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1


The first killing took place in Dubai.


Mako Simeon was a Filipino labourer, seventeen years old. He’d arrived in the United Arab Emirates six months ago. Work was plentiful here, people told him. They were always building luxury hotels along the seafront and they needed manpower. They forgot to add that the pay was poor and the labourers accommodated in shacks where Mako would have thought twice about housing an animal. The facilities were never clean, nor were the labourers. The Dubai authorities made a special effort to keep them hidden from the tourists. Mako understood why. No doubt they made a dispiriting sight as they shuffled off the coaches that bussed them into the centre before dawn, and out again once the sun set. Nobody came to Dubai to see that sort of thing.


Mako alighted from the bus that morning with no expectation that today would be different from any other. He had his routine. The foremen allowed them ten minutes before starting work, and these minutes were precious to him. He took his packed breakfast to the far side of the building site. Here he could sit in peace, eat his sandwich and drink his water. These few minutes before sunrise were hot enough to draw a sweat, but they were still the coolest part of the day. He preferred to spend them alone. It meant nobody would hassle him to swap his breakfast for cigarettes.


He sat on a pile of bricks beneath a complex network of scaffolding, his back to the building site. In front of him was the Persian Gulf. A few ships twinkled out at sea as dawn was staining the horizon. He thought about home and when he might be able to return there. He chewed his sandwich thoughtfully, then looked down at the remnants of it in his hands. The sandwich smelled bad. Really bad. It turned his stomach. He sniffed it, then thought maybe it wasn’t the sandwich after all. There were all manner of smells on this building site, many unfamiliar, some foul. Mako didn’t want to be put off his breakfast. He carefully rewrapped his food, stowed it in a pocket, and pushed himself down from the pile of bricks. He’d find somewhere else to eat.


Mako suddenly glimpsed something in the shadows. At first he thought it was another labourer with the same idea as him: to get away from the crowd and eat breakfast alone. He could see the outline of his head and shoulders. But almost as soon as that thought crossed his mind, another caught up with it. The stench was noticeably worse here, and the person wasn’t moving.


Mako squinted in the darkness. The person was sitting down, his back against one of the upright scaffolding poles. A cold dread flooded over the young Filipino labourer. He considered running back to the others, but something stopped him. He pulled his T-shirt up over his nose to mask the smell. Then he approached the figure. ‘Who’s that?’ he said in Filipino Tagalog, his voice cracking. ‘Are you okay?’


There was no reply. Mako stepped nearer. He wished he hadn’t.


That the person was dead was not the most distressing thing. Mako had seen corpses before. It was the manner of the death that sickened him. The figure’s neck was bound to the upright pole by a sturdy plastic cable tie. The neck bulged against the cable tie, its skin swollen and waxy. Mako could not see the corpse’s wrists, but they seemed to be tied behind his back. The dead man wore a white T-shirt. In life he had been muscular, and his firm pectorals still bulged beneath the cotton. Now he saw that the material was stained dark with blood. It had dripped on to his chest from the side of his face, and the source of the blood was the corpse’s ears, or that part of the head where they had once been. Horrific semi-glistening scabs had formed over either side of the head, like gruesome earphones. The two severed ears were lying on the man’s lap.


Mako vomited. He couldn’t stop himself. Then he staggered back, almost tripping, before sprinting back to the others, shouting wildly about the horror he’d just witnessed.


 


The second killing took place in Ghana.


Arron Borthwick was a successful businessman with a penchant for palm wine and black women. On his frequent trips to Accra he was able to indulge both vices. His oil interests in the country were thriving. He’d earned more in the past year than most people could spend in several lifetimes. He could easily retire, kick back and spend some quality time with his money. Certainly he could delegate these business excursions to somebody else. But where would the fun be in that, when he could tickle his fancy here in Africa?


It was Arron’s habit to install himself in the Presidential Suite of the Intercontinental hotel in the centre of Accra. Here he could carry out his business meetings by day. By night he chose less refined surroundings. There were places on the outskirts where a man with his appetites could go. Here, for the price of one of the cheaper cocktails on the bar menu at the Intercontinental, he could engage the services of three Ghanaian women and enough palm wine to keep them going till morning.


Arron wasn’t stupid. He always used a condom, and that wasn’t the only protection he insisted on. He knew he was a target for kidnappers or opportunistic thieves. Whenever he stepped outside the Intercontinental, he took a guy. And because he could afford it, Arron Borthwick employed only the best. Liam Armitage had been in his service for nearly a year now. Arron’s previous bodyguard had recommended him. ‘Former 22, A Squadron, fucking animal in a scrap. Just make sure you pay him on time.’


Arron had only once seen Liam in action. They were leaving one of his preferred brothels when the pimp who’d supplied Arron’s girls pulled a knife on him and demanded his wallet. Arron knew Liam routinely carried two firearms: a snubnose revolver holstered above his ankle, and a harder-hitting 9mm pistol across his chest. Liam hadn’t bothered to use either. He simply stepped up to the pimp, knocked the knife away with one hand, and pummelled him in the face with the other. By the time he’d finished, the pimp was unconscious and bloodied on the floor, and Arron was congratulating himself on choosing a former SAS soldier to look after him. He paid Liam a substantial bonus that week.


Today, though, he was concerned. He’d made a real pig of himself with the girls the previous night and hadn’t left the brothel till sunrise, very drunk. He was lairy with one of the pimps, forcing Liam to manhandle him out of the brothel and into his black SUV. Back at the hotel, Liam deposited Arron in his suite to recover, then headed off to his own rather smaller room. Now it was 8 p.m. Arron hadn’t seen his bodyguard since that morning. Normally Liam checked in on his principal every hour. Arron was worried that he’d pissed him off, and the last thing he needed was to spend precious time looking for a new BG.


He dialled Liam’s number. It went straight to voicemail. Jesus, Arron thought. He must be fuming. Liam always answered when his principal called. He decided to head to the bodyguard’s room and offer him another bonus. Five hundred should do the trick. He could hand it over in cash, no questions asked, no hard feelings.


Arron had a key card for Liam’s room. Liam always insisted on it. That way, if Arron noticed anything unusual when he was alone, he had a place to hide. He knocked on the door first. No answer. He knocked a second time. Nothing. He swiped the key card, opened up, and stepped inside.


He immediately knew something was wrong. The blackout curtains were closed and the lights were off. There was a smell. Not the usual musty odour of a room occupied by a single man, but something more pungent. Arron held his breath as he slid the key card into the slit by the light switch. The lights in the room lit up. From the doorway, Arron could just see the end of the bed and Liam’s booted feet.


‘Liam?’ he said. ‘You awake? I’ve got a little extra something for you. Overtime.’


No reply.


‘Mate?’ Arron stepped into the room. As he walked forward, a fly buzzed towards him and landed on his face. He swatted it away with a wave of his arms. Then he saw his bodyguard lying on the bed. He felt his knees weaken.


Liam had been shot. Arron was no expert in these matters, but that much was obvious. A substantial portion of his head was blown away, exposing shards of skull, brain matter, viscous fluid and matted hair. A second fly crawled around the wound. The pillows had absorbed horrific quantities of blood. Liam’s arms were stretched out in a crucifix position. His hands were fingerless stumps. They had leached more blood into the duvet. Clouds of red bloomed around them like boxing gloves. The fingers themselves were neatly laid on Liam’s bare chest.


Arron staggered back. His breath was short, as if he’d just jumped into icy water. The room spun as he tried to get out of there. Uncertain on his feet, he collapsed against the bathroom door, then jumped away from it as if electrocuted. What if someone was in there? He hurled himself out into the corridor and galloped towards the lift, where he pressed the button incessantly until the doors opened.


On the ground floor there was a line of guests at reception. Arron barged past them and pushed his way to the outraged concierge. He was sweating heavily, and so distraught he could barely get the words out. ‘Call the police,’ he said. ‘Quickly. And get me the British High Commission. Don’t just stand there staring at me, you idiot. Do it! Now!’


 


The third killing took place in Florida.


Candace Sweeting was one of the best-known real estate agents in the area. She had a body that made the husbands look twice, and a friendly, confidential, easygoing nature that made the wives think she was their best friend. She used these attributes ruthlessly to gain clients and close deals. There was barely a property in this part of Palm Beach that hadn’t, at one time or another, been sold by Candace.


She liked being a realtor. The money was good, sure, but that wasn’t the main draw. Candace was interested in people. What better way to learn about other people’s lives, she’d tell her friends, than stepping across their thresholds and into their homes. She’d seen it all. Sugar daddies in palatial residences with beauty-queen wives waiting for them to die. Greedy children ushering their dementia-ridden parents into care. Crazies with gun rooms that would give a Navy Seal a hard-on.


Candace was single and she liked it that way. It meant she could play the field just as much as she wanted, and she did so enthusiastically. Not with her clients – it would be foolish to get a reputation with the wives of Palm Beach. But she welcomed plenty of young men into her warm embrace, only to discard them as quickly as she’d picked them up. Some people had a word for women like Candace, but that didn’t bother her. It was the twenty-first century, for Chrissakes. Why should the guys get all the fun?


Of course, she had to be careful. She’d learned her lesson five years previously when she picked up a guy at a sports bar on Superbowl night. They shared a few beers and she invited him back to her place. The sex was great and he was reluctant to leave in the morning. Nothing new there. Candace often had to kick them out after coffee and eggs. But when she returned from work that afternoon he was loitering on the sidewalk outside her house, hoping for a repeat performance. She asked him to leave. He got angry. She got a black eye. It was when the police were taking him away that she decided not to use her own home for her trysts again.


For a while she tried hotels but they were so impersonal, not to mention expensive. It was only after a housekeeping maid walked into a room at the Holiday Inn to find her riding the cowgirl with a pathetically grateful Math student from Florida International University, that she realised her solution was obvious and simple. She was a real estate agent! She had the keys and burglar alarm codes to twenty or thirty properties at any one time. Often the owners were out of town, and they trusted Candace to show potential purchasers around whenever it suited her. Problem solved!


There was a special thrill, she soon discovered, to making love in a stranger’s house. Perhaps it was a role-play thing. Perhaps the small chance that the owners might return lent a pleasurable frisson to the encounters. Candace liked it. For the past four years she’d brought guys back to these places on a monthly basis, sometimes more often. She even, on one occasion, sold a property on the back of it. That was a good day’s work.


Tonight promised to be fun. The young man in the passenger seat played guitar in a band she’d been to see that night with some girlfriends. They started chatting and Candace popped the question. Guitar man said yes. They always did. Candace already had a property in mind. A spacious three-bedroom pool home, as the property details had it, with breakfast nook, formal dining area and sunset views. Also, as the property details didn’t mention, a vast double bed and the added benefits that it wasn’t overlooked by any nosey neighbours, and best of all the owner was out of town for several weeks.


The owner. As Candace unlocked the door, her eager guitarist in tow, she smiled at the thought of him. A Brit, and not a bad-looking one either. Early forties, black hair on the turn to an attractive grey, twinkling blue eyes and a reserved manner. But strong, and sharp, and slightly mysterious. When Candace asked him where he was headed, he evaded the question. That was three days ago, and she hadn’t been back to the house since.


She disabled the alarm, switched on a lamp in the entrance hall, and turned to her guy. They didn’t mess about. Neither of them doubted why they were here. Candace’s two-piece trouser suit was in a crumpled heap on the floor in under a minute. Guitar man was topless, his tight jeans unbuckled. Wearing only her expensive underwear she took him by the hand and led him up the stairs towards the master bedroom. She stood in the doorway, as though blocking it, then kicked the door open with her heel while hooking her hand round her guy’s neck and pulling his lips to hers. As they kissed, she felt for the dimmer switch inside the bedroom and switched it on.


Guitar man choked, mid-kiss. It was unpleasant for Candace and she pulled back. ‘Jeez,’ she said. ‘What the hell’s wrong with you?’ Guitar man didn’t seem to have heard her. He was staring over her shoulder and his tanned, pretty face had drained white. She turned, then grabbed hold of him as she saw the sight that awaited them.


The owner of the house was lying on the bed. He was naked. His throat was cut and the wound had bled profusely over his chest. But this wasn’t his most grotesque injury. Candace found herself staring at the man’s groin. Someone had removed his genitals, leaving a gaping hole where they should be. The genitals themselves were on the carpet by the bed, a pale, bloodied mound of gristle.


Candace felt herself hyperventilating. Guitar man had already wrestled her away from him and was running down the stairs. Candace staggered back, desperate to leave this place but somehow unable to take her eyes from the horror. She finally turned and hurried down the stairs, feeling cold, ridiculous, and more than a little sordid in her skimpy underwear. Guitar man had already left the building by the time she was pulling on her trouser suit. She fumbled for her cell phone, took a moment to regulate her breathing, then dialled 911.


Ten minutes later there were four police cars parked outside, their lights silently flashing. Candace sat on a low wall in the front yard, her head in her hands, her face wet with tears, silently promising herself that she would never, ever, do something like this again.


 


The first killing took place on January 12, the second on February 3. Candace Sweeting had let herself into the spacious three-bedroomed pool home with breakfast nook, formal dining area and sunset views on March 6.


On March 9, they called Danny Black.










2


Few things travel more quickly than gossip in the corridors and squadron hangars of SAS headquarters in Hereford. If that gossip concerns the suspicious death of a Regiment man, it has extra thrust.


Danny Black heard the news about Ben Bullock, formerly of A Squadron, while he was on the range. There was a thin drizzle. It matted Danny’s dark hair to his scalp, soaked into his digital camo gear and made it more difficult to group the rounds from his Diemaco accurately on the target at the end of the range. He was minutely tweaking the sights when his companion Roscoe said, ‘You hear about this shitstorm in Dubai?’


Roscoe was a funny one. He’d been badged for three years, and for most of that time Danny barely spoke to the guy. But in the couple of months since Danny returned from his last op, Roscoe had latched on to him. Danny knew he had a reputation in the Regiment and was used to the other guys quizzing him about previous ops. Roscoe took that to a different level and never seemed disheartened when Danny closed down every line of enquiry.


‘What shitstorm?’ Danny asked. He raised the Diemaco, lined the sights with the target, and released three rounds in quick succession. They clustered precisely around the target’s forehead.


‘They found Ben Bullock on some building site out there. Properly fucked up.’


‘Fucked up how?’ Danny remembered Bullock, and not that fondly. He’d been an old-timer when Danny first joined the Regiment. In Danny’s opinion, he gave the SAS a bad name.


‘Well, dead, obviously,’ Roscoe said. ‘But they took his ears off as well.’


‘Who’s they?’


Roscoe shrugged. ‘Dunno. Could be anyone. Fella like Bullock probably wasn’t too fussy who he freelanced for.’


That was true enough. Bullock had a reputation. Danny remembered the first time he met him. It was only a few weeks after he’d passed selection, and he’d settled into the Crown in Hereford for a few jars with some of the other lads. Bullock was with another group of Regiment boys. He’d gone out of his way to pick a fight with a couple of Asian men minding their own business at the bar. They’d ended up in A & E. Now Danny thought about it, did one of them end up in a wheelchair? It was all brushed under the carpet, of course. Bullock was too good a soldier. The Regiment couldn’t afford to lose him on account of one drunken night in the pub. He and Danny had crossed paths on a number of occasions since then. Danny soon worked out that the only offence those two men in the pub were guilty of was not having white skin. Bullock was a racist. Simple as that.


A racist maybe, but he wouldn’t let that get in the way of earning himself a living once he left the Regiment. ‘Dubai, you said?’ Danny asked.


‘Right,’ said Roscoe.


It figured. There were plenty of opportunities out in the Gulf for a man with Bullock’s skills. Oil-rich Arabs wanting the cachet of an ex-SAS man on their close-protection teams. Gun-runners needing some muscle and know-how. ‘Guess he stepped on the wrong toes,’ Danny said. ‘Simple enough to do out there, especially for a guy like Bullock.’


‘Sure. But to take his ears off? That’s a bit fucking keen, isn’t it?’


‘Dead’s dead,’ Danny said. He couldn’t find it in himself to mourn Ben Bullock. Not when so many of his real friends had died on ops.


‘Savage, mate,’ Roscoe grinned. ‘Nice one.’


Danny raised his weapon and released three more rounds. They clustered in a triangle around the target’s heart.


 


The story of Ben Bullock’s grisly end followed Danny around over the next three weeks. It seemed to have caught the imagination of some of the younger guys in camp. One kid, newly badged, spread a rumour that a serial killer was targeting SAS men, until the RSM pointed out that one murder didn’t make a serial killer, and would he kindly shut his fucking cakehole if he didn’t have anything useful to say. But each time Danny heard Bullock’s name, he remembered various other incidents that put the former SAS man in a less than favourable light. The time he’d made his presence felt to a Jewish guy in B Squadron by dumping a fistful of minced pork on his dinner tray. The rumour that he’d lit a target near Mosul knowing full well that it contained nothing more than two Iraqi children. The time he’d been photographed on the fringes of an EDF march, and had to persuade the CO that he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.


Ben Bullock had enemies, that was sure. Danny found himself trying to work out which of them had finally caught up with him.


Not that it was Danny’s problem. Like he’d said to Roscoe, dead’s dead. And Danny had other things to occupy himself. Life in camp was busy, and he was glad of it. The little flat in Hereford that he called home held nothing for him. His daughter, a bright, beautiful toddler, lived with her mum, who wanted Danny to have as little contact as possible. His dad had succumbed to dementia in his old folks’ home. He hadn’t heard from his druggie brother for months, and a good thing too. The more he could throw himself into work, the better. He was eager to be sent out on ops, but the head shed seemed to be holding back. Perhaps the powers that be had decided Danny Black was in line for a little R and R.


He was driving home from camp one evening when he heard the news on the radio. A former British Army soldier, Liam Armitage, has been found dead in Accra, the capital city of Ghana. It is thought that Mr Armitage was working in Ghana as a freelance bodyguard. The High Commission in Accra is helping local police with their enquiries, and Mr Armitage’s family have been informed.


Danny pulled over and turned the radio up. But the announcer had moved on to the next item, leaving Danny to ponder what he’d just heard. He knew Liam Armitage better than he’d known Ben Bullock, though he liked him just as little. Armitage was like Bullock’s shadow. When Bullock was causing trouble, Armitage was never far away. No doubt they were a good team on ops, because the head shed invariably deployed them together. And for both men to turn up dead within a few weeks of each other? That was suspicious. Maybe the new recruit with thoughts of serial killers wasn’t so far from the truth.


As usual, it was Roscoe who had the grisly details the following morning in camp. He sidled up as Danny was making coffee in the squadron hangar. ‘You hear what happened, buddy?’ He said it almost gleefully.


‘Armitage?’


‘Mate, he was . . .’


‘Fucked up?’


‘Right. Word is . . .’ Roscoe looked round, as if about to impart some great secret. ‘Word is, they blew his brains out and cut off his fingers.’ He held up his hands and wiggled his own fingers, as though explaining to Danny what they were.


Danny spooned sugar into his coffee. ‘What about his ears?’ he asked.


‘Nah, the ears were fine. At least, that’s what I heard – which is more than you can say for Bullock, right?’ Roscoe saw another mate entering the hangar, and hurried over to tell him the news.


Danny sipped his coffee, thinking hard. Bullock and Armitage, killed within a week of each other? It could be coincidence. It was in the nature of former Regiment guys to find themselves working in threatening environments. It wasn’t like they had the temperament to stack shelves at their local Asda. And maybe if their bodies hadn’t been mutilated, Danny would have been content to believe the two deaths weren’t linked. His instinct told him otherwise. He wondered who Bullock and Armitage could have antagonised so badly. Maybe it was nothing to do with their Regiment work. They’d been out of the game for a few years now, after all. But Bullock had died in Dubai, Armitage in Ghana. Different continents, thousands of miles apart. If they’d been working on something together, their operations were truly global.


Either that, or their deaths related back to a time when they were work colleagues. Big fish in the Regiment pond.


There was a pool table on the other side of the hangar. Roscoe and a few others had spread a newspaper out on the baize. No doubt they were reading the reports of Armitage’s death. The ops officer, Ray Hammond, walked past them. He was clutching an armful of folders and he paused by the guys crowded round the newspaper. He looked like he was about to say something to them, but held back. His eyes met Danny’s across the hangar. Danny inclined his head inquisitively. Hammond shook his, then left the hangar.


The Bullock–Armitage situation was none of Danny’s business. Over the next few days he had other matters to occupy himself. A three-day training excursion on Salisbury Plain. A HAHO training package for a bunch of guys from 1 Para that took him to RAF Lossiemouth in Scotland for a week. But in his quieter moments he found himself thinking about the two dead Regiment men, and all the times he’d seen them together. There was an operation in the Gulf of Aden, where the lads had teamed up with the SBS to go after a crowd of Somali pirates. Bullock and Armitage were first to board the ship and nailed three of the Somali kids before the rest of the team were even out of the water. They’d run a CP team for the Mayor of London on his trip to Pakistan – Bullock took delight in telling whoever would listen that if one of the locals put a bullet in the mayor, they’d be nailing one of their own. There was a training day in Belmarsh to keep their skills lively in the event of a prison riot – Danny remembered wondering if Bullock and Armitage were on the wrong side of the bars. But nothing he could recall gave any hint as to why somebody would have targeted them both, and in such a gruesome way. Bullock and Armitage may not have been Danny’s cup of tea, but when it came down to it they were good Regiment soldiers who got the job done and understood the importance of secrecy and personal security.


Maybe their deaths were coincidental, after all.


 


It snowed at the beginning of March. The grounds of RAF Credenhill looked bleaker than ever. The guys complained about having to do exercises in the white-out, of course, but they didn’t really mean it. A few inches of powder was nothing to a soldier for whom hiding out for days in an Arctic snow hole was an occupational hazard. Roscoe, though, was more vocal than the others. When Danny found himself taking a slash at the urinal next to him, he braced himself for a new barrage of complaints.


‘What about the latest, then?’ Roscoe said. There was something in his voice that caught Danny’s attention. Normally, when Roscoe was about to share some titbit, he was almost euphoric. Today he sounded, and looked, shaken.


Danny finished his piss and walked over to the basin. ‘I’m sure you’re about to fill me in,’ he said as he started to wash his hands.


‘Ollie Moorhouse,’ Roscoe said. In the mirror, Danny saw his mate shake himself off dramatically before joining him at the basin. ‘Dead.’


Danny turned off the tap. He was shocked. Ollie Moorhouse was a good mate of his, back in the day. When he left the army he moved to Florida. Danny had an open invitation to his place out there, which he’d never taken Ollie up on. ‘How do you know?’ he said.


‘Tom McKinnon, D Squadron. He’s got a friend in the Palm Beach Police Department. They’ve kept it out of the press but . . . Jesus, mate, it was fucking nasty.’ For once, Danny had the impression that Roscoe didn’t want to elaborate.


‘What happened to him?’


‘Whoever done it, they caught up with him at his house out there. They cut off his bollocks, mate. And his dick. Left them lying there on the carpet. This estate agent found them. Apparently he was trying to sell the place. Do you reckon he . . .’


Danny had stopped listening. He walked out of the toilets while Roscoe was still talking. Ollie’s death had just triggered a memory. He’d forgotten it, but now it was completely clear. It was five years ago, maybe six. He was new to the Regiment, and the RSM had given him a job. He was to collect a flight case full of weapons and deliver them to a safe house on the edge of Dartmoor. No more information was volunteered,and Danny knew better than to ask. He’d collected the gear, stowed it in the back of a Regiment jeep, and driven to Dartmoor that afternoon.


His destination was a disused guest house, miles from anywhere. It took hours to get there. He remembered stopping off at a village shop to buy a stash of chocolate bars and finding the jeep ticketed when he got back to it. By the time he arrived at the guest house it was dark. Four vehicles were parked outside. The ground-floor lights were on. On the first floor, darkness, with the exception of one window from which a pale light glowed. As Danny pulled up, he saw a figure at the front door. That was Ollie Moorhouse. He nodded a curt greeting as Danny stepped out of the jeep. ‘Where’s the stuff?’


‘In the back.’


‘Inside with it.’


There was an unspoken hierarchy. Ollie was an established SAS operator. Danny was the new boy. It was his job to carry in the flight case. He followed Ollie along a dark hallway with a flagstone floor, into a kitchen where two more Regiment guys were sitting with cans of lager in front of them. Danny didn’t know them at the time. Maybe that was why the memory had remained submerged until now. But he was sure of it.


The two guys in the kitchen were Bullock and Armitage.


‘Amazon delivery,’ Bullock observed. ‘Stick it by the door and fuck off back to Hereford, there’s a good boy.’


Danny turned to Ollie. ‘Where do you want it?’ he said.


Ollie smiled. ‘What he said,’ he replied. ‘And get yourself a beer from the fridge.’


Danny dumped the flight case of weapons and grabbed himself a drink. ‘So what’s the deal?’ he said, indicating the house in general. ‘I’m guessing this isn’t a country break.’


Bullock and Armitage remained stubbornly silent. It was left to Ollie to reply. ‘Training package,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a kid from the Special Reconnaissance Regiment, needs some schooling in the dark arts.’


Bullock snorted.


‘Ignore him,’ Ollie said. ‘He’s prejudiced. Even you’ve got to admit, Bullock, the boy learns fast.’


‘He’d learn a fuck of a sight faster if he didn’t have to stop and pray four times a day.’


‘And he’d do that a fuck of a sight faster if you didn’t keep hiding his prayer mat.’ Bullock grinned. Ollie gave Danny an apologetic look. ‘Welcome to the kindergarten,’ he said.


‘You two should keep your mouth shut,’ Armitage said. ‘Hereford want this under wraps, remember?’


‘It’s alright,’ Ollie replied. ‘I know Danny. He’ll keep quiet, won’t you, Danny?’


Danny shrugged. ‘About what?’ he said. He put his half-finished beer on the side. ‘I’m out of here,’ he said, and headed for the exit. Before he reached it, however, the door opened and a young man entered. He was in his early twenties, with a scraggly beard and dark skin. Danny remembered thinking he was possibly Iraqi or Afghan. He was tall and slim, but exuded a wiry strength and a fierce intelligence. He silently acknowledged Danny, then turned to the others. ‘I’m getting hungry,’ he said. ‘Shall we get some food on?’ He sounded English. If there was any accent, it was south London.


‘Bacon sarnies for dinner tonight, Abdul,’ Bullock said. He leaned back and took a swig from his beer without taking his eyes off the young man.


‘You want to be careful, Bullock,’ Ollie said. ‘Sniper training tomorrow.’


‘I’ll take my chances,’ Bullock said. ‘So what do you fancy, Abdul? Streaky or back?’


The question crackled in the silence. Finally the young man bowed his head. ‘I’ll see you all in the morning,’ he said. Strangely dignified, he turned and left.


‘Bacon for breakfast and all!’ Bullock called after him, sniggering at his own joke.


The atmosphere had turned sour. Danny didn’t want to be here. ‘I’ll see myself out,’ he said. He left the kitchen and headed back down the flagstone hallway to the door. Before he left the house, however, he patted down his jacket. There were two Mars bars there, left over from the chocolate he’d bought at the village shop. He thought for a moment, then climbed the stairs at the other end of the hallway. It was dark on the landing, but he saw light leaking from the bottom of a door on the left. He approached it and knocked.


‘Come in.’


Danny entered. The room was sparsely furnished, almost spartan. One single bed. One chair. A table and a rattling radiator. The young man was sitting on his bed reading a book. Danny chucked the Mars bars on to the bed. ‘We’re not all dickheads,’ he said.


The young man lowered his book. ‘Thank you,’ he said. He frowned, as though deciding whether or not to accept the chocolate. ‘I am very hungry,’ he said. ‘They worked me hard today.’


‘You should ignore Bullock,’ Danny said.


‘Maybe. Maybe not. Sniper training tomorrow, after all.’


The two men grinned. ‘You’d be doing us all a favour,’ Danny said. ‘I’m Danny, by the way. Danny Black.’


‘Nice to meet you, Danny Black. I’m . . .’


And there, Danny’s memory failed him. He couldn’t remember the name of that polite young Muslim who had accepted the two Mars bars so gratefully. Maybe that was because, after leaving the room and the safe house, and driving all the way back to Hereford, he’d never thought about him again. Danny was embarking on the life of a Regiment soldier. A life where staying alive meant focusing on the present and not thinking too much about the past.


But Danny thought about him now, as he left Roscoe in the toilets and marched down the corridors of SAS HQ. And he thought about him that evening, as he sat alone in his flat, a microwave lasagne uneaten on the plate in front of him, some shit on TV playing mutely in the corner of the room. He couldn’t stop thinking about him. That young Muslim man was a link between three SAS guys who had recently turned up dead and mutilated. Did he seem the type? Not really, Danny thought, but he checked himself. Bullock had been a right bastard to him that day. And knowing him as Danny did, there was little doubt that he’d been equally unpleasant in the days before and the days after. How much abuse could a guy take before deciding that some time, somewhere, he’d make things even?


Another thought occurred to him. It wasn’t easy to kill an SAS man. The vigilance and situational awareness that kept them alive on the job soon became second nature. If you wanted to kill a Regiment guy, you needed to think like a Regiment guy. And who was more likely to do that than somebody who had been under the tutelage of an SAS training team?


Danny’s mobile rang and he started. He pulled out his phone. Number withheld. He answered it as cautiously as always.


‘Yeah?’


‘It’s me.’ Danny recognised the voice of Ray Hammond, the ops officer.


‘Ray, what the fuck, it’s nearly midnight?’


‘Then you’d better get your beauty sleep. I want you in here at 06.30 tomorrow.’


‘What for?’ Danny asked. But he’d have to wait to find out. The telephone line was dead.


 


Danny had a broken night. Mutilated SAS men populated his dreams, along with a tough, wiry young Muslim soldier who repeatedly introduced himself but whose name Danny couldn’t quite catch. He got up at 04.30 and went for a run, pounding the slushy pavements of Hereford by lamplight, trying to clear his head. Maybe that would ease back into his memory the name that eluded him. But it was no good. It was tantalisingly close, but still just out of reach.


Danny was back at HQ by 06.00. He could tell, as soon as the MoD policeman at the gate let him into the base, that something was happening. Three black Mercedes with tinted windows were parked up outside the main building. They practically smelled of top brass. High-ranking army personnel, perhaps. Maybe MI6. He called through to Ray Hammond. Ray came to fetch him, and led him deep into the heart of the building, towards the secure central area that was known as the Kremlin.


‘What’s this all about, Ray?’


‘You’ll find out.’


‘Who’s in on the meet?’


But they were passing through a set of double doors and a clerk with an armful of files was coming the other way, so Hammond kept quiet. Only a few paces later, they were outside a secure briefing room. Hammond knocked. A male voice from inside said: ‘Come!’


They entered. There were three other men in the briefing room. Danny recognised the CO Mike Williamson, of course. He was wearing standard military camouflage, as he always did around camp. Williamson was that rare thing: a Rupert who was well liked among the men. He had a handsome, leathery face with a pale scar on his chin. It was a face that spoke of many years working – and fighting – in deserts, jungles and other tough climates. He spoke to the guys with respect, and he earned that respect back. Danny always thought he seemed a little uncomfortable in the office. Williamson always struck him as a man more suited to the battlefield. He sat at a large table, ignoring the cup of coffee in front of him. Two older men sat either side of him. They were familiar, but Danny couldn’t quite place them. The table was covered with folders and iPads. It might be early, but this meeting had obviously been going on for a while.


The CO stood up, walked round to Danny and shook his hand. ‘At ease,’ the CO said. ‘Have a seat. Thanks, Ray. We’ll take it from here.’


As Danny sat down he saw Ray Hammond’s expression, scowling at his dismissal. But Hammond knew better than to argue, and left the room.


‘Danny Black,’ the CO continued. ‘Meet George Attwood, Director Special Forces, and Alan Sturrock, Chief of SIS.’


Danny nodded at the two men. Like Williamson, Attwood had the lined, leathery face of a soldier who had spent years in hot countries. Danny noticed that he had a disfigurement between the thumb and forefinger on his right hand, and recognised it as an old bullet wound. His hair was grey and bushy, his eyes sparkling blue. A handome bastard, but steely.


Sturrock, the MI6 guy, was the opposite. Pale, gaunt, with sunken, yellowing eyes and thinning black hair. He had the complexion of a man who rarely saw the sun. His suit was immaculately cut – Danny could tell it was expensive – and he wore his blue tie in an Oxford knot. He looked more like a guest at a society wedding than the head of MI6. His hands were in front of him, fingertips together, and Danny noticed that they were well manicured. Danny remembered seeing him on TV, asserting that the modern security services were open, inclusive and entirely above board. He’d been very convincing. But that was part of a spy’s job, of course. To convince.


‘You’re probably wondering why we called you in,’ the


CO said.


Danny didn’t answer immediately. He thought of Ben Bullock, Liam Armitage and Ollie Moorhouse. He thought of the old guest house in Dartmoor, and the young Muslim man sitting on his bed, thanking him for the meagre gift of two Mars bars. And unbidden, a name dropped into his head.


‘I think you’ve called me in to talk about Ibrahim Khan,’


he said.










3


The three men looked at each other. They were plainly surprised. Unnerved, even. It was Sturrock, the chief of MI6, who broke the silence. He gave the impression of a man choosing his words carefully. ‘What exactly do you know,’ he said, ‘about Ibrahim Khan?’ His accent made Jacob Rees-Mogg sound like Danny Dyer.


‘I know five years ago he was holed up in a safe house with Bullock, Armitage and Moorhouse. They were providing a training package for him and they were treating him like shit. At least Bullock and Armitage were. Fast forward five years, the three SAS men end up dead within a few weeks of each other. Something’s got to link them all. I saw the way Bullock spoke to Khan. Threatening to feed him bacon sandwiches, the usual shit. Armitage would have done the same as Bullock. Moorhouse was different, but maybe he got tarred with the same brush. Call it a hunch, but I reckon Ibrahim Khan’s the link. It’s not easy to overpower and kill a Regiment guy. Unless you’ve been trained up by one, of course. I think he killed them.’


Danny’s accusation hung in the air. He had the impression that the three older men were uncertain about who should speak next. In the end, it was the CO. ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘and you’re wrong. We also believe that Khan was responsible for these murders, but not for the reasons you think. What we’re about to tell you doesn’t leave this room, Danny. You’re bound by the Official Secrets Act and . . .’


‘I get it, boss,’ Danny said.


The CO nodded, then turned to Sturrock. ‘Alan?’ he said.


‘Are you sure this is our man?’ Sturrock said.


‘He’s the only remaining person in the Regiment, past or present, who saw Khan alongside Bullock, Armitage and Moorhouse,’ the CO said.


‘Is that really such an advantage? There must be others who can recognise him, and we can brief people perfectly well with photographic material . . .’


‘He’s our guy,’ said Attwood. It was the first time the Director Special Forces had spoken. His voice was deep and authoritative. His words brought Sturrock’s argument to a swift conclusion, but Danny could tell from the way Sturrock flinched, almost imperceptibly, that there was tension between these two. He reckoned neither of them would want to admit that the other had any kind of authority over him.


‘Very well,’ Sturrock said. ‘If you’re certain.’ He put his hand in his pocket and withdrew a small plastic bottle. For a moment, Danny couldn’t work out what it was. Then he realised. The guy was applying hand cream. He squeezed a little dollop into one palm, then vigorously rubbed it in. There was an awkward silence, broken only by the slight squelch of the moisturised skin. Williamson and Attwood stared straight ahead, as if too embarrassed to acknowledge what this dandy of a spook was doing.


Sturrock put his bottle of moisturiser back in his pocket and cleared his throat. ‘Ibrahim Khan,’ he said. ‘Son of second-generation Iraqi parents. Father an engineer, mother a health worker. Khan himself was a straight-A student at school, expected to go to university to read modern languages. He applied to join the British Army instead. Passed into 1 Para at the age of nineteen.’


‘Bloody good little soldier,’ Attwood interrupted, to Sturrock’s visible annoyance. ‘We had him earmarked for the Special Forces Support Group almost from day one.’


Danny had a lot of respect for the SFSG. They were a skilled unit of operators, taken from the Paras, the Royal Marines and the RAF Regiment, who had supported the SAS and the SBS on operations since the mid-2000s, by cordoning off areas where the guys were operating, or providing extra firepower and personnel where necessary.


‘He was the first British Muslim to join the support group,’ Attwood continued. ‘Worth his weight in gold in Helmand, working with the Afghan commandos against the Taliban. Fought as hard as any of the white guys, and it’s amazing what one brown face in a British unit can do to help gain the Afghans’ trust.’


‘Quite,’ said Sturrock. He was clearly peeved that Attwood had taken over the talking.


‘Khan made a bit of a name for himself in the SFSG,’ Attwood said. ‘So we headhunted him for the Special Reconnaissance Regiment.’


‘I never saw him around,’ Danny said. The Special Reconnaissance Regiment was a covert team of special forces personnel who specialised in surveillance and reconnaissance operations that was once the remit of the SAS. They evolved from 14 Intelligence Company, the surveillance unit that supported the Regiment in Northern Ireland, and were based alongside the SAS at RAF Credenhill. If Khan had been one of them, Danny would have encountered him eventually.


‘That’s because . . .’ Attwood started to say. But Sturrock interrupted him. ‘George,’ he said, smiling blandly but not looking directly at the DSF. ‘I know I’m always giving you fellows boring things to do out in the field, but in this instance, I think it’s best that I do the talking, don’t you?’


Attwood looked like he was going to argue. But in the end, he just inclined his head and said: ‘We’re in an office, Alan. More your domain than mine.’


Sturrock gave a thin-lipped, humourless smile at the implied criticism. His hand went for the moisturiser in his pocket, but he seemed to check himself and pressed his fingertips together again. ‘It makes perfect sense,’ he said to Danny, ‘that you never saw Khan around. His recruitment into the SRR was part of a longer game. He spent very little time with the unit itself. When you met him at that safe house in Dartmoor, he was receiving a higher level of training from the SAS, not usually available to the SRR. Khan’s ethnicity and high level of ability meant he was too good a prospect to waste. That’s what Bullock,  Armitage and Moorhouse were doing. It was part of an operation codenamed MISFIT. Once Khan’s training was complete, we orchestrated the next stage in the MISFIT plan. Namely: we kicked him out of the SRR.’


‘Why?’


‘For goodness sake, man, I’m getting to that. The pretext for Ibrahim Khan’s dismissal was that he’d been found in possession of extremist literature. It meant he failed the vetting process and was out on his ear. He moved to London and started attending a mosque in Harlesden that we knew to be a recruiting ground for various Islamist cells.’ Sturrock sniffed, then glanced at Attwood and the CO. He was plainly reluctant to divulge what needed to be said next, but neither of his colleagues helped him out. Attwood pinched the bridge of his nose before continuing. ‘We have a Saudi mole in MI6.’


Danny’s surprise must have registered on his face. ‘Exactly,’ Sturrock said. ‘You are now one of only a handful of people who know that information, and if it leaks you’ll be the first person we drag in to question. Understood?’


Danny replied with a small shrug.


‘The mole is a low-level intelligence analyst and we’ve known about him from the very beginning. Nothing of any importance passes his desk, and it occasionally suits our purposes to feed him some misinformation that we’d like to pass the Saudis’ way. Like it or not, they’re still one of the biggest funders of Islamist activity in the UK. We gave our mole the nugget that Khan had been expelled from the SRR for suspected radicalisation, then we sat back and waited. It took about three months, but he got the tap on the shoulder just as we were expecting him to. He was just too tempting a prospect. There was the usual flirtation. Khan pretended not to be interested at first, his new friends at the mosque refused to take no for an answer. Long story short, he agreed to attend an IS training camp in Syria. After that, he was a shoo-in. IS had a British special forces-trained operator on their books, or so they thought. In reality, Khan was passing weapons-grade intelligence back to London. It’s no exaggeration to say that Ibrahim Khan was our most fruitful embedded agent of the last thirty years. We estimate that the MISFIT intelligence prevented eight major atrocities on British soil, and in large part led to the downfall of IS’s operations in the Middle East.’


‘Right. I thought IS were pretty much dead in the water anyway.’


‘By no means. It’s true they’ve been largely eradicated from Iraq, and their positions have been weakened in Syria. Some of their members have splintered into separate Islamist groups. But they’re still an active force, disparate but regrouping, and a substantial threat, both to the West and to the ordinary people of the Middle East. We ignore them at our peril. If they have been weakened, however, we have MISFIT to thank to a very great extent.’


Sturrock sounded extremely pleased with himself. He frowned when Attwood said: ‘We have MISFIT to thank for some almighty fuck-ups, too.’


‘Yes,’ Sturrock said, closing his eyes. ‘Yes, quite.’ He seemed to gather his thoughts. ‘About six months ago, Ibrahim Khan dropped off the radar. He failed to show at a scheduled meeting with his SIS handler and we received none of the prearranged warning signals to indicate that he was compromised. We discussed inserting a special forces team to extract him, but drone footage indicated his last known location in Syria was deserted.’


‘Basically, we didn’t have a bloody clue where he was,’ Attwood said.


‘We put out feelers, of course,’ Sturrock continued, ‘but for his own safety we couldn’t be too overt about it. Snippets of chatter started to come back. It soon became abundantly clear to us that he’d flipped.’


Danny frowned. ‘I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘If IS had worked out he was a double, why not send him back to his handler with false intel for us?’


‘We asked ourselves the same question. It may be that Khan’s loyalties gradually aligned with IS without them learning that he was a British agent. More likely, they’re just not sophisticated enough to employ their new asset against us. Most IS members are brutal, nasty and extreme, but they’re not too bright. It would appeal to their world view to despatch their new convert to take revenge on the very people who trained him up in the first place.’


Sturrock opened a file in front of him and withdrew a sheaf of A4 photographs which he laid out on the table in front of Danny. He didn’t have to ask what they were. Bullock, Armitage and Moorhouse looked different in death, but they were still recognisable. Even Danny, who was used to scenes of blood and gristle, avoided looking at the single picture of Moorhouse’s genitals surrounded by a patch of blood-soaked carpet. ‘The Ghanaian scene of crime evidence is a bit ropey,’ Sturrock said. He was right. The pictures of Armitage with his fingers laid out on his chest were more blurry and slapdash than the others. ‘But the Dubai and Florida authorities did a good job. The Palm Beach Police Department even found DNA evidence of Khan’s presence at the crime scene. A pubic hair, believe it or not. You could say we’ve got him by the short and curlies.’ He smiled, and glanced at Attwood and the CO for confirmation that his joke was a good one. It was not forthcoming. He cleared his throat again.
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