’ a glance at Adam, ‘we’d be doing the world a favour.’


    ‘If Syed’s group doesn’t realise they’ve been compromised, they’ll carry on with their current operations – which we’ll soon know all about. We can take out the entire cell in one go.’ Tony looked at his watch. ‘Eleven minutes since we bagged him. John, turn his watch back . . . eight minutes.’


    ‘Kind of a long gap,’ said Holly Jo, as Baxter crouched and lifted Syed’s left wrist.


    ‘We’ll have to live with it. Roger, the amnestetic.’


    Albion replaced the injector’s vial with one containing a paler liquid. ‘I assume you want the blackout to start before he was captured?’ Tony nodded. ‘Five millilitres of Mnemexal should do it.’


    The big man waited for Baxter to adjust the watch, then injected the terrorist’s neck. Syed’s eyes closed and he went limp.


    ‘How long before he wakes up?’ asked Perez.


    ‘Ten minutes or so, but you’ll have adequate warning.’


    ‘Get those ties off him and take him back to the van,’ Tony ordered. ‘Kyle, is the square clear?’


    ‘A couple of people went through, but I don’t think they were Syed’s guys,’ Kyle reported. ‘Neither of the two I can see have line of sight on the square.’


    ‘What about the third one?’


    ‘He hasn’t come back out.’


    Tony examined the screen. The surrounding structures directly abutted each other. The missing man could be anywhere inside. ‘The clock’s ticking – we’ve got to move him now. We’ll keep the op centre running until you’ve made the drop. Roger, go with John and keep an eye on Syed.’


    Albion removed the skullcap from the terrorist. He gestured at the machine. ‘What about the PERSONA?’


    ‘I’ll pack everything up.’


    Adam plucked the tiny tracker from Syed’s sleeve. ‘I’ll open the front door.’ He left the room. Baxter and his men picked up Syed and followed, Albion behind them.


    Tony looked back at the images from the drone. Khattak and Marwat were checking the nearby buildings.


    The third terrorist was still nowhere to be seen.


    Adam opened the door and looked out cautiously into the little square. Nobody was in sight. A chatter came from the van as Lak restarted the engine. ‘Where are the bad guys?’ he said.


    ‘Two of them are still on the next road,’ Tony replied via the earwig. ‘Can you see the third one?’


    He surveyed his surroundings. The rain had picked up again, but other than that there was no movement. ‘Nobody in sight.’


    ‘Okay. Go if you’re sure.’


    Another check of the exits from the square. Still no sign of Umar. ‘Looks clear.’ Baxter strode past him to the back of the Mercedes and pulled the doors wide.


    The three other men from the snatch team pressed close together to hide Syed’s slack form between them. They quickly climbed into the van. Adam stayed in the doorway, but it was not wide enough for the oversized Albion to squeeze past him. He stepped outside to let the bigger man through.


    ‘Sorry,’ said Albion, smiling. ‘Guess I could stand to lose a couple of pounds.’


    Adam made no comment. His gaze followed the doctor as he passed.


    Movement through the rain, a face behind a second-floor window. Umar—


    Adam threw himself back through the doorway as gunshots echoed across the square. One bullet struck the wall behind him.


    Another hit Albion.


    Blood spurted from a hole in his lower back. He fell to the wet mud, too shocked even to scream.


    Baxter and his team were already reacting to the attack with highly trained efficiency, dropping Syed and drawing their own weapons. Perez and Ware jumped from the Mercedes as Baxter and Spence stood at its open rear doors. All four had their pistols up, firing as one.


    Umar had pulled back, but that did not save him. The wall around the window was wood and plaster – giving no protection against the hail of .45 calibre rounds from the team’s handguns. A chunk of his forehead exploded away from his skull amid a spray of brain matter.


    ‘Shots fired!’ roared Baxter, free hand pressed to his earpiece. ‘Man down!’


    Adam stared at the motionless figure on the ground. Part of him felt a sudden, malicious glee: an American is dead! It wasn’t even exultation that a specific target had been hit – the death of any American would have received the same response. He angrily drove the thought back, jumping up and rushing outside.


    Perez was already checking Albion’s neck for a pulse. ‘He’s still alive!’


    ‘Get him back inside!’ Tony ordered.


    But Adam spoke over him. ‘Baxter! Get Syed to the drop point! We’ve got to complete the mission.’ He looked past the bullet-pocked building towards the road. Khattak had heard the shots and raced back to the intersection to investigate.


    Their eyes met.


    Khattak shouted a warning to Marwat, then ran, disappearing from view.


    Adam made an instant decision. He drew his own gun and sprinted after the fleeing terrorist. Marwat flashed through the intersection ahead, following Khattak.


    ‘Adam, what are you doing?’ Holly Jo said in concern.


    Tony’s voice was far harder. ‘Get back here! Roger needs medical help!’


    ‘We can use the emergency persona—’


    Adam cut her off. ‘We’d have to wipe Syed’s. And if you don’t get him to the drop point before he wakes up, Roger will have been shot for nothing.’ He reached the intersection and rounded the corner. The two men were still running from him. Khattak took something from his clothing.


    Not a gun; a phone.


    ‘Levon!’ Adam shouted as he ran. ‘The cell network – shut it down! Khattak’s going to warn the others!’


    The satellite delay meant that Levon took a moment to respond. ‘What? I can’t— Adam, I haven’t got that much access yet!’


    ‘Anything you can do to jam his phone, anything!’ Khattak was struggling to enter a number from memory as he ran, his group’s contacts too risky to commit to a SIM card – but it still would not take him long to thumb in eleven digits.


    Tony spoke. ‘Levon, can you give us a map of the local cell towers?’


    ‘Yes, but—’


    ‘Do it, quick! Kyle, find the nearest cell tower – and use the UAV’s self-destruct to take it out.’


    ‘Seriously?’ said Kyle, surprised – and thrilled. ‘Awesome!’


    ‘Is Syed moving yet?’ Adam asked.


    Holly Jo gave him the answer. ‘The van just left. But what about Roger?’


    ‘Either you can stabilise him, or you can’t.’ He didn’t know if the coldness of the statement was from Syed’s persona or his own.


    He was closing on Marwat, but not quickly enough, the young man’s fear fuelling him. Beyond him, Khattak was forced to lower the phone to keep his balance as he wove between people coming the other way, but he brought it back up the moment he cleared them, his thumb finding another digit on the keypad.


    In the office, Perez and Ware began first aid on Albion’s wound. Tony reluctantly looked away to Kyle’s screens. ‘Levon, where’s that damn map?’


    ‘It’s coming, it’s coming!’ came the frantic reply. ‘Okay, it’s on stream seven . . . now!’


    Holly Jo overlaid the incoming data on the satellite image of Peshawar. Dozens of dots popped up. She zoomed in on those around the green symbol marking Adam’s position. ‘Kyle, I’m sending the nearest towers to you.’


    ‘Got ’em,’ Kyle replied. ‘Okay, closest one is . . . rooftop, a hundred and twenty metres west of the drone.’ He glanced at Tony for confirmation.


    ‘Take it out,’ Tony snapped.


    ‘All right!’ He took the UAV’s controls, re-angling its camera so that instead of looking down it showed the view ahead, and swung the drone round on a new course. ‘Can’t believe you’re finally letting me do this . . .’


    The little aircraft dropped towards the rooftops. ‘There,’ said Tony, pointing. A six-storey building was home to a skeletal tower.


    ‘I see it.’ The phone mast grew rapidly as Kyle swept the drone in on its kamikaze run, aiming for the crown of antennae. But instead of crashing, he slowed the quadrotor sharply just before impact. It was built of lightweight materials, so simply ramming it into a target would have done little more than glancing damage.


    The self-destruct unit would deliver far more. The explosive running through the UAV’s fuselage was intended not merely to wreck the machine but to completely obliterate it, preventing its sophisticated camera and computer systems from falling into the wrong hands.


    Kyle flipped up a protective cover on the control console to reveal a red button. He stabbed it down, hard. ‘Bickety-boom!’


    The feed from the drone’s camera went blank.


    Khattak entered the final digit. He clamped the phone to his ear, looking back as he raced into an alley. Marwat was not far behind him; Toradze was catching up fast.


    A voice from the other end of the crackling line. ‘Hello?’


    ‘Nasir, it’s Muhammad!’ Khattak gasped. ‘Tor—’ He broke off as a loud bang came from somewhere nearby, echoing off buildings. A grenade? ‘Toradze is working with the Americans! They’ve captured Syed!’


    There was no answer. ‘Nasir? Nasir, can you hear me?’ Still only silence; even the crackle had gone. He looked at the phone’s screen. NO NETWORK. But he was in the middle of the city!


    The explosion. Toradze’s associates must have destroyed the nearest phone mast, cutting him off.


    But they would only have taken such drastic measures if they had been unable to shut down the entire network. If he got close enough to another mast, he could get a connection. The towers were dotted all over Peshawar – surely one couldn’t be far . . .


    A rooftop! If he were clear of the surrounding buildings, he would get a better signal. Khattak reached the end of the alley, emerging on a street. He looked up.


    An apartment block across the road stood five floors high, taller than its neighbours. Rain-soaked washing hung heavily from a line on its roof. There was a way up there. He swerved around a passing autorickshaw and ran for the building’s entrance. ‘Don’t let him get to the roof!’ he called back to Marwat.


    ‘The cell tower’s down,’ Holly Jo told Adam. ‘We cut off his call.’


    Adam didn’t reply. It wouldn’t take Khattak long to get into range of another mast.


    Marwat angled right as he ran out from the alley’s far end, following Khattak. Adam was only seconds behind, gaining on the two men. He had the SIG in his hand, but knew that the chances of hitting a running target while he himself was sprinting were practically zero, even with his training. Instead, he rushed into the open—


    To see a car coming at him.


    The battered Nissan was barely doing twenty miles per hour, but still slithered on the wet road, ill-maintained brakes shrilling. Adam banged both hands down on its hood to absorb some of the impact, taking a painful blow to his hip. He staggered before regaining his balance and continuing after Marwat. The driver yelled angrily as he ran past.


    The collision had cost him several seconds. Khattak had disappeared into a building. Marwat went through its entrance.


    A woman cried out. His gun had been seen. He ignored the spreading alarm and ran to the entrance.


    A small lobby area floored in dirty red tile. He heard the rapid thud of footsteps from the narrow wooden staircase.


    They’ll set an ambush on the stairs . . .


    Adam’s own assessment of the situation was the same as Syed’s. But he had to make the ascent to stop Khattak from warning the rest of the terrorist cell. He ran up the stairs, gun at the ready.


    When would the attack come? Marwat would be waiting – but on which floor?


    The stairwell was confined, dark. He pounded up it, the umbrella’s handle scraping against the wall. Nobody on the first landing. He could still hear hurrying feet above as Khattak headed for the roof.


    He continued upwards. Was Marwat waiting for him on the next landing, or the one after?


    This one—


    The Pakistani lunged into view, pointing his gun down the stairs – but Adam was prepared and had his own weapon raised. He fired just as Marwat saw the danger and jerked back. The bullet narrowly missed and hit a wall, scattering scabs of shattered plaster.


    He reached the landing. Marwat’s pistol came up—


    Adam swept his own gun arm across Marwat’s chest to knock the muzzle away as the terrorist pulled the trigger. The shot was painfully loud in the confined space. The American drove his shoulder against the other man’s sternum, slamming him back against the wall.


    With his right arm holding his opponent’s gun at bay, Adam couldn’t get a shot with the SIG. Instead he drove his left fist into Marwat’s stomach. Two punches, three. The terrorist gasped in pain.


    Adam shifted his weight, about to drive his elbow into the other man’s groin—


    Marwat threw himself forward.


    The impact made Adam stumble. As he fought to stay upright, Marwat charged, forcing him across the landing.


    They crashed against a door. It burst open, the lock splintering from the frame. Adam tripped as he reeled into the room. Both men fell, the American taking the brunt as he collided with a small table. It collapsed beneath him. Marwat landed heavily on top of him, knocking the breath from Adam’s lungs . . .


    And the gun from his hand.


    Marwat immediately saw his advantage. He pushed himself off Adam.


    Adam swept his hand over the floor to search for the P228. He found no metal, only wood—


    The crouching terrorist brought up his gun – only to screech in pain as one of the broken table’s legs smashed against his wrist like a baseball bat. The shot went wide. Before he could recover, Adam’s heel hit his knee. He tumbled on to his back.


    Adam threw the makeshift club at him and rolled to search for his gun. It had ended up a few feet away. He scrambled for it.


    Marwat sat up, enraged. He saw his adversary moving and took aim—


    Adam was faster, snatching up the SIG and twisting to fire in a single fluid motion. The bullet hit Marwat in the right side of his chest, a rope of dark blood gushing out as he fell backwards.


    ‘Adam!’ It took him a moment to register Holly Jo’s voice in his ear over the adrenalin surge. ‘Are you okay?’


    He got to his feet. ‘I’m fine. One terrorist down. Tag this location – Imran’s people need to get a clean-up team here to remove the body. Third-floor apartment, on the left.’


    He went to the door. Marwat lay by it, bloodied hands pressed against the bullet hole. The terrorist groaned, looking up as Adam approached . . .


    The SIG roared twice.


    Wet starbursts of red and grey exploded across the floor from the exit wounds in Marwat’s skull. Adam stepped over the corpse and returned to the landing, resuming his run up the stairs.


    He would have compromised the mission if he had been left alive. Again, Adam and Syed shared the same cold, pragmatic view on the termination. But there was something else; part of it regret at the death of a comrade in the war against the infidels, another part . . .


    An almost visceral joy in taking a life.


    That was Syed. It was all Syed.


    It had to be.


    More floors passed, sounds of concern and confusion coming from the apartments as the residents reacted to the shots. On the top landing, a woman peered out timorously through her door, only to slam it shut as Adam rushed past.


    The last set of stairs led to the roof. Daylight from above – the door at the top was ajar.


    He ran towards it.
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    The Only Way Is Down


    Khattak had also heard the shots. He didn’t know if Marwat or Toradze had fired last, but was taking no chances, his gun covering the stairs as he held up his phone, trying to get a signal. There had to be another mast in range, there had to be . . .


    He reached the roof’s edge, the ground several vertiginous floors below. Still no network. He glanced at the stairwell. No movement. Back at the phone—


    An icon appeared. He had reception! Only one bar, but that was all he needed. He redialled the last number.


    Adam stopped just before the top of the stairs. He peeked through the doorway. The residents obviously considered the rooftop as much a part of their living space as their apartments. It was strung with washing lines, padlocked wooden boxes stacked beneath a makeshift shelter of corrugated metal.


    But Khattak was out of sight.


    With the drone destroyed, Adam had no extra eyes to help him. It was him versus the terrorist, and the other man had the advantage: there was only one place from where his pursuer could appear.


    But he heard a voice, somewhere to the left. Khattak. Syed recognised it instantly. He will be warning Nasir about the Americans!


    Adam rushed up the last steps and out on to the roof.


    He spun to the left, gun raised in a two-handed grip. Khattak was at the edge of the roof, pistol pointed straight at him – but the mere act of speech had slowed his reactions. Only by a fraction of a second, but enough for Adam to drop and roll sideways. The bullet seared past him.


    He jumped up to return fire as Khattak ran along the roof’s edge. Sodden washing on the lines blocked Adam’s line of sight. He aimed at where he thought the other man would be and pulled the trigger, but hit nothing except wet cloth.


    There was a chimney-like brick structure near the rooftop’s corner. Khattak darted behind it, pressing his back against the wall. He returned the phone to his ear. ‘Nasir, I’m being—’ Three beeps interrupted him: a dropped call. The chimney had been enough to block the weak connection. ‘No!’


    Adam heard the cry of dismay, immediately guessing its cause. He ducked past the washing and advanced on the chimney—


    Khattak burst out from behind the brickwork at a sprint – and leapt off the roof.


    Adam didn’t have time to fire before the other man fell out of view. A thump and a pained yell reached him. He ran to see where Khattak had gone.


    Another apartment block, a storey lower, came into view below. The two buildings were separated by an alley about twelve feet wide. The Pakistani had made a hard landing on the roof, which was even more cluttered than the one he had just left. He scrambled behind a pigeon loft.


    Adam knew he had to follow. But he would be vulnerable in mid-air, more so immediately after landing. Easy prey for the terrorist.


    Unless—


    He backed up, then made a running leap across the gap . . .


    And opened fire in mid-air, unleashing every remaining round in the SIG at the wooden loft – not with any expectation of hitting Khattak, but to force him to stay in cover.


    The trigger clicked, the gun’s slide locking back. Empty. The roof rushed at him—


    The impact sent a hammer-blow of pain through his legs. He rolled. The umbrella in his coat pocket dug hard into his side as he came to a stop and looked up.


    Khattak was just a metre away, having ducked as bullets tore through the pigeon loft. He blinked in surprise at the sight of the American.


    No time to reload. Adam dropped the P228 and sprang at him, tackling the Pakistani back against the wooden structure. Birds flapped in panic inside their cages. Khattak staggered, his gun clattering away across the roof.


    But he was far from incapacitated, delivering a vicious kick to Adam’s stomach. The American lurched back. Khattak straightened and reached into his jacket.


    He pulled out a knife.


    Adam stared at the nasty little blade. It was only about four inches long, but it was serrated, sharp, strong.


    And Khattak knows how to use it.


    Syed’s memories provided proof. The terrorist was well-practised with a knife, both for fighting and for his own personal pleasure. More than one man had been tortured with it, finally meeting a bloody end at Khattak’s hands while his leader watched approvingly. The image of flesh peeling away from bone as easily as the skin of an orange flashed through Adam’s mind.


    Khattak read the wariness on the American’s face. His mouth twisted into a cruel smile as he swept the blade in a series of swift, measured movements, a cobra swaying before the strike. He stepped closer.


    Adam kept his gaze fixed on the knife. Syed’s knowledge of his comrade was betraying him. Khattak would be overconfident—


    The blade thrust at his face.


    He jerked back. Another stab forced him to sidestep. Khattak advanced, jabbing the knife. Adam dodged each time, but realised that the Pakistani was trying to corner him. He had to fight back or be trapped.


    Weight in his coat. The umbrella.


    He snatched it out, wielding it like a truncheon. Khattak let out a mocking laugh. He lunged, the knife aimed at the American’s chest—


    Adam whipped up the umbrella. The terrorist yelped in startled pain as it cracked against his hand. Hard. The flimsy-looking cylinder was solid as a cosh.


    It was no ordinary umbrella.


    Anger drove him to attack again, the knife slashing at Adam’s throat. The umbrella blurred to intercept with another heavy thud. Khattak gasped through bared teeth.


    Adam watched him closely, reading his face, his body movements. Khattak was still angry, but now cautious too, knowing that his advantage had shrunk. Another stab – but this stopped short, a feint, changing direction as Adam moved to block. The blade’s tip sliced through his sleeve . . . and the skin beneath.


    This time it was Adam who let out an involuntary gasp. The cut was not deep, but it burned like a thin line of acid.


    Khattak’s malevolent smile returned. Adam suppressed Syed’s anger, controlling his own.


    Another stab—


    Adam batted his arm away – then slammed the umbrella against the side of Khattak’s head.


    The Pakistani lurched back. Before he could recover, Adam hit him twice more, rapid yet brutal blows to his face.


    Khattak retreated, expression now fearful. Adam kept pace as the pair circled. The terrorist made an experimental jab at him, but it was easily deflected. ‘Who are you?’ demanded Khattak. ‘Who are you really?’


    Adam had no answer. He continued circling, waiting for the next strike . . .


    Khattak made his attack – but not the one Adam expected.


    He didn’t stab with the knife. Instead he roared and rushed at the American, the blade leading his charge like a rhino’s horn.


    Adam delivered a fierce hit to his head with the umbrella, but not hard enough to fell him. He twisted to dodge the knife.


    He was only partly successful. It ripped through his coat, slashing across his chest. Khattak ploughed into him, knocking him backwards. They crashed against the pigeon loft. Cages broke open, terrified birds blinding Adam in a swirl of flapping wings. His foot caught something and he fell. He sensed as much as saw Khattak through the maelstrom and kicked as hard as he could. The Pakistani stumbled away from him.
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