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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I’m guilty of screaming at the TV sometimes. Especially if I’m watching a movie or a show about special forces operations which gets the operational details wrong. And it annoys me when writers describe procedures and drills in ways that real soldiers simply do not operate. 


I wanted to write a book that tells it like it really is. I’ve acquired a unique range of experiences during my time in the British Forces, and I hope the many thousands of 
readers of my autobiography and people who’ve come to my sold-out shows can attest, I can tell a story that is packed with action and suspense but still gets those important details right. 


The career that I’ve been lucky enough to experience enables me to bring an authenticity to my fiction that I believe readers will truly appreciate. For although Matt Mason is a fictional character, many of the things that he does are things that I’ve direct experience of myself. 


MARK ‘BILLY’ BILLINGHAM, MBE


Always a little further
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PROLOGUE


Eli Drake’s driver drove out of the mosque the same way that they had come in: past the guards, past the souk and out on to the highway that circled back to his hotel. While his translator, Karoush, and the driver chatted among themselves in Arabic, Eli sat quietly in the back and reflected on how his meeting with Imam Hari, a seventy-five-year-old revered Shia scholar, had gone. Pretty well, considering their differences. The two grey-bearded clergymen had happily discussed a range of theological issues, and the Imam had listened attentively while Eli explained the purpose of his own organisation, The Christian Apostles, in Arabia. Eli smiled, satisfied with his day’s work, as the car passed a group of young men playing football on a dusty patch of ground by the side of the road. 


The first thing out of the ordinary that Eli noticed was when two vehicles coming towards them, a minivan and a white Mercedes, veered into the middle of the street and stopped, forcing his driver to slam on the brakes to avoid a collision. Four men leapt out and strode purposefully towards Eli’s car. Three of the men were dressed in Western clothes, their beards cut short, each brandishing an automatic rifle. The fourth man was older, his beard longer, wearing traditional robes tucked under a suit jacket and carrying a pistol. 


The largest of the men wrenched open the front door and began screaming in Arabic at Karoush, while another came round the far side and pulled the driver out by his hair. Karoush stepped out with his hands raised, begging the men to be calm, while Eli watched, helpless, terrified. What was happening?


The older man with the pistol opened Eli’s door, and in heavily accented English instructed him to get out, pointing his gun to make clear it was non-negotiable. No sooner had Eli’s feet touched the ground than the last man appeared and roughly grabbed hold of him. Eli thought that he seemed nervous, while the older man was calmer, more confident, shouting what sounded like instructions to the others. 


Suddenly Eli’s head was shoved down hard on to the bonnet and he felt a sharp pain as the heat of the metal burned his cheek. He saw Karoush and the driver shuffle into his view, noting that their hands had been tied behind their backs. One of the gunmen stood behind them and forced them down on to their knees. Eli wanted to look away but his head was held down too tightly to move. Instinctively, he began to pray, but the words dried up in his throat when he saw the man in charge appear behind Karoush and raise his pistol. Eli watched as a single bullet exploded through the back of Karoush’s head, showering Eli’s face in blood and pieces of flesh. Eli closed his eyes. He wished that he’d closed them sooner. He heard four more shots. Two and then two more. He was sure of that. 


The man wrenched Eli to his feet and shoved him into the back of the Mercedes. Someone covered his head with a cloth bag and the car pulled away, following behind the minivan. 


The whole thing had taken less than thirty seconds. 




ONE


Sana’a, Yemen


Matt Mason had grown used to that sound. Allahu ­Akbaaaaaaarrrrr. Even the early morning call didn’t grate as much as it had when he’d first encountered it. Instead, now he felt almost becalmed by the rhythm of it. Five times a day, every day, there it was; no matter where he found himself, he heard it. Sometimes it was sung in lyrical tones from a rooftop, others simply screamed out of a poor-quality tannoy, but it was reliable. It gave his days structure. It was as dependable as the bells of Hereford Cathedral.


He thought about religion a lot when he had time to think, which in the Regiment was either a lot or not at all. The Regiment had a way of leaving you to sit around twiddling your thumbs for long periods of time, or taking over your every waking minute until you could hardly remember your own name. After twelve years of it, he knew one thing; he’d seen more terrible shit done in the name of religion than anyone should ever have to think about. Not that he was particularly set on any faith; far from it. In fact, the last time he’d been in a church he’d been a teenager. It was the day he’d married Kerry in the Protestant All Saints Parish Church, to keep her family happy, even if it broke his own mother’s Catholic heart. He’d never make that mistake now, he’d never put anyone else before his own flesh and blood. 


Now Mason was in Yemen. The reasons for him being there echoed with the reasons he had been sent on every other mission. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about them, it was that caring wasn’t a priority. The Regiment said he needed to be there, so that’s where he went. Before Yemen it was Syria, and before that, Libya, Iraq and Afghanistan. It seemed there was no end of shitholes in the Islamic Middle East that the Regiment needed SSgt Matthew Henry Mason to be in. 


When he had been a sixteen-year-old cadet, two soldiers from 3 PARA had come to talk to the young lads about Northern Ireland and Catholics and Protestants, and all the politics of it, why it was vital for the British Army to be over there, blah, blah, blah. He’d been bored by it, dozed off for a while until one of the soldiers started talking about a firefight at a roadblock in Belfast where his mate had got shot. What struck Mason even then was that he knew if it had been him he wouldn’t have got shot, and neither would a lad on his watch. He wouldn’t have fucked up like whoever ran that checkpoint must have. He felt it then and he stood by it now. He knew that day that he had to be a soldier, be the best, prove himself, show everyone what he was capable of. 


So it was that he was sitting, eighteen years later, in ­Yemen, in a bare concrete room, with seven other stinking men. The stench of their shit and piss oozed under the door from the latrine outside, filling the air and Mason’s nostrils, while he listened to another call to prayer and waited for another order. He lay back on his camp bed, pushing the tatty mosquito net to one side while he lit a cigarette. He picked a loose piece of tobacco from his bottom lip and watched the smoke hang for a moment before it scattered under the draw of the broken ceiling fan spinning above. He chuckled at how pointless that fan was, when already the temperature outside was nearly thirty degrees. He wondered whether this was what he wanted any more or if he’d really ever wanted it in the first place.


What else would he do if he weren’t a soldier? He’d never known anything but how to fight and survive. He’d beaten a grown man half to death when he was nine years old, which wasn’t the last time he’d been in trouble either. Without a doubt, the army had saved him from an alternative life spent behind bars. Five years in 3 PARA were followed by twelve and counting in the Regiment. The army had given him a career; a status as a special forces soldier, decorated by Her Majesty the Queen no less, for valour and some other bollocks he couldn’t remember. 


Mason thought about the day at the Palace when the Queen had pinned a medal on his uniform, probably the last time his now straggly dark locks had been cut, long before he’d let his stubble become a permanent fixture on his chin. The medal was now in a wooden box under the bed where his wife was fast asleep back in Hereford. He thought about how she must still be expecting his ­imminent return, even though last week he’d put in a request to delay his leave. He hoped that prick, Captain Peter Hopkins, would sign it off and keep Mason there for another month. With any luck, he would hear another one hundred and fifty-five calls to prayer before he had to face Kerry and the kids again.


The muezzin fell silent and Mason could hear the men sleeping, snoring and farting next to him again. Outside the glassless window, behind the shutters broken by the recent sandstorms, he was aware that the city was starting to wake. Cars beeping, even before dawn, was another sure sign that you were in an Arabian city. 


The squad had been placed in an old police station on the edge of Sana’a, the capital of another country where civil war seemed to quietly rumble on while the rest of the world worried about Trump, Brexit and pandemic paranoia. Officially, the SAS weren’t here of course, just like they hadn’t been in Syria or Libya, because being in those places would be counter to British government foreign policy and would probably break a million UN conventions, but since when had any of that bothered the Regiment? Mason had spent most of his career in places where he never officially was. His whole professional life was deniable.


Before Mason left Hereford last month, he’d been briefed on the current situation in Yemen; a classic one country, two presidents type sketch. In theory it was an internal conflict, but in reality the Saudis were fighting hard for the old guard, while their sworn enemies in Iran backed a rebel alliance known as the Houthis. Now you had a classic proxy war, two belligerent countries settling their differences in a third, where the place had gone to shit, and famine and cholera were everywhere. 


Mason unpicked a small photograph tacked to his wall and looked at the face on it closely, the long grey hair and beard, the piercing blue eyes. Eli Drake, a priest from Norwich, was fifty years old and had been in Yemen since 2018, spreading the word of God. As if this country needed any more of that. Drake had been doing the wrong thing in the wrong place at the wrong time when the Houthis had lifted him. He’d been missing now for three months but new intel put him in Sana’a, at a Houthi-held compound, four miles north. The fly in the ointment was that their source believed Drake’s execution was imminent, so London had decided now was the time to go and get him. Even though the fucker left clear instructions before he left Norwich about not wanting blood spilled on his behalf. Mason sighed. He hated civilian rescues; they were always complicated. 


He slid Drake’s photo into the clear plastic wallet strapped to his arm. In a rescue situation it was paramount that the hostage was immediately recognisable as the guy you didn’t want to shoot. Mason had another wallet reserved for the ones he did. Next to Drake’s picture were photos of the Houthis and Iranians thought to be behind his capture. The hierarchy of bastards was similar to what he’d encountered in Kabul and Baghdad, a mixture of ex-Al-Qaeda, ISIL mercenaries and former Islamic Revolutionary Guards, many released from Sana’a’s prisons as soon as the Houthis took over. Mason looked closely at one picture in particular, a poor-quality, long-range photo of Tango Seven, the mastermind behind Drake’s kidnap, an Iranian general called Ruak Shahlai. The Americans had tried to assassinate him numerous times but Shahlai apparently wasn’t ready to die. Mason smiled. Respect was due to anyone who could stay alive when the Yanks wanted you dead.


A new smell wafted into the air, fried meat with onions and something spicy. Mason took a full breath, sucking it deep into his lungs; it beat the stink of the latrine. In the bunk next to him, one of the newest lads to the squad, Andy Foster, began to stir. Andy wasn’t a bad lad: Scouser, a bit cocky with it, but he had potential if he learned to shut up sometimes. Andy’s shifting woke Mad Jack on the other side of him and Mason sat back and sighed again. Here we go, he thought, they’ll all be awake now.


He looked down at Andy’s kit laid neatly next to his bed. A special forces soldier’s weapon is the thing that tells you all you need to know about him. The green army has strict rules about what kit you use, but in the Regiment nobody cares as long as you use it right. The new kid’s rifle was already painted with desert cammo. In the army slang of the new boys, it was all ‘Gucci this’ and ‘Ally that’. Andy had his gun pimped with a laser sight and two magazines strapped either side, one upside down so he could reload without pausing to flip. Mason looked along the row of beds and smiled at Mad Jack’s weapon in comparison. No scrim, no paint, no laser, no magazines. The old sweat needed none of that shite. He was fast enough to load a magazine in his sleep if he needed to. Jack didn’t wear body armour or elbow pads or chest rigs either, preferring, like Mason, to just wear the army green; spare ammo tucked into a simple webbing, trusting his instincts to keep him alive. Jack was the best demolitions or ‘dems’ specialist Mace had ever met. Give Jack a rifle and something to blow the arse out of and he’d be happy, probably smoke a rollie while he did it.


Mad Jack and Mason had fought alongside each other for most of his years in the Regiment. They were both West Midlands boys, grew up a few miles from each other and knew a lot of the same faces from the pubs of Walsall and West Bromwich. Compared to Mad Jack, Matt Mason was a saint. Jack was a naughty little fat bastard with a dodgy, porn-star moustache and scruffy long hair. If you saw him in Hereford Tesco’s carpark, you’d probably give him a quid for a cup of tea before you ever suspected he was Regiment. People often made the mistake of thinking SAS guys must all be six foot four and built like brick shit-houses, but the truth was they came in all shapes and sizes. It was what you had inside that counted. Mason himself had always been the skinniest guy in the squad. As a lad he’d boxed in the flyweights and even now at nearly thirty-six there still wasn’t much to him. Not that any of that mattered, because he knew that every man in that room, Jack, Andy Foster, Briggsy, Pom, Jonny Elves, even Craig Bell, every one of them was a machine, capable of the most incredible things, from stripping a Land Rover and putting it back together blindfolded to throwing an injured man over his shoulder and running him out of deep jungle to save his life. These were the finest of men and the best of soldiers anywhere in the world.


Someone let out a fart that sounded like a dying duck. A ripple of laughter followed it around the room.


‘You dirty bastard,’ someone said. 


‘Wasn’t me,’ said Andy. ‘It was Hopkins.’


‘Too meaty for a Rupert,’ said Mason, sad that the delicious smell of fried onions had once again been replaced by a foul stench. He had no love for his superior officer, Captain Peter Hopkins, a typical young Rupert, green and cocksure and a near constant pain in Mason’s arse. These young officers were rare in the Regiment but the ones that made it through were pretty much all the same: fancy boys with lots of education but no idea how proper soldiers fought. Nobody learns how to fight at Oxford, and qualifications won’t save you when you come face to face with Jihadi Bob and his AK-47. It takes a few years in the Regiment to teach them that.


‘Morning gents.’ Right on cue, Peter Hopkins’ voice was suddenly audible, sucking the life out of what little air there was in the room. ‘Task on. Mace, are we ready?’


‘Of course we’re fucking ready.’


Everyone in the room was already up on their feet. Next to each man’s bed was a grab bag filled with grenades, ammunition, food and a radio with spare batteries. Next to that was whatever body armour, helmet, night-vision goggles, gloves or shotgun they chose to roll with. Some of the men had gas grenades or extra hand grenades. Andy Foster was strapping on his elbow pads as Mason tightened the belt of his second pistol, at the same time checking that he had his map and GPS.


‘Wheels up in five.’ Mason said it calmly, making sure everyone in the room had heard.


He turned back to Peter Hopkins. The straight-backed officer, his mousey hair parted neatly to one side, stood watching them all while visibly twitching. Ruperts usually shat the bed when they knew there was action in the air. Most of them never got a chance to carry a gun or actually kick some doors in. A Rupert might be senior to the staff sergeant on paper, but in reality it was always the staff who ran the task, which was why Mason usually chose not to take them at all. They were best left back in Hereford or liaising with the ambassador in the embassy, doing the Ruperty bullshit educated talk that they all enjoyed. But Hopkins had some potential, so Mason had already decided he could come along on this task.


They were minutes away from engaging with whatever force the Houthis had assigned to guard Eli Drake. Mason’s experience suggested they were likely to meet with resistance, so it would be good for Hopkins to get a taste. There’d also be a ton of paperwork to file, which Mason could then pass on to the Rupert.


‘You’d better get your kit,’ said Mason. 


Hopkins snapped to action, running back out to do exactly as the Staff had instructed him. Meanwhile, Mason slung his rifle over his shoulder and scanned to make sure everyone was ready.


‘What are those grenades hanging off your body armour, Andy? Get ‘em in your pouch now or I’ll shove ‘em so far up your arse, they’ll blow your fucking tongue off.’ 


‘Oh come on, Mace, they look ally there, man.’


‘No, they look like you’ve never been on an op before.’ He glanced at his watch before he took a breath and nodded to Jack. ‘Dems good, mate?’


‘We’re all good, Mace.’ 


‘Right, let’s fucking do this.’




TWO


London, England


If she was honest, which was rare these days, Erica Atkins preferred London since the coronavirus pandemic had ripped its heart out. The empty space was much more to her taste than the old London with throngs of tourists and drunks packing the narrow streets, cramming the bars and creating lines outside its best eating spots. She more enjoyed the sophisticated side of London, the city where Richard Curtis characters cavorted in high-class restaurants before disappearing off at weekends to go shooting in the country. 


She liked all that because it was so different to her own life. Atkins was a tall, wiry South Carolinian with a barely controlled fitness addiction that gave her the body of a professional athlete. She liked to keep her raven-black hair cut short, which combined with what could most generously be described as a ‘strong nose’, meant people more often described her as handsome than pretty. She grew up near the beach, dressed for most of her childhood in board shorts and slippers, surfing and eating BBQ in God’s own country. Her adopted parents had done right by her, taken her in and given her a good life, prioritising her education, pushing her to get a place studying engineering at Stanford. She graduated at the top of her class and turned down offers from Google and Facebook in favour of an eye-wateringly lucrative salary at Southerlin Webber, one of the world’s great modern armaments manufacturers. Based out of Arlington, Virginia, Southerlin specialised in aircraft engines, avionics, cyber security, air defence systems and drones. 


Now, fourteen years later, Atkins was running her own division in production on the Y-56 – the world’s first true drone fighter-jet. It was capable of undertaking surveillance and strike missions without pilots, could be launched from land or water, was completely undetectable by radar and capable of delivering a payload of over ten thousand pounds. The Y-project had been running for over four years now, as the 56’s two prototypes, the Y-54 and Y-52, had both been considered but then cancelled by the US Navy. Atkins had put her reputation on the line when she had persuaded the Southerlin board to back her for a third run. She staked her whole future on being able to build on those failures and learn from her mistakes. And she had done just that. She had created the uncreatable – the Y-56. The tab for this gamble was now north of one billion US dollars, but with each Y-56 unit retailing at nearly a hundred million dollars, she was within touching distance of ensuring Southerlin’s future for the next decade.


She shrugged the arm of her newly tailored Gormley & Gamble suit, another good reason to come to this town, and checked the time. She was late. Good. She crossed the street and stopped outside of her London club, Home House, checked for new messages on her phone and lit a Treasurer Slim. Another couple of minutes wouldn’t hurt. It might do the asshole some good to have to hang around for her.


When she’d finished her cigarette, she slid inside the heavy black door of the club, noticing immediately that on the other side of the room, Dominic Strous, MP for Totnes, Devon, was sitting at the bar alone. She watched him check his phone four times in the space it took her to check her coat. Probably googling himself, she thought. 


Strous was one of Erica’s most useful assets in the UK. Three years in the Ministry of Defence as a junior minister had come off the back of a successful stint on the Foreign Affairs Select Committee. The new PM had left him where he was in the recent reshuffle and his networks in the British corridors of power had continued to grow and develop very fruitfully. Southerlin had initially approached him as the company’s British factory was by some margin the largest employer in his constituency. Gradually, other ‘opportunities’ emerged for them to discuss developments that could be to their mutual benefit and increasingly she’d started pushing him for information from higher up the chain.


She observed him again. He looked a little sad hanging around in a bar on his own. God forbid the press would ever get a shot of him in here. But they were safe. She would happily concede that Home House was disgustingly nouveau and full of Russians, but the membership fees did always ensure a reliable degree of discretion. 


‘Thanks, I can see my friend,’ she said to the approaching hostess, loud enough that he would hear her. She followed as the younger woman led her across the club towards the bar, Erica’s eyes carefully evaluating her backside, comparing it unfavourably with her own. ‘Spins,’ she thought to herself, ‘but not enough.’


‘Dominic, good to see you. How’s life in the “entertainment branch of industry”?’ she said as she eased into the stool next to Strous and extended one of her exquisitely manicured hands.


Strous forced out a half-smile. ‘Funny. Was that Orwell?’


‘Close. Zappa.’ Atkins turned to catch the barman’s eye and pointed to Strous’s empty glass, saying loudly in perfect Russian, ‘Two more of these, please.’


Atkins laughed at Strous’s obvious discomfort. The Brit’s eyes darted around the bar. Clearly he did not want to be seen publicly cavorting with a Russian-speaking woman, not least in a London members club. Atkins got a kick out of watching him bristle. 


‘I’m afraid we may have to keep this on the brief side,’ said Strous, flashing his watch. ‘I did explain to your ­assistant—’ 


‘Another IWC man, I see,’ Atkins interrupted. She felt rather satisfied that Strous had a much less expensive model than her own.


‘Oh . . .’ the minister seemed momentarily disarmed by the observation.


‘Hey, we’re real excited about moving these Y-project lines to the UK and we want to get you much more involved.’


‘Oh . . . well, great.’ Strous was a sucker for being needed.


‘But,’ Atkins shrugged nonchalantly, ‘we‘ve hit a little bump in the road.’


‘That’s unfortunate,’ Strous said.


‘Our mutual friend on the Peninsula has been making . . . how can I say it . . . ambivalent noises about the Y-project.’


‘Feeling the pinch from the oil price drops?’ Strous suggested.


Atkins sighed at his ignorance. The barman delivered her drink as she retrieved an envelope from her bag. She slid it across the bar to the minister and observed him closely as he looked inside. His face contorted as he took in what it contained; a full set of export documentation, bills of lading, end-user agreements and shipping dockets for a consignment of Southerlin-manufactured small arms and artillery. It was a small order in the grand scheme of things, no more than one hundred million dollars total. The weapons were all produced at the Southerlin factory in Devon and were destined for Saudi Arabia. As Strous scanned the items listed, he began to spot several irregularities. Although everything was on the approved list, the quantities of many items were higher than usual. Someone in Saudi was topping up the routine order and didn’t want to draw attention to it. 


‘What is this?’ he asked.


‘Our mutual friend wants us to handle this particular shipment a little differently to the usual ones, is all,’ she said. ‘It’s not worth disappointing him at this delicate stage in proceedings. He’s the guy who signs the final Y-project order, so we don’t want to piss him off now.’


“We”?’ he whispered.


Before he could say another word, she laid her hand across his arm. ‘Relax, Dom. I’m all over this. I just need you to keep the customer happy right now until we land the Y-project.’


The minister’s phone rang and, glancing at his screen, he raised a hand to Erica to say he had to take it. She gestured for him to continue.


While he took his call, Erica looked around the bar. A face she vaguely recognised from the House of Commons, Miranda something or other, who did comms for one of the Foreign Office guys, caught her eye. She returned a polite smile. Atkins liked the atmosphere that her club generated. She enjoyed the low hum of quiet conversation that filled the place; patrons who had a lot to say that was not for public consumption. Like good English Victorian children, they were there to be seen and not heard. Even an innocent drink in the club could have a clandestine air to it, so a clandestine drink felt positively conspiratorial.


A minister meeting with senior management of an arms company was not in and of itself untoward. The problem was that, as he had risen through the ranks of government, Strous had become increasingly resistant to doing what he was asked. Signing off on the paperwork in that file could put an end to his career, but at the same time she knew he needed the Y-project as much as she did. Strous relied on Southerlin’s jobs to hold on to his constituency in the next election. 


‘Fuck,’ he said as he hung up the call. 


‘Problem?’ she asked.


‘It’s amazing how many of the problems I have start in fucking Washington,’ he said before he knocked back what was left of his drink. ‘Less than an hour from going live on a hostage op and they want to take over.’


‘Eli Drake?’ she asked. Everyone had seen the news over the last three months since the Christian missionary had disappeared in Yemen. Franky, she’d felt for a while that it was about time the Brits got round to pulling him out. But she was genuinely in the dark as to why the US would want involvement in that.


‘You know I can’t confirm that,’ he said.


‘Sure, but what interest does Washington have?’ she said, completely ignoring him. 


‘Oh, come on, Erica.’


She could see he regretted having told her as much as he had. But once the cat was out of the bag, you couldn’t put it back. 


‘Dom, you know anything you say is strictly between us?’


‘Yeah, sure,’ he said with a sarcasm that only expensively educated Brits can pull off.


The hostess appeared at their shoulder, gesturing towards the empty glasses. ‘Can I get you two another?’


‘No, just the bill, thanks,’ Strous said. He turned to Atkins. ‘I really have to go, I’m afraid.’ He again scanned the room. This wasn’t just career-ending chat, this was public enquiry ­territory. Not only was he in possession of a dodgy arms order she wanted him to grease through the wheels of procurement, but now he was also in danger of sharing classified information on a live military operation with a foreign national. ‘I’m on the 19.50 train to Totnes. With any luck, the person in question will be on a flight back to London tonight and you and I can watch the PM take all the credit for it on the Andrew Marr Show tomorrow morning.’


Atkins slid back in her stool. This was the part of her job that she cherished. What Strous didn’t know yet was that he was going to tell her what she wanted to know. Erica had buried her hook so deep inside him a long time ago that she could just reel him in, but first she wanted to feel that pull on the line. The struggle was the fun part. Politicians loved to talk about how politics is a dirty game, but they didn’t know half of what was really going on. The wheels of power turned only because they served to screen the truly powerful from view. Atkins would be in that bracket before too long and then she would send the next generation of Atkins out to do her dirty work, and they would pull the strings of the next generation of Strous. And so it would go. On and on. True power lay in the business of war. War would always make powerful men rich and keep rich men powerful. Now women too. If you wanted a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face – forever. Now that was Orwell.


‘You know James Drayson, right?’ Atkins said it as casually as she could, smiling as the hostess returned with the cheque, which she covered with her Amex Platinum. Of course Strous knew Drayson, he had been his predecessor at the MoD before he left government and became a non-executive director on the Southerlin board. ‘Well, James is moving on. Bought the island next to Branson’s and now he wants to go live on it. Crazy bastard.’


This was news to Strous. Drayson was a good chap, a loyal member of the party, did three terms in Westminster before moving out the US to work with the Yanks. It was Drayson who’d first suggested to Strous that a meeting with the Southerlin people could help him to secure the factory deal that brought a thousand new jobs to Devon. But what had Drayson’s retirement got to do with him?


‘With James’s position vacant, the board’s been looking around for names . . .’ Atkins slid the envelope along the bar, closer to Strous. ‘It must feel pretty great to own your own island, huh?’ 


Erica kept her gaze calmly fixed on Dom’s face, giving a non-committal shrug when he looked back to her all confused and conflicted. She didn’t have any sympathy for him, he knew the game. In the end, all the Dominic Strouses of this world had an eye on was the final pay cheque. What she had offered him was just that, and all she had to do was wait another couple of seconds for him to give it up.


Strous started typing on his phone. When he’d finished, he turned the screen around so that Erica could see the name that he’d written on the screen – ‘Shahlai’. 


‘You know him?’ Strous asked.


Erica shook her head. 


‘Well, you should. Your lot have intel that he’s at our target location. We suspected that he might be behind Drake’s capture, but nobody thought he’d actually be there. Anyway, Langley are now insisting that he be made top priority. They even want one of their own guys on it.’


Erica mulled over what he’d just said. Of course she knew exactly who General Ruak Shahlai was but she wasn’t going to let Strous see that. She knew that the CIA had tried to have the Iranian general assassinated again recently and that he had survived and gone to ground. Shahlai’s involvement in the whole sordid Eli Drake kidnap was of no surprise to her, but she was now concerned with what the fallout could be from his kill or capture. Erica’s focus was on ensuring that the Saudis followed through on their investment in the Y-project – tech that was designed specifically to keep them safe from people like Ruak Shahlai. Taking out Shahlai wouldn’t exactly be good for business.


‘Can you delay?’ she asked. 


‘No way,’ said Strous. ‘This is a live operation, Erica. What possible explanation could I give for that?’


‘I guess you better go deal with it then.’


Strous looked like he was going to bust a gut, but Erica gave him her best sympathetic smile. Their original deal was that the minster would share a few choice scraps of intel, introductions, the odd heads-up on strategic commercial decisions maybe in return for Southerlin’s continued investment. It had moved on to the next level – expediting irregular shipments and sharing intelligence on live British operations. She was pleased about that.


He held up the envelope containing the Saudi arms order. ‘I’ll take care of this.’


‘Thanks, Dom,’ Erica said, and waved as he hurried to the door.


When he was safely out of sight, she took out a second phone from her bag and began to dial.




THREE


Sana’a, Yemen


Matt Mason led his squad outside; all six men ready to complete the task they’d been assigned. The mood was focused. They were now on the clock, but they all knew that working calmly and systematically was the fastest way to get the job done. Out in the yard, the support teams were already loading kit into the front of two trucks, classic jingly wagons, customised to look like a pair of local farmers’ lorries. The front cab of each was battered and dented, while the back was stacked high with hay bales piled up to the roof, bits of straw poking out through the bars that lined the sides. 


‘Outstanding, Jonny,’ said Mason, giving Jonny Elves a nod.


Jonny was someone who could step up when you needed him. He was also the best mechanic in the Regiment and a master of disguising a vehicle to make it look shit when it was anything but. Jonny took a certain pride in his work which Mason respected. If Jonny was on the team then you knew that whatever else happened, the wheels would keep on turning. 


‘Running flats.’ Jonny started circling the front vehicle, pointing out its features. ‘Engine’s humming, Kevlar-lined inside and I even spread a couple of buckets of goat shit in there for you.’


Mason’s troop piled inside while he inspected the hay bales, trimmed three inches thick, giving the vehicle a perfect front beneath the layer of protective Kevlar. The men squeezed in along two long benches that ran either side, shoving bags and rifles between their legs. This would do nicely, Mason thought. From the outside, the vehicle looked like any Yemeni hay truck, but on the inside, it was a fully equipped, comms ready, fortified, bulletproof Ops room. 


‘Support vehicle’s kitted out the same and you’ve got local Toyotas front and back,’ Jonny pointed to two old Corollas he’d prepped to run fronting and backing vehicles. They would flank the jingly wagons front and rear, driven by local translators on the payroll, dressed in civilian clothing, clearing the route: their eyes and ears along the road.


Mason checked his watch. The sun was still not quite up as Hopkins appeared with a tall red-headed woman, boyish frame, piercing green eyes scanning the yard, already wearing full body armour. She slid off her helmet and extended a hand towards him. ‘Agent Redford, you’re Mason?’


Mason ignored the question and turned to Hopkins for an explanation.


‘We’ve got company, Mace,’ said Hopkins, looking like he’d shit his pants.


‘What?’ Mason didn’t like the sound of this. ‘Why?’


‘Sanctioned by Hereford.’


‘Why the fuck am I only hearing about this now?’


It was highly irregular for operational details to be changed this late in the day, let alone for the brass to sanction a foreign operative to ride along. Even if she was a spook, there were protocols, and Mason didn’t like surprises. 


Hopkins shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. He knew that they were heading for another confrontation because Mason was always a little too quick to the fight and nothing Hopkins could say would calm him down. After a month of working together, the captain was used to getting grief from Mason. So, instead of answering, he looked at the floor. He wasn’t going to say another word, not bloody likely, not unless he wanted his ear bitten off.


Realising that he wasn’t going to get anywhere with Hopkins, Mason turned his attention to Redford, giving her a cold once-over. He reckoned she must be early thirties. Confident, calm, the accent suggested West Coast. California maybe?


‘I’ve reviewed all the intel,’ Redford said. ‘Can I make a suggestion?’


‘No,’ said Mason, stone cold. He didn’t have time for this.


Redford chose not to acknowledge his response. ‘I thought we could use some securing forces at the rear of the target building. The reconnaissance shows that there’s a gate to the outside that appears vulnerable.’


‘Support vehicle,’ Mason said, shaking his head and pointing her towards the second wagon.


‘The captain will take care of you.’ 


‘Staff Sergeant . . .’


‘My men have been drilled on the plan. I don’t see any reason to jeopardise our task for the sake of a gate.’


Mason looked back at the forlorn Hopkins. He’d brought her into this so he could babysit her while the real soldiers took care of business. Mason didn’t like working with spooks. They always thought that they could handle themselves in combat situations, but in his experience, it was better to leave the soldiering to the soldiers. He turned away and took no more notice of either of them, scanning the yard one final time. The job was on. Everything was in order, so he climbed into the truck and pulled the door tight behind him. 


The light inside the jingly wagon was red, enough to see by without danger of penetrating the hay or giving you night blindness when you stepped outside. Mason found himself still thinking about Redford. He wondered what she was there for and why he hadn’t been told about her before now. He should be focused on the job, making sure the blokes were sorted, but instead his head was full of questions. Did Hereford not trust him? He was leading a task into God-knows-what, so he needed to know the trust was there. Trust that ran both ways. He didn’t like surprises, but even more than that he didn’t like going into something unless he knew he could rely on every single person going into it with him. Everything was going to be different now, from how he was supposed to act in front of her to what he was allowed to say. It was all going through his head and it was making him angry.


Not to mention that he hated doing things with the Yanks. Mainly because they had such a unique way of doing everything: usually over the top, usually overkill, usually making a mountain out of a molehill but always leaving the British to clear it up. They hadn’t wanted them there in Afghanistan and they had been a nightmare in Iraq too.


He stood up and walked to the front of the vehicle. He peered out through a spy hole that connected the back to the front cab, from where he could see out to the street, still quiet, still dark, yet to come alive with people. Most of the buildings in Sana’a were handsome towers made from red burned-mud brick, with ornate white stone window frames that shone gold in the light of the dawn. A hundred minarets rose into the sky from the city’s mosques, blending with the red mountains that surrounded it on all sides. It was prettier than Kabul, that was for sure. Soon the sun would come up and people would start leaving the mosques after morning prayers. But before that, his men would be at work, doing what they’d come here to do.


Like the city outside, there wasn’t a sound inside the truck. The banter had fallen away and the men were silent, each thinking about the job in hand, anticipating what was going to happen. Mason sat back down, feeling Mad Jack’s larger bulk squeezed in against him. Like Mason, Jack had been in this position a hundred times before. Even the younger lads like Andy had a few successfully completed tasks under their belts. This was bread and butter for his team and indeed, the feeling inside wasn’t of nerves but quiet, focused confidence. Once they reached the target, the operation would run like a well-oiled machine; each part had been carefully designed, fabricated and polished to perform its role to perfection. In and out. Just like last time. Just like the time before. Just like the time before that.


Mason’s mind flickered back to the CIA woman. Her presence wasn’t just a headache, it was a sign this task wasn’t as straightforward as he had first thought. Their target was British, so there must be another reason for the Yanks to even be here. 


He put her out of his mind again and pulled out his map, quickly locating the target location, tracing the direction of approach with his finger so they could all see.


‘We’ll pull over two streets from target . . . here. Fan out and wait for the command. Once Jack’s breached the compound . . . here . . . we enter here. As planned.’ 


They all knew the drill, they’d heard it a hundred times, but Mason liked to run it again anyway to give them a focus outside of their heads. A man could have too much time to think about things sometimes.


‘Briggsy, Pom, you’re with me. Lead in, grab any bastard you see and beat him until he tells us where the target is.’ 


The two big men nodded. They were used to running point. Steve Briggs was six foot four – the lads joked that if he didn’t have such bowed legs, he’d have been seven foot. Blessed with the biggest head you’ve ever seen on a human being, they called him ‘Camelhead’. You’d never send Briggsy on a diplomatic mission, but there’s no better man for kicking a door in and dropping every living soul on the other side of it.


His partner in crime was Carl ‘Pommy’ Cash. The strongman from Portsmouth had the hairiest chest you’d ever seen on a human. He was mad as a fish outside of a battle. But in the heat of the fight, he had a rare calm and a dead-eye that meant he could take you out from seven hundred yards with a rifle or just as easily pick up a Javelin and hit you with a rocket from the same distance. Nobody knew how Pommy was still alive, but he’d been the first name on Mason’s team sheet ever since they first worked together in Afghanistan.


Mason turned to the two younger men. ‘Craig and Andy, behind us, sweeping up. We want any evidence –’ Mason handed them black drawstring bags and latex gloves, ‘hard-drives, pictures, the whole lot. No prisoners today, just the target, in and out. Understood?’


Craig Bell was a quiet Jock from the Borders, respectful, diligent, but tough as boots. He could have done anything in life, being a smart kid with a gift for learning things fast. He was also fluent in eight languages and easily the best Arabic speaker in the troop. In the Regiment, they were all linguists in one way or another, quite a few of the lads had decent Arabic. Mason had learned near-native Dari during his time in Afghanistan. His Arabic was colloquial albeit accented with the Baghdadi slang he’d picked up in Iraq, but he still relied on Craig and their Yemeni translators driving in the Toyota Corolla up front, Adara and Saladin.


‘We have a problem.’ Mason instantly recognised Saladin’s deep voice over his comms. ‘Big crowd, sandbags, men on the roof, looks like maybe a new checkpoint.’


‘Redirect. Take another route.’ Mason was clear, decisive, no point in risking being stopped when they had options. There were other routes to reach the target. 


‘Anything?’ Mason directed his question to Craig.


Mason always had Craig run communications for the team because as well as his language skills, he was a cool head in a crisis, capable of seeing the angles and making good choices. He trusted the two translators but that didn’t mean he wasn’t covering his back the whole time. The fronting vehicle was equipped with their own sneaks, a bugging device monitored by Craig, listening the whole time to Adara and Saladin’s private conversation.


‘Nothing unusual, Mace.’ Craig shrugged.


The jingly wagon turned right and Mason reviewed his map of the city again. In his ear, the comms from HQ confirmed the new route. He knew Saladin and Adara had it in hand, but he didn’t want to talk to them too much, needed them to look normal, not draw attention to themselves.


A checkpoint on the route need not mean anything sinister. The Houthis were constantly moving checkpoints around the city to keep their own people guessing. They had successfully held the nation’s capital now for nearly eight years and they hadn’t achieved that without solid organisation. Saudi spies and people loyal to the Houthis’ enemy, President Hadi, were everywhere. The intel pointed to Iran being heavily involved in training and arming the Houthis and a few of the Houthi leaders, including the main boss Abdul Malik, had spent a good bit of time in Tehran with the Iranian Republican Guards. These guys might have started out as a bunch of rag-tag tribal rebels but they were now a well-funded and organised fighting force. 
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