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To my dearest Francesca
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Stratton lay on a sleeping bag on a bunk bed in full desert combat fatigues. A windproof jacket covered him like a blanket, with only his boots sticking out at the bottom.

It was dark. Cold. His breath was turning to vapour as he exhaled easily before the dry and flaking mud walls of the hut.

His face was coated in broad dark-green, brown and black stripes. He held his grubby hands intertwined across his abdomen, inside soiled, thin black leather gloves from which he had removed the fingertips. His bright-green eyes stared at the stars through the gaps in the mud and straw roof.

A camouflaged Colt assault rifle was leaning against the wall by Stratton’s head. It had a sophisticated scope attached to the top. A full magazine loaded into it and bits of dark, frayed cloth tied on in places to break up its shape. Beside it lay a bulky, nylon harness system with pouches full of munitions and combat equipment.

A low, hissing noise filled the small room, slightly louder than the sound of the chilly air whistling through the cracks in the walls. It was the carrier wave from a military radio sitting upright on the floor within arm’s reach. A distant voice occasionally broke through, speaking English. Soldiers somewhere, passing information. Questions and replies. Nothing frantic. All was calm and controlled in his world at that point.

Stratton was taking a moment to relax before heading out into the night. The task was scheduled to last into the morning, depending on how successful it was. Rest when you can. The SF soldier’s mantra.

He closed his eyes and tried to switch off. He hadn’t heard from London in almost ten months. Military intelligence could usually be depended on for rescuing him from the mundane, repetitive tasks on offer in special forces. He hoped something would come along soon that had some real meat to it, and not in Afghanistan like his present operation.

He exhaled slowly and focused on letting his limbs grow heavy, reducing his heart rate and blood pressure. He was usually good at relaxing in hostile environments. Soon his breathing grew deeper and his mind emptied. And then, as if in a dream, he heard his name. Someone calling him faintly. Summoning him from a faraway place.

He crawled back to consciousness as he realised it was coming from the radio.

‘Stratton, this is Ops,’ a voice repeated.

He reached for the device and brought it to his mouth. ‘Stratton.’

‘Can you come to Ops?’ the voice said.

‘On my way.’

He sat up and stretched his back. Typical, he thought. Just as he was nodding off. They call.

He got to his feet. Lifted his heavy webbing onto a shoulder, picked up the assault rifle and went to the hut entrance. The door had long lost its hinges and leaned against the opening. He moved it to one side and walked outside.

The mud hut was one of a dozen in a dark, abandoned village. Situated on the side of a steep hill, it was surrounded by a thick, high wall that the rain and wind had attacked over the years until it was crumbling away in places. The village had been evacuated during the Russian invasion some twenty-five years earlier. It hadn’t been repopulated, for whatever reason, after the Soviets had been ousted, and Stratton’s squadron had made it their temporary HQ, once it had been declared free of booby-traps or mines by the advance reconnaissance team. Thirty SBS operatives, along with an HQ element, had moved in a couple of days ago. They would be gone soon.

Stratton walked between the ugly mud structures that housed the other teams. There were no lights anywhere. Everything was shades of grey to black. The enemy was miles away, but it was possible they might conduct a night patrol in the area. Although the village was on a route to nowhere in particular, military target-wise, as far as the Taliban were concerned. But there was no point in taking the risk. The lads could manage without lights anyway. They could warm their food in the huts. The smell would dissipate in the mountain winds long before any enemy would notice it.

Stratton stepped through a gap in the perimeter wall and headed towards the operations HQ tent, wondering why he’d been summoned. Perhaps there’d been a change in plan.

As he neared the camouflaged tent, which was specially designed to prevent any light escaping from within it, he could hear the barely perceptible hum from an otherwise silent generator tucked among the rocks metres away.

He saw three men standing outside the tent’s airlock entrance. One was Captain Burns, the squadron commander and leader of the operation. Stratton had never seen the other two before. They were dressed in American-style combat fatigues. On the ground beside them sat a couple of small packs, with an assault rifle leaning against each. The strangers hadn’t been at the site earlier in the day and had evidently just arrived. Even though it was so remote, no helicopters were permitted at the forward location and only a couple of vehicles had been allowed up to bring the heavier equipment and they would remain in situ until the camp was dismantled the following day. That meant the two men had yomped in on the rocky track. It was seven miles to the last permitted point for operational vehicles, at least in the past twenty-four hours. And they’d done it in darkness. They must be keen, he thought.

‘That you, Stratton?’ Burns called out.

‘Yes, sir,’ he replied as he closed in on the group.

‘Sorry to disturb your slumber,’ Burns said in his usual verging-on-sarcastic manner.

Stratton was used to it. He’d known Burns for several years and liked and respected him. He eyed the two other men, who were looking at him. Or more like examining him.

‘I want to introduce you to a couple of visitors who’ll be joining us on the operation,’ Burns said. ‘Jeff Wheeland and Mike Spinter.’

‘How’s it going?’ Wheeland said, holding out a hand, a smile on his wide face.

Stratton kept his glove on as he took Wheeland’s hand. The man had a strong grip that matched his square jaw. He was American, no doubt about it. Stratton thought he sounded Midwestern. Both men were dressed like soldiers but Burns hadn’t given them ranks. That would have been unusual for military personnel. Which suggested they weren’t. And if they weren’t military and they were attending a special ops task, and they were American, then he figured they had to be Central Intelligence-type animals or spooks of some kind. Any one of a myriad of agencies under the US Homeland Security umbrella.

‘Pleasure,’ Spinter said. He sounded West Coast American and looked far more serious than his partner. Neither was he as solidly built, though he looked athletic. Stratton put both men in their early thirties. There was a similar intensity in the way they were looking at him.

‘It wasn’t mentioned in the briefing,’ Burns said. ‘But these guys are sponsoring this operation. You’ll personally be babysitting these gentlemen, Stratton. Their focus will be the ops section of the main building. I’ve got a few things to do before we head out so why don’t you get acquainted? We’ve got a little over an hour before we form up. I’ll see you then.’

‘Thanks for everything, Captain Burns,’ Wheeland said.

‘No problem,’ Burns said, and went inside the tent, leaving them to stand out in the cold.

Stratton didn’t have much small talk at the best of times, but he felt he ought to say something. ‘If you’d like a cup of tea or coffee I could knock up some inside my hut,’ he said. ‘We’re all on self-catering up here. No mess tent, I’m afraid.’

‘We’re good, thanks,’ Wheeland said. ‘We just had a cup of coffee in the HQ tent with your squadron commander.’

Stratton got the feeling that Wheeland was the boss of the two.

‘Winter seems to be early this year,’ the American said as he took a cigar wallet from a pocket.

‘You spend a lot of time in Afghanistan?’ Stratton asked.

‘On and off over the years,’ Wheeland replied, offering a cigar to Stratton, who declined. The American took one out for himself. ‘You a health nut too?’ he said. ‘Spinter here is purer than mountain water.’

‘Not exactly. I’ve not matured enough for cigars,’ Stratton said.

Wheeler took a lighter from his pocket and opened his coat to light the cigar. Spinter opened his own coat and added to the protection against the wind. It was an immediate and well-practised act.

‘Been looking forward to meeting you, Stratton,’ Wheeland said as he puffed on the cheroot to get it going. ‘I’ve heard a little about you. Quite the tough guy.’

‘Must be another Stratton.’

‘So you’re not the Stratton who broke into Styx. The underwater prison. And broke out of it as well. That was quite a feat.’

Stratton wasn’t the boastful type. And since Wheeland apparently knew all about it there was nothing for him to say anyway.

‘Your parent unit’s the Special Boat Service but you do a lot of work for the Brit SIS,’ Wheeland said. ‘You could say you’re my opposite number. I started life in the Navy SEALs. Then one day I got the call and went over to the dark side.’

Stratton wondered if Spinter was going to say anything.

‘I said to Burns, “I wanna be in the frontline of the assault,”’ Wheeland said. ‘“Then you wanna be with Stratton,” Burns said. “Would that be John Stratton?” I asked. “That’s the one,” he said.’

Stratton wanted to impress upon Wheeland how important it was not to get in the way of his team when they moved on the target. But he decided against it. The American would probably resent it. Stratton would leave it until they got on the ground. Maybe Wheeland wouldn’t interfere anyway. Maybe he was all talk and would stay back when the action kicked in. Stratton couldn’t quite make him out.

He decided he’d served protocol enough by talking as long as he had to them. ‘I’m going to sort out my kit for the task,’ he said, lying. His kit had long since been organised and ready to go. ‘I’ll meet you back here in an hour. You can keep warm in the HQ tent. It’s the only place around here with heating.’

Stratton walked off. He thought he could hear a chuckle as he climbed through the gap in the mud wall perimeter. Typical spook arrogance, he thought. He had to wonder what they were doing here and why they wanted to join the operation. It wasn’t entirely unusual. He had carried out entries for intelligence operatives in the past, both Brit and US, usually some boffin, some whiz-kid who needed hand-holding through the most hazardous phase of the mission, or delivering to their objective and sometimes bringing back on completion. But this particular job had been briefed simply as a hit on a Taliban commander and his men who’d been causing a lot of grief in the region, planting roadside bombs, building suicide vehicles and terrorising any local towns and villages whose people showed signs of tolerating coalition forces. That had been the essence of the brief at least. It was not a strange target by far and Stratton and the boys had done several like it on their current tour. Why this bunch of Taliban was of greater priority than any other was not obvious. Not that any of them gave much of a damn. One target was as good as another.

From experience, Stratton knew the only reason spooks would get personally involved in the actual fight was if they needed immediate access to someone or something on target and didn’t want it delayed or contaminated by post-operational procedures. Or if perhaps there was something they didn’t want to be seen by other personnel or agencies.

All he cared about was that there be no surprises to put his men at risk.

He made his way back to his hut and lay down on his bunk. An hour later, after an unsuccessful attempt to sleep, he walked back through the village with his rifle, webbing and backpack, leaving nothing behind. The teams wouldn’t be returning to the village on completion of the assault. They were to be picked up by helicopter on target, after it had been secured, and taken back to Camp Bastion. The HQ tent and everything else would be dismantled and the place evacuated as soon as they moved out.

Other squadron members were vacating their huts at the same time and making their way towards the ops HQ. There was little banter. The men had been active since the early hours of that morning and, other than any sleep they might have managed to grab in the previous few hours, they would be looking forward to thirty hours straight by the time they got back to base. They were all used to long hours and short naps. They’d spark up once they were walking with their heavy packs and weapons towards the objective.

Stratton saw Captain Burns in a clearing beyond the HQ tent, tooled up and camouflaged and ready to go. He put his pack down on the spot where he wanted to form up his own team and within a few minutes his men were with him.

‘You get some rest?’ he asked Jones, his second in command, a Welsh lad he had known for several years. Jones was a sound operator who he liked working with.

‘A bit,’ Jones said, in a lilting Snowdonian accent. He dumped his pack down on the floor. ‘Not quite enough, mind you. But barely enough, if you know what I mean.’

To those who didn’t know Jones he might sound as if he were a habitual complainer. But that was not the case by far. Like every other badged member of the Service, Jones could put up with an ungodly amount of discomfort. He merely liked to point out the detailed facts as and when he saw them. That included the negative as well as the positive. And he often repeated himself – not necessarily because he thought he’d not been heard. He liked to ensure those he was talking to were fully informed and had not missed anything. What’s more, he couldn’t care less what anyone else thought about his ways.

The rest of Stratton’s lads arrived, four operators in their early twenties and keen as you like.

‘We’ve got a couple of cling-ons,’ Stratton said to Jones.

‘Is that right? Who would that be, then?’

‘Yank spooks.’

‘Spooks?’ Jones said, looking around for them.

‘They never said as much but they bear all the hallmarks.’

‘Interesting. What are they doing here then?’

‘They want first look at the intellectual spoils.’

‘Intellectual spoils. Of course. Have you told ’em they’re required to walk ten metres in front of us and look for mines?’

‘I don’t think they’re the type,’ Stratton said. ‘Here they are.’

Wheeland and Spinter made their way through the growing muster point towards Stratton and his team. Both men carried small, light packs on their backs, which clearly indicated they were not equipped for any extended time in the field beyond the operation’s expected termination time early that morning. Stratton wondered what they would do if for some reason the op was postponed and the teams had to wait it out in the hills for a day or so longer. Or if a weather front were to close in unexpectedly, which was not an unusual event in that part of the world. A storm. A torrential downpour. A sudden blizzard even. It was getting cold enough. Anything like that could prevent a helicopter extraction. They would be forced to share the lads’ kit. They were either supremely confident no such event would occur or they were seriously inexperienced field operators. But then Wheeland claimed to have been Stratton’s opposite number. Clearly it was confidence that drove them.

‘Hey, guys,’ Wheeland said as he arrived, looking about the whole team. ‘How ya’ll doin’?’

The younger members of Stratton’s squad, who generally preferred to remain low profile and tight-lipped among superiors, simply nodded a hello and otherwise ignored him.

Jones was far less shy, having been more exposed to the social side of the business. And he was never intimidated by the variety of mysterious personalities that populated the world he operated in. ‘We’re fine, lads,’ he said. ‘Thanks for asking. Welcome aboard.’

‘You guys enjoying everything so far?’ Wheeland asked.

‘We are indeed,’ Jones said. ‘I see you’re travelling light. I hope that blizzard warning for later this morning doesn’t happen. Otherwise you’ll be sharing sleeping bags with one of us.’ Then sotto vocce, ‘I’d avoid Tim here if that’s the case. He has a terrible case of bottom-bugle, if you get my meaning.’

Wheeland forced a grin.

Stratton noticed a general increase in activity in the centre of the rendezvous point, around Captain Burns. Men were pulling on their heavy backpacks and preparing to move out. He checked his watch. It was time to go.

‘Mount up!’ the squadron sergeant major called out.

Jones pulled on his heavy pack. ‘You happy for Charlie to do point for this stretch?’ he asked Stratton.

‘All the way?’

‘Why not? He’s keen as mustard. And you love it out in front, don’t you, Charlie? First in the contact and first to find those mines.’

Charlie, a squat, fresh-faced redhead, smiled as he pulled his pack onto his shoulders, then picked up his rifle, cradling it in his arms.

‘OK,’ Stratton said. ‘You happy with the route?’

‘Basic,’ Charlie said as he checked the compass that was attached by a line to his jacket breast pocket. ‘I thought I’d take an angle downhill. That way.’ He pointed. ‘Reduce the steepness a bit. Then at the bottom head along the river.’

‘We like a point who cares about those who follow,’ Stratton said. He looked over at Wheeland and Spinter. ‘We’re going to take the lead,’ he said to them. ‘If you don’t mind being in front of Jones. Team Bravo will be behind us. The other two teams will fall in behind them. No gaps.’

‘Whatever you say, big guy,’ Wheeland said.

Charlie made his way to the departure point at the edge of the village, three quarters up the side of the mountain. He looked out over the dark expanse that was all his to lead through and took a moment to check the GPS as well as his compass and tightly folded map inside its waterproof sheath. Technology was great but one always had to back it up with the fundamentals. Leading the squadron on an op was a hefty responsibility and he couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong. He was young and this task was very much a part of building his reputation.

‘Space it out, Charlie,’ Stratton said.

Charlie acknowledged the command by setting off down the hill. He paused after thirty or so metres to wait for the rest of the squadron to form up behind him. They were going to move in single file, the safest and easiest way to move through the terrain, especially at night.

Stratton stepped in directly behind Charlie. He liked to hand down responsibility, but he preferred not to stray far from the sharp end either.

Jones took up the rear of Stratton’s team. Wheeland and Spinter did as they were asked and lined up in front of him.

‘Move when ready,’ Stratton said to Charlie, who set off at an easy walk down the rocky incline.
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In the dark the grey landscape resembled the moon. The jagged mountain the SBS squadron was traversing was part of a range that curved away and around their front. It was like walking on the edge of a massive asteroid crater. Stars were packed into the sky. The men snaked down the slope towards a vast, colourless plain and the parched riverbed that ran through it like an ugly scar. They walked among rocks of every dimension covering the mountainside, from pebbles to boulders the size of cars. Here and there tufts of brittle grass clung to dark crevices, blowing in the light wind.

Charlie took a meandering path, his aim, other than to get the squadron to its destination, to find a route that reduced the noise of the thirty men – as well as the chances of any of the more heavily loaded of them losing their footing. Among the teams they had four medium-sized machine guns and four thousand rounds of ammunition. Each man carried a couple of HEAT rockets plus his own weapon, ammunition, grenades and field equipment. Two sniper teams carried their complete weapons systems including a heavy half-inch gun, a metre-long silencer, a large scope and wind and distance calibrating accessories. From a long way off they would resemble a heavily laden foot caravan of nomads.

A couple of hours after leaving the camp Charlie stepped off the foot of the mountain and onto the valley floor. The plain spread out in front of him. In the furthest distance the snow-capped peaks looked like shark’s teeth. As they walked into the plain they left the hard terrain behind. There were fewer obstacles, the larger rocks disappeared and the ground beneath their feet turned powdery.

A kilometre out from the bottom of the slope Charlie reached the edge of the broad, dry riverbed they had seen from the village. He paused the snaking patrol once again, as he had done several times along the route. It was always wise to stop and listen, even when there was no sign of an enemy. It kept the snake organised and allowed gaps, caused for whatever reason, to close up.

But this stop was slightly different.

Charlie knelt and gave a signal to Stratton, who dropped down onto a knee several metres behind him. Stratton passed the signal back to the man behind him, a twirling motion with his hand above his head, before getting up and moving to the riverbank a few metres from his point man. The next man came to the opposite side to Charlie, the next to Stratton’s side, but a few metres back from the edge of the bank. Jones guided Wheeland and Spinter in. The rest of the men continued the process until the squadron had formed a large circle, their backs to its centre. Some chose to remain on one knee while others lay down.

The tail-end operative reached the circle and turned around to face the way he’d come before lowering himself onto a knee. In the centre of the circle, with the sergeant major and signaller, Captain Burns crouched on a single knee, quietly looking over the riverbed.

The radio operator leaned close to him. ‘Ops is acknowledging our location, sir.’

The operations HQ in Bastion had seen the satellite transponder markers carried by the team leaders come to a halt on their map monitors.

‘Tell them all’s good here and we’re moving out in fifteen,’ Burns said.

They were entering enemy territory. From this point on, the chances of running into the enemy was greater. So it was always wise to pause. Have a long listen. Get into the right frame of mind. Make any adjustments to weapons and equipment that were needed before pressing on.

The men remained like statues. The wind blew gently between them. A fine dust was constantly in the air and most had their scarves over their mouths. Afghanistan’s dust was infamous. It got everywhere. A gentle cough broke the silence, followed by another.

The minutes clicked by. It seemed like they had been there an age. Several times Wheeland fidgeted with something in his pocket or adjusted his position. Stratton looked around at him. The spook looked over his shoulder towards Burns. Stratton had no doubt that if things were up to Wheeland they’d all be on their way by now. He wondered how long ago it was since he’d been in the SEALs. He’d certainly lost his field edge. Being a spook would do that to a person.

Burns got to his feet alone and made his way to the riverbank between Charlie and Stratton. ‘All good, Stratton?’ he said softly.

‘All good, sir,’ Stratton replied.

‘Move off when you’re ready then,’ Burns said before stepping back to his radio operator.

Stratton figured they’d waited long enough. He gave Charlie a nod.

The soldier got to his feet and headed down a gentle slope onto the riverbed. When he reached the middle he turned upstream and headed along at an easy pace.

The river was bone dry as per usual for the time of year. On one side, to the left of the squadron as they walked, in the direction they had come from, the ground seemed to rise more steeply than it had felt while they walked down it. The peaks were ice-covered. On their right stretched the vast expanse of open land. Low, smooth rolling hills occupied the middle ground before the distant mountains. Clouds had begun to move in from the south, threatening to cover the night sky. Stratton hoped so. They would block out the moon and stars and reduce the light. Complete dark was good.

The going was rocky and treacherous underfoot. It would have been a smoother walk on either of the banks. But the riverbed was several metres lower. Anyone in the distance on either side would not see the silhouettes of the line of men.

The concealed approach was also important because that night’s target was a hamlet on the open plain just a couple of hundred metres from the right side of the river. The attack was planned for an hour before dawn. That gave the teams ample time to move into position.

After another two hours of easy marching, Charlie went down on one knee and gave a signal. The entire squadron halted in its line and most of the operators went to ground. Everyone knew precisely where they were. They all had the coordinates on their GPS. After a minute of watching and listening, Stratton and Jones got up and broke from the line towards the right bank. Another pair left the snake and went to the opposite bank, where they would remain and observe the approaches to what would soon become the rear of the fighting patrol.

Stratton and Jones eased their way up the bank just enough to look onto the plain. In front of them, a few hundred metres away, they saw a line of buildings. The two of them observed the area carefully using thermal imagers. They saw no movement around the buildings. But some figures had gathered near a vehicle, one that had recently arrived or had been running for some reason. Most importantly, the movement they saw was concentrated around the hamlet and not anywhere near the river.

‘This is Stratton,’ he said into his throat mike. ‘You’re good to move in.’

Burns acknowledged receipt of the message. A signal went down the line in both directions to move into position. Every man turned to his right as he got to his feet and the extended line moved slowly out of the bottom of the riverbed to the bank where Stratton and Jones lay. The men didn’t look above the sides and made themselves comfortable below the bank, while the team leaders climbed up to take a look at the target.

Stratton noted most of the lighting was electrical, coming from inside the houses. They obviously had a generator since the buildings were a few hundred kilometres from the nearest power lines. It would account for the distant droning they could all hear. But the wind was moving across his front, following the river, making it difficult to interpret the sounds coming from the hamlet.

The houses appeared to be joined together to form one long complex. There were no lights outside that he could see. The figures continued to move around the vehicle. A pick-up truck, Stratton decided. The thermal patterns around the wheels and engine compartment remained almost white in their intensity. The men appeared to be unloading something from the back. They carried the items around the other side of the building and out of sight. It seemed the side of the complex they couldn’t see was the front.

‘A couple more hours and these buggers are going to get well and truly battered,’ Jones said.

Stratton checked the ground to the left and right beyond the ends of the complex. It looked to be clear of life. Nothing seemed to live out in the huge open spaces. He guessed the hamlet had originally been a farm. Perhaps it still was. But it was no longer occupied by the farmer and his family. They must have been booted out by the Taliban.

‘The eye would pick up anything that was out there,’ Jones said.

He was referring to the eye in the sky running surveillance for the operation. There were in fact two ‘eyes’ covering the task, although the British were aware of only one of them. That was a Royal Air Force Raptor, an unmanned aircraft circling 4500 metres or so above them. The other surveillance unit was operated by the CIA, a manned craft flying at twelve thousand metres. It was employed to observe many other aspects of the regional conflict. But it had been assigned to the task at the hamlet.

‘The eyes don’t see everything,’ Stratton said. He’d had one experience in particular in Iraq that had served to remind him of the shortfalls of hi-tech surveillance. It was in the desert north of Ramadi, inside the Sunni Triangle. He’d been preparing to move to the edge of the town across country with three other members of his team and had been waiting for the all-clear from a Raptor. When it finally came the team moved off, across a stretch of parched farmland. They were exposed. Out in the open. But because the eye had given the all-clear to move, their confidence was high that they would not be seen.

They got halfway across the field when a dozen men appeared in front. It turned out they were insurgents living in a series of tunnels and underground habitats that they used primarily for ammunition storage. The meeting was purely coincidental. The insurgents had been waiting for nightfall before moving out on a mission of their own. The eye in the sky hadn’t picked up any clues to their existence.

Stratton’s men went to ground. But not quickly enough. The insurgents saw them in the darkness and opened fire immediately. Stratton and his team scattered. Two of them were quickly wounded, one seriously, but they managed to get to cover and defend their position until support arrived. The task wasn’t the only thing aborted because of the incident. One of the men’s careers was ended that night due to his injuries. Another was off ops for several months.

Needless to say, from that day on, whenever Stratton heard the ‘all-clear to proceed’ from an eye-in-the-sky operator, he proceeded, but with great caution.

‘Have you been given a time to hit these guys?’ Wheeland asked Stratton from below.

Stratton looked down the side of the bank to see the American standing there, cool as you like, smoking a cigar.

‘That’s going to be up to your Spooky,’ Stratton replied, going back to searching the horizon. ‘They’re calling the shots on this operation. They want daylight visibility.’

‘That’s because I asked for a daylight hit,’ Wheeland said. ‘We’ve got night eyes. But I don’t want anyone getting away for whatever reason.’

Stratton could see the point. Things could get lost in the dark despite the use of sophisticated night optics.

‘You ever seen Spooky in all its glory, Stratton?’

‘A few times.’

‘Beautiful sight, ain’t it?’

Stratton had to agree. The Spooky the American referred to was not dedicated to the CIA, despite its name.

‘Are you joining the primary move or will you be follow-up?’ Stratton asked him, hoping for the latter.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Wheeland said, laughing. ‘We’re on the primary move, my man. Hell, we may even be out in front of you.’

Stratton got the intended bravado but he was bothered by it nonetheless. ‘Do you have something specific you need to find?’

‘Yep,’ Wheeland said. And he left it at that.

Stratton got the feeling he wanted him to mind his own business. He wasn’t offended. He respected the man’s secrecy. He would have preferred to know more precise boundaries, though. Where not to go, for instance, or when to leave Wheeland and his buddy to themselves. He resented the lack of detail. ‘Would you like us to clean any particular structure before you go in or will you clean them yourselves?’ he said.

‘I tell you how we’re gonna play it, Stratton,’ Wheeland said, as he thought it through. ‘We’ll take it one step at a time. One building at a time. One room at a time. You go ahead and do your thing. And when I say back off and leave it to me and Spinter, that’s exactly what you’ll do. How about that for a plan?’

Stratton made his way down the bank. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Let’s see how that works out.’ Wheeland’s attitude was beginning to annoy him but he kept it to himself. He expected the American was feeling the same way about him. He walked past the spook towards Burns and the ops HQ team.

Spinter came up to his boss as he watched Stratton walk away, ensuring they were out of earshot of anyone. ‘That guy’s trouble,’ he said. ‘He’s too inquisitive.’

‘Relax,’ Wheeland said. ‘He’s got his own concerns. He won’t be a problem.’

The teams settled in and waited for the first sign of light to edge its way over the eastern mountains. Stratton had a brief confab with Burns and settled himself just below the edge of the riverbank. Sunrise was the best time of day for him, in most parts of the world, but definitely in Afghanistan. Out in the wastelands there was no movement anywhere. No animals. Practically no life, just scrub. There was the constant chirp of unseen crickets. The wind when it changed pace. But sound was not a great part of the landscape. It wasn’t missed. The drama of the plains and surrounding peaks was enough to keep the senses occupied.

Stratton raised his head a little above the bank to take another look through the thermal imager. The lights remained on in the windows of the complex. He saw no one moving around. The men had gone and the vehicle engines had grown cold.

As the daylight gradually increased, he identified several other Hilux pick-ups in the shadows.

Burns came along the line of men, pausing to have a brief chat with each team leader.

‘All good?’ he asked when he got to Stratton.

‘We’re all set.’

‘Spooky’s on his way in.’ Burns looked around for Wheeland and saw him sitting a few metres away. ‘You all set, Wheeland?’

‘Hunky-dory,’ the American said.

‘It looks like we have a full house,’ Burns said. ‘Eye in the sky estimates a couple of hundred Taliban all told inside the various structures. Fifty or so arrived during the night before we got eyes on. We can’t see their vehicles from this side.’

‘The more the merrier.’

Burns checked his watch, looked to the skies and walked back to his position.

Fifteen minutes later the light had grown significantly. It seemed like the sun was going to break over the mountains at any second. They heard a muffled crack from nearby and a flare fired by the sergeant major shot into the air from the riverbank. It gave an audible whoosh, then burst into a bright white light. After a few seconds it went out. It was nothing more than a signal.

The silence did not return. Before the flare disappeared all of the squadron’s men began to fire short bursts of machine-gun fire at the buildings. The powerful rounds ate through the weak mud brickwork easily. The hand-helds added to the battering. A thundering blast came from the line of men along the bank as a rocket shot from its housing on the shoulder of one of them and tore along a few feet from the ground. It struck one of the pick-ups, which burst into flames instantly. Several more rockets followed in quick succession, exploding holes in the buildings where they struck.

The attack was a moderate one due to the limited ammunition. It was only a persuader. Sufficient for the squadron’s purpose, which was twofold. The first aim was to give the Taliban the impression that a large and invasive attack from the river was commencing on their position. The second was to drive them out of the front of the buildings onto the plain the other side. The teams weren’t carrying enough ammunition to engage the Taliban, whose numbers were greater than their own, in an extended gunfight. They left that specific task to a huge American gunship. An AC-130 ground-attack aircraft.

Spooky.

Stratton didn’t fire his weapon, content to observe. There were enough guns thumping away at the complex. He saw a dark object in the sky, six or seven hundred metres above ground and on a heading that paralleled the river towards them. It took shape quickly. He couldn’t hear its turboprops above the cacophony of guns and rocket fire.

Spooky came in at around 300 mph, dropping all the time as it approached the impact zone. Spooky’s sensors combined televisual, radar and infrared inputs to provide a broad, high-intensity visual capability at any time of day or night and virtually any poor weather conditions. Its main armaments were on the left side of the fuselage, to allow for a concentration of firepower.

Flying on a line that would take it across the squadron’s front and beyond the complex, the gunship could suddenly be heard. Its 40mm Bofors cannon opened up. The distinct staccato-like sound dominated the contact as the devastating rounds the size of salt cellars spat into targets at the front of the buildings out of view from the river. Stratton couldn’t distinguish the explosions above everything else but before long he saw thick plumes of smoke begin to rise into the sky, coming from, he assumed, the pick-up car park on the other side of the complex.

Spooky’s 105mm howitzer cannon opened up next, the first salvo striking the generator housing. Every light in the complex went out. Stratton knew the plan called for the destruction of all the buildings except the largest one on the east side. The Taliban radio, phone and microwave transmissions had all been concentrated in that structure, identifying it as the operations room. They had been clearly instructed not to touch it with anything other than small arms gunfire. Only targets fleeing the operations room could be targeted, not the structure itself.

Spooky gained height as it made a long turn out across the river and down the side of the mountain, keeping the complex on its left. The pilot was sticking to the same briefing as Stratton. Like the concentration of fire from the riverbank, it was intended to drive the Taliban to break from the buildings in the opposite direction to the river. No one wanted a head-on fight. Spooky was doing its job.

The RAF Raptor reported dozens of men fleeing from the buildings and heading into the valley. From its vantage point, it must have looked like rats deserting a burning barn.

Wheeland watched it all with great interest. ‘When do you want to advance, Stratton?’ he shouted above a rattling machine gun a few metres from him.

Stratton sighed to himself. With a task like this the bottom line was, for Stratton at least, zero casualties. In fact, zero injuries. Nothing about Afghanistan was worth getting hurt for, let alone dying for. In the early days it had been fun. Fresh. A new enemy. New kit to try out. New toys to play with. New terrain. The reasons he, and people like him, joined the military. Now the conflict was old. The equipment was getting old. It was mundane. Bombs and ambushes. That’s all it was now. He wasn’t about to let Wheeland put any of his men at risk.

‘Captain Burns will give the advance,’ he said.

‘The way I understand it, he’ll pretty much do whatever you say,’ Wheeland countered.

Stratton knew the more passes Spooky made the more damage it was doing, the more Taliban it killed and the safer the assault would be for the men. Time was comfortably on their side. He suspected the American was worried that the longer they took to get going, the more time the enemy had to alter or destroy whatever it was he wanted. If that was so, it was the price Wheeland was paying for keeping everything to himself. Another minute wasn’t going to hurt.

‘Here she comes again,’ Jones said.

They all looked towards the gunship as it came in for another run. Its 40mm opened up again and the complex appeared to shudder as dozens of rounds hit it. The howitzer blew something else to bits, out of sight to the teams on the riverbank.

Burns walked over to Stratton at a brisk pace. ‘Raptor reports approximately a hundred and fifty Taliban running into the valley.’

‘This is the bit I like best,’ Jones said. ‘You can see some of the Talibuts on the right there.’

He was right. They looked behind the buildings at a dozen or so men running as fast as they could into the plain.

‘Why don’t we get going and get a better seat?’ Wheeland said.

His comment landed on deaf ears.

‘Spooky’s turning in on them now,’ Burns said.

They all watched as the lumbering whale of an aircraft turned at the bottom of its run, this time further into the valley to come back at the target from the opposite direction. Like an eagle that had spotted its prey caught out in the open, it came in for the kill. Its talons flared, demonstrating for the watching soldiers the other special weapon that it carried. One that until now had remained silent. A weapon designed specifically for engaging widespread targets like this. A 25mm, five-barrelled, electrically powered Gatling gun affectionately known as the Equaliser. Although why it was called that was unclear to most. There was nothing equal about the weapon. On the contrary. It was a very one-sided piece of ordnance.

The gunship appeared to jostle a little as the pilot fought to lose height as quickly as he could while at the same time lining up on the target for optimum efficiency of the weapon. As Spooky passed over the fleeing fighters, Stratton thought he could hear the electric motors of the Gatling gun wind up before the bullets spat from the cannon at a rate of thirty thousand a minute. They all heard the terrifying scream of the weapon’s electric motors when they got up to full speed. It was claimed that on a single pass the Equaliser could place a bullet in every square foot of a piece of ground the width of a football pitch. Each of those rounds was over an inch thick. Just one alone made a terrible mess of anything it struck.

The combination of the roaring engines low in the sky and the screaming electric cannon must have terrified the men on the ground directly beneath it. The Afghans knew of such weapons. Those who hadn’t seen the devastation it caused first-hand had heard the stories. For the men running as hard as they could across the plain, the sight of the soil literally exploding as the rounds struck it in a broad swath a hundred metres wide, and tearing towards them like a steel curtain, would have been simply terrifying. To run, lie down or stand still, the odds of surviving within the storm remained low to none.

When the gunfire ceased, the killing ground was obscured by a huge dust cloud. It quickly settled. When visibility returned, dead bodies lay everywhere.

Spooky rose up a little and banked heavily to one side, its turboprops whining, and then sharply over onto the other side, turning tightly round as it dropped its nose to come in for yet another run. Raptor reported that it had obliterated all the Taliban furthest from the house but there were more. Spooky was hungry to eat up the rest of them. It provided the ultimate illustration of time standing still for some while racing on ahead for others. The Afghans’ only advances in weaponry over the past two hundred years had been gifts from the West. But the West had kept the best for itself.

From the squadron’s perspective in the river, as the aircraft reached the line of houses the thunderous Gatling gun opened up again. The firing lasted barely seconds. In that brief time the gunship had cleaned up the rest of the fighters. It was a massacre.

Raptor reported some minor movement among the prone bodies in the open ground but it was clear enough for the teams to move in.

‘Now can we go?’ Wheeland asked, trying not to sound exasperated and coming off a little childish.

Stratton looked at Burns for his response.

‘Right,’ Burns said. ‘Let’s go and clean up. Stratton, lead off if you would be so kind.’

Wheeland rolled his eyes at the Britishness of the squadron officer.

‘Cease fire!’ the squadron sergeant major called out. The order went down the line and the machine guns that had been maintaining a minimum strike rate to encourage any lurking Taliban to run from the river went still.

Stratton looked over at Jones, Charlie and the others in his team. They were ready and waiting to go. He looked at Wheeland and Spinter, who had their small packs on and weapons in hand.

‘Do you mind staying in the rear?’ Stratton asked. ‘We work as a team to clear the ground and then the buildings.’

‘Sure,’ Wheeland said. ‘I wouldn’t want to interfere with your routines.’ Stratton wasn’t sure if the man was being sarcastic. Not that he minded. He suddenly realised he was envious of the American’s enthusiasm. He suddenly felt like he was being the dick himself and that he ought to thank Wheeland, if anything.

Stratton stepped up onto the bank to look at the complex. Spooky roared overhead, so close to the ground he could see every detail. One of the howitzer gun crew standing by it on the open tailgate waved. When it had passed, and with it the diminishing roar of its engines, they could hear the sound of sporadic gunfire from beyond the buildings. Perhaps some Taliban had survived the Gatling gun and were taking pot shots at Spooky. If they were, it was of little consequence. The squadron had been outnumbered six or seven to one when they arrived. That had surely been reversed by now.

Stratton, Jones and the others in his team spread out in an extended line and advanced on the complex. The rest of the squadron made its way out of the riverbed and, in another extended line, advanced a dozen or so metres behind them.

The gunfire continued. Raptor reported no sign of life immediately around any of the buildings. A handful of stragglers were making a late dash into the valley but showed no interest in the buildings – as if they knew the enemy was closing in. There were a lot of bodies lying on the plain. Their thermal images would remain warm for several hours. Light bundles on a dark background. A couple of them appeared to move, suggesting they were wounded. All of this information got passed through the communications system to the team commanders. But not even the Raptor could see inside the buildings, where the main caution was required.

The approach to the complex was stony. Stratton did wonder if the ground might be mined – always the biggest concern anywhere in Afghanistan. The concept had been discussed in the operation’s planning stage but had been discounted. The Taliban were not beyond booby-trapping their own facilities. On the contrary, several special forces operatives had died in recent times and many more had been severely injured by such devices in encampments that were detonated while in the middle of an attack. From the information they had received about the complex, Stratton had accepted it would not be the case here. Communications and eye-in-the-sky monitoring had revealed a laxness in the Taliban’s security procedures, suggesting a confidence in the remoteness of the place. It was never something you could predict for sure, so it remained at the back of his mind.

As he walked across the open ground he felt for his pistol in its holster at his hip. Then he checked his chest harness, by feel, making sure the grenades he carried were where they needed to be. Conventional ops usually required a standard shrag grenade. But due to the need to preserve the interiors, Stratton’s entry team also carried stun grenades. It was useful not to get them mixed up. Wheeland for one would be most displeased if Stratton destroyed the Taliban operations room.

Stratton led the approach to the corner of the first building. His team spread further to his flank so that they didn’t bunch at the corner. Wheeland and Spinter were only metres behind.

He turned the corner as Spooky flew past a few hundred metres away and let rip another long burst onto the valley floor to clean up the few individuals crazy enough to be taking pot shots at it.

Smoke drifted along the front of the complex towards Stratton, mostly from the burning trucks destroyed by Spooky. He could see half a dozen Hilux pick-ups among the wreckage, all totalled. Dead bodies lay around. All wore Afghan clothes: long shirts, cotton trousers, heavy wool scarves and shawls. Turbans. Pakuls. Sandals. Boots. AK-47 assault rifles lay scattered among them. He saw charred and burning bodies inside several of the vehicles.

Outside the main building the Taliban had erected a tall pole, topped with an array of antennas. A thick coaxial cable led from its base, along the ground and into the end house through a window. Stratton moved slowly along the front of the building under the windows, which were so high he barely had to duck to pass beneath them without exposing himself to anyone who might be inside.

The large front door was ajar. Jones moved in closer in support and Stratton let his assault rifle hang from its harness as he took hold of his pistol. It didn’t have the same penetration power as the rifle, but in room-clearing, he preferred the speed of engagement a pistol gave him. Jones preferred the rifle for its stopping power.
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