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Oh, hark to the big drum calling,


Follow me – follow me home!


 


Rudyard Kipling










Glossary of Military Terms




	binos
	binoculars




	chaplis
	cross-strap sandals as worn in the region




	charpoy
	wooden frame bed




	CO
	commanding officer




	comms
	communications




	D and V
	diarrhoea and vomiting




	dicker
	Taliban scout




	dishdasha
	Soldiers’ term for long tunics such as are worn in Iraq and applied equally to Afghan shalwar kameez




	FOB
	Forward Operating Base




	green zone
	the fertile cultivated area along Afghanistan’s river valleys




	Icom
	Make of walkie-talkie favoured by insurgents




	IED
	Improvised Explosive Device




	Jimpy
	General-Purpose Machine Gun




	kay
	kilometre




	LZ
	Landing Zone




	NAAFI
	Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes which run base minimarkets and coffee shops




	OP
	Observational Post




	PJHQ
	Permanent Joint Headquarters at Northwood, north west London, where all overseas operations are planned and controlled




	PRR
	Personal Role Radio




	RPG
	Rocket-Propelled Grenade




	shemagh
	Arab-style scarf favoured by British troops in desert warfare




	sangars
	sandbagged defensive position




	SF
	Special Forces




	squirter
	escaping gunman




	stag
	sentry duty




	tab, to
	to march rapidly, usually carrying a heavy burden of kit




	terp
	interpreter




	Thuraya
	make of hand-held satellite phone




	UAV
	Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
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Chapter 1


‘What’s your idea of heaven?’ asked Zac, as he handed me the night-vision binoculars. I studied the men, sprawled out under the almond trees, still fast asleep. The intensified light turned them into luminous green ghosts. I shook my head to shut him up. Zac had a habit of rabbiting on just before the shooting started.


‘No, think about it . . .’ He was off, floating away down a meandering stream of consciousness. ‘These guys will soon be on their way to their . . . nirvana, paradise, whatever it is they call it. Seventy-two virgins, all the kebabs they can eat. Who came up with that one? Obviously it’s just a crude projection of your average Muslim male’s fantasies. Now my fantasies are a lot more sophisticated. In my heaven there would have to be women, of course. And good wine and food. But—’


‘Shut up.’


‘They can’t hear us.’


‘Please. Just shut it. Something’s happening.’ One of the prone figures had come to life. He got to his feet, yawned and stretched, collected his rifle and walked over to the nearest of the three pick-up trucks parked at the edge of the little orchard and started rooting around in the back. He returned with a portable gas stove, set it down on the ground and lit it. He fetched a pot, filled it with water from a jerrycan and squatted down to wait for it to boil.


I passed the binos back to Zac. He watched the innocent domestic ritual and grinned. ‘First brew of the day,’ he said. ‘Can’t be long now.’ We had been watching them all night and I was stiff and nervous and anxious to get on with it. There were four of them down there in the orchard. They were Taliban, real Talibs, not the ten-dollar-a-day variety. They had arrived the evening before and settled down to wait for an important visitor. Mullah Zaifullah was what we called a high-value target. Normally he lived in Quetta, over the border in Pakistan, where he was something big in the Quetta shura, the war council that directed the insurgency in Helmand. He had survived several assassination attempts in Pakistan and was taking a big chance crossing the frontier. Why he had come was unclear – at least to us. Either the intelligence guys didn’t know, or, possibly, they did and hadn’t felt it necessary to share the information with us. Our job was to grab him. We had been inserted into the desert to the east by helicopter the evening before and had tabbed for five kilometres over the hills to get into position for the ambush.


Zaifullah was a major prize, a senior Talib commander who had been with Mullah Omar from the beginning. His capture would be great propaganda, a much-needed sign that the war was heading somewhere. If we couldn’t capture him, we were to kill him. It was quite an honour to have been given the task and easily the biggest thing I had done in my seven years in the army. At that moment, an hour before dawn, it was all looking good. Things were going according to plan. How often in the army could you say that?


The Talibs had no idea we were there. We had been waiting for them when they rocked up at about 2300 hours the night before and stopped, just as the intelligence brief said they would, at a compound at the side of a stony road that ran north to south along the river valley. There was a house inside the walls but instead of sleeping indoors they had chosen to kip outside – just as we would have done – to take advantage of the pre-dawn hours when the heat of the sun finally seeped out of the earth and the air freshened.


We were watching them from a hollow scraped in a bare hillside four hundred metres to the east. Beyond the compound was the road. Then, on the far side, fields, crisscrossed with dykes and ditches, ran away to the big river. Ten metres to the left of us, hidden among some rocks, were Robbie and Grant, our sniper pair. Scotty and Joe were lying up in a shallow fold in the hillside fifty metres beyond them, Jimpy at the ready, waiting for the signal to start. Jake and his boys were on the far side of the road, to the north of the compound, hidden in a maize field. Jake, Grant, Zac, Scotty. Everyone in the army had blokey names these days. My father had lumbered me with Miles.


There were ten of us. With the mullah’s bodyguards, there would be maybe ten of them, excluding Zaifullah. We’d kept the team small to reduce the risk of detection on the insertion. Anyway, the numbers didn’t mean that much. We could call in any number of jets, attack helicopters, and long-range missiles if needed. It was hard at this point to see what could go wrong.


Down in the orchard there was plenty happening now. The Talibs were stirring from their pits. One wandered over to the gas stove and helped himself to a brew. Another was kneeling, head aimed at Mecca, getting in the first prayer of the day. The other was chatting on an ICOM walkie-talkie. Jake had an electronics warfare pair with him, one to monitor, and a terp to translate. They would be picking up every word of the conversation.


The plan was simple. Once Zaifullah arrived, Jake and his men would move out of the maize field and up to the compound to close off the Talibs’ line of retreat. The terp would broadcast a warning that they were surrounded and order them to throw down their guns. Then it was up to them. They could surrender, or they could stand and fight. Capturing Zaifullah alive was the preferred option, but killing him would do. Either way, it seemed we were on a winner.


Zac’s personal role radio buzzed. It was Jake calling with the update from the ICOM chatter. He listened, smiled and nodded.


‘He’s on his way. Five kays.’


A few minutes later we heard the noise of revving engines coming from the south. Shortly after, a Ford pick-up appeared in the distance, swerving in and out of the potholes in the road. Four more vehicles trailed behind. That was unexpected. We had been told three. Zac and I exchanged looks of surprise. Jake, lying low in the maize field, would have seen nothing. Zac spoke briskly into the PRR net that connected us all up, warning him that the enemy numbers had risen.


The convoy was approaching the rendezvous. The front and rear trucks each had a pair of fighters in the back, armed with RPG launchers and rifles. The lead vehicle slowed, swung off the road and into the orchard and the others snaked in behind. They parked in a neat line and the gunmen jumped down and took up firing positions facing outwards. They looked rather more professional than your average Talib. I felt a prickle of concern.


The second vehicle in line was a four-by-four, a Land Cruiser or similar. The driver slipped out and hurried round to open the passenger door. A big, barrel-chested man in a white turban climbed out. He looked around and raised a hand in greeting to the welcoming party who were hanging back respectfully under the trees.


The two vehicles sandwiched in the middle were also four-by-fours. The doors stayed shut. The windows were tinted almost black. There was no way of knowing who or what was inside. The Talibs shuffled forward and embraced Zaifullah one by one, shyly, like polite nephews greeting an uncle. They chatted for a few minutes. Then Zaifullah moved in under the canopy of trees with one of the bodyguards and the others went over to the closed-up trucks.


The first vehicle looked almost new. There were stickers printed with some kind of logo taped along the side. A Talib tapped on the windscreen and waved at whoever was inside to come out. The doors opened and two men emerged. One was dark-skinned, Arab-looking. The other was fair, European or maybe Australian or South African. They were both wearing combat gear, but the sort you get in Gap, not the quartermaster’s stores. The dark one opened the boot and pulled out a camera and a tripod.


Zac and I looked at each other again. No one had said anything about a media team. The dark one hoisted the camera on to his shoulder and they both turned towards the second four-by-four. Two Talibs walked over to it and opened the rear doors, gently, as if they were wary of what was inside. A small figure, wrapped loosely in light blue cloth, was perched on the back seat. Hesitantly, it descended.


‘Jesus,’ breathed Zac. ‘A woman.’


She stood there for a moment or two by the side of the car, stock still with her head bowed, and her burqa flapping in the early morning breeze. Then the cameraman was pointing his camera and one of the gunmen jerked his rifle at her, propelling her towards the orchard where Zaifullah was sitting cross-legged on a carpet, holding a glass of tea.


Zac’s earpiece started to buzz. It was Jake again. Zac listened and shook his head. ‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘Stay where you are until I work out what the fuck’s going on.’


Two guards led the woman over to a tree at the edge of the orchard and pushed her to the ground where she subsided in a small blue heap. They went over to join the rest of the group who were squatting around Zaifullah, like obedient children. The mullah was talking, and smiling. I could get a good look at him through the binos. His teeth looked white and healthy, gleaming out from an iron-grey beard. The men were laughing at whatever he was saying. All the while the cameraman strode around, capturing the scene from this angle and that while his buddy hung back, leaning against a tree trunk and apparently trying to keep out of the way.


The mullah was taking his time. As he chatted on, I could feel alarm stirring in my guts. Over to the east, light was streaking the tops of the mountains. Dawn came up fast here. We were relying on the cover of darkness. If Zaifullah went on much longer it would be broad daylight. The others must have been starting to worry too, for Zac’s earpiece was buzzing again. ‘No, I said, no,’ he hissed into the mike. ‘I don’t know where this going.’


But it seemed pretty obvious to me. They were going to kill her. She had been found guilty of adultery or spying or another of the many crimes that the Taliban punished with death. They had brought her here to kill her and taken a camera crew with them to record the event. In their book this was good propaganda. By nightfall the images would be on jihadi websites around the world.


Then Zaifullah stopped talking. He began to rearrange his robe. He said something and the cameraman put down the camera and fetched the tripod. He fixed the camera on top and made some adjustments while the mullah carried on with his preparations for his into-camera, patting his turban and running his fingers through his beard. At last he was ready. They exchanged nods. Zaifullah started talking again, staring into the lens and making slow, emphatic gestures with his big, bear-paw hands.


‘ Zac. They’re going to kill her,’ I said.


‘I know,’ he snapped.


‘What are we going to do?’


‘That’s what I’m trying to work out.’










Chapter 2


I could imagine the calculations that were racing through Zac’s head. Everything was speeding up. I should have known. The foolproof plan was buckling under the weight of the unexpected. The arrival of the girl had changed everything. A few minutes before we had been looking at a perfect outcome. The likelihood was that the Talibs would accept that they were on a hiding to nothing, jack it in and come quietly. If we intervened to stop the execution, there was no chance that would happen now. Jake and his team were about three hundred metres from the compound. They wouldn’t get there in time to cut off the line of retreat and with no blocking force in place, Zaifullah and his men would almost certainly escape. There was no ­guarantee that we would even save the girl’s life. She would be lucky to survive the mayhem of the firefight.


Down below, the drama looked as if it had only a few minutes left to run. Zaifullah seemed to be winding up his speech. He gave a final flourish of his meaty hands, stopped talking and got clumsily to his feet. The cameraman dismounted the camera from the tripod and the two of them walked over to the orchard area.


Under the fruit trees they were pulling the girl upright. Four of them unshouldered their rifles and lined up in front of her. One moved over and stood in front of the camera. His mouth opened and shut as though he was making some sort of proclamation. The girl just stood there, motionless except for the breeze ruffling the startling blue of the burqa.


I looked at Zac. He was staring blankly down at the girl, the firing squad, the camera crew and the mullah, as if waiting for some signal that would tell him what to do. The seconds crawled by. The proclamation reader moved out of the way. The cameraman started to shift his tripod again, a real professional, anxious to get the best shot.


‘Zac,’ I pleaded. ‘Do something.’


He glanced over. His eyes swam back into focus. ‘OK, this is how it is,’ he rapped. ‘Robbie’s going to take out Zaifullah. Then the others will start up with the Jimpy. You get on to Jake and tell him to move up immediately.’


He pressed the tit on his radio. I heard him telling Robbie to whack the mullah as soon as he could get a clear shot. Then he was talking to Joe and Scotty operating the Jimpy. They were to try not to hit the girl or the TV crew – a fairly forlorn hope, I thought, in the circumstances. I got on my PRR to Jake to tell him to move out of cover and close on the target area ready to cut off squirters.


It should have been a straightforward shot for a sniper. Zaifullah was hovering next to the firing squad, anxious, it seemed, to get a good view of the execution. Robbie needed only a few seconds to line up on him. But as we tensed for the big thump of the sniper rifle, the reporter suddenly appeared at Zaifullah’s side. There was an electric lead dangling from his robes – the microphone cable, I guessed – and the reporter was trying to unclip it.


‘OK, OK, Robbie, no dramas, take your time,’ said Zac into the radio. A big clock was ticking in my head and still the bloody reporter was fussing about, fiddling with the mike. The mullah was getting impatient. He glanced around, and for a few seconds he seemed to be looking straight at our position. It was as if a warning instinct had kicked in, the one that had kept him alive when he should have been dead many times over.


He pushed the reporter aside and moved on. His bodyguards closed around him in a huddle. I could see him through the binos in the middle of the group. He was shouting and pointing to the girl, anxious now to get the business over with. He stomped towards her with his men surging around him.


‘It’s now or never, Zac,’ I said.


‘Shut up, Milo,’ he growled. Zaifullah stopped and said something to the firing squad. ‘Now Robbie,’ breathed Zac.


There was an awesome crack and thump and the man next to Zaifullah flew backwards and flopped on to the ground. Then there was the crack-thump again and another man was flicked over and the dirt of the orchard floor was kicking up as if it was being pounded by a monster rainstorm, and leaves and twigs were showering down from the trees as Joe and Scotty came in with the Jimpy.


The Talibs panicked, running around firing in all directions, hosing tracer up into the dawn sky. They made a quick recovery, scrambling for the cover of a broken mud wall on the side of the orchard facing our hillside. They picked up the muzzle flash from our guns and for a few minutes we were all at it; rounds were cracking and buzzing over our heads, bouncing off boulders and gouging lumps out of the dirt.


It went on like that for two or three minutes, I suppose, though you could never really tell. Time became elastic in a firefight, expanding and contracting according to no discernible rules. Then, over the cracking and buzzing, I heard a different noise. There was a flat bang followed by a sound like a giant broom being swept across a cement floor and a puff of dirty-grey smoke blossomed on the hillside very close to Joe and Scotty’s position. Then there was silence. We waited for the Jimpy to start chattering. When the shooting started up again, though, it was only the Talibs who were firing.


Zac shouted into the PRR, yelling at Joe and Scotty to talk to him. There was no answer. I lifted my head, cautiously, for a look at their position. Nothing was moving.


Someone had to go to them, to check whether anyone was alive. The sixty metres that separated us looked like a mile. I felt Zac’s eyes on me. He didn’t need to say anything. I nodded. It was, we both knew, a big ask. I popped my head up for another look. Smoke was drifting from their shallow trench where the grenade had hit. My mouth was suddenly dry and sour. I was just bracing myself to break cover when Grant’s voice came from the boulders to the left of us. ‘Give me cover will you guys?’ he called. Then, before I could object, he was counting down ‘three, two, one,’ and his lanky body launched into the open, and he was loping up the hillside with rounds bouncing and sparking off the ground around him.


We tried to cover him but the Talibs had us pegged. Their fire was splintering the rocks behind us, forcing our heads down. I lay there, heart pounding, breathing hard. I tried to calm myself by staring at the patch of dirt in front of me. The small stones and lumps of dried earth seemed to glow like jewels.


Then, thank God, the shooting slackened. I heard Zac’s PRR buzzing. ‘Yes, Grant,’ he said. He listened for a few seconds, his face hardening at whatever it was he was hearing. ‘Right, that’s it then,’ he snapped. ‘Get back now. I’m calling in an air strike.’


He turned to me. ‘Did you get that?’


I nodded. ‘Are they dead?’ I heard myself asking, even though I already knew the answer.


‘Yep,’ he said briskly. ‘Tell Jake to get into cover and wait out.’ Once Zac put in the call, the jets would be overhead in a few minutes. By the time they had dropped their bombs, there wouldn’t be much left of anyone down in the orchard, including the girl and the camera crew whose presence had messed everything up. At that moment it didn’t seem to matter that much. All I was worried about right then was my own survival.


A burst of rifle fire stitching the ground beside me reminded me that it was still in question. I felt a spurt of panic, then remembered my orders. I pressed the tit on my PRR and got Jake. He took the bad news calmly. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘No dramas. We’re on the road now. There’s a ditch on the left.’ He gave me the grid reference. ‘We’ll wait up there.’ The Taliban fire had stopped. Grant took his chance to scramble across and tumbled into our hollow behind the boulders, out of breath but unharmed. Robbie scuttled in behind him, lugging the big rifle. I risked sticking my head up to look down the slope. The dawn was well advanced now and I didn’t need the binos to see what was going on.


The Talibs were moving out. The bodyguards were hustling Zaifullah towards his vehicle. The others were lugging the limp bodies of the casualties into the back of the pick-ups. Next to me I could hear Zac talking urgently into the big radio set that linked us to the base. ‘This is Emerald Two Eight, Emerald Two Eight, are you receiving me?’ He said it four or five times. I looked over. He was crouched over the canvas backpack we carried the radio in, flicking furiously at a switch.


‘Bastard thing,’ he hissed. He gave it a vicious thump. ‘Here, Robbie, you have a go.’ Robbie slid over and took one look at the apparatus.


‘It’s fucked,’ he said authoritatively.


‘What?’ I said. I could hear the anxiety in my voice. The radio was our lifeline. It linked us to base where there were jets waiting to scream in to get us out of trouble and helicopters to whisk us home. ‘What do you mean?’ I croaked.


Robbie slid the radio out of its canvas holder. There, in the middle, was a bright gash of exposed metal where a round had gone straight through its electronic guts.


The sound of revving engines tore my eyes away from the awful sight. I peered over the edge of our shallow pit among the rocks. The last doors were slamming and bodyguards were hoisting themselves on to the back of the trucks. I couldn’t see Zaifullah. Presumably he was safely inside the biggest of the four-by-fours, which was now following the lead pick-up out of the compound gate. There was no sign either of the girl, or the cameraman and the reporter. I got to my feet and watched the convoy move jerkily on to the road and head north in a cloud of dust and exhaust fumes.


We stood there, looking down the hillside at the cars dwindling into the distance. The others moved away to collect their gear, leaving Zac staring at the column of dust hanging in the air in the convoy’s wake.


‘What now?’ I asked eventually.


‘I’m thinking,’ Zac said irritably. I knew how bad he must feel. This had been a big opportunity for him. In a few minutes it had slipped out of his hands. Instead of returning as the star of a brilliant success, he would now have to carry the can for yet another fuck-up.


When Zac was thinking hard he had an almost childish look of concentration on his face. He was wearing it now. After a second or two it cleared. ‘OK,’ he said decisively, and turned to me. ‘Call up Jake,’ he said. ‘Tell him to wait for us on the road. Grant, go back to the OP and pick up the Jimpy and Joe and Scotty’s day sacks. God knows when we’ll be able to retrieve the bodies.’


Grant set off back up the hill. I got on the PRR and told Jake the news about the radio. He listened in silence and said he was on his way. He didn’t sound quite so cool now.


While we waited for Grant to return, I tried a few consoling words on Zac. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘We’ll be out of here soon.’ I had a comforting picture of the big helicopter that was due to pick us up in an hour or so, looming out of the sky. ‘Everyone will have forgotten about this in a week.’ He grunted. ‘Joe and Scotty’s families won’t,’ he said.


I didn’t bother to reply. A few minutes later, Grant was back, carrying two day sacks. ‘Where’s the Jimpy?’ asked Zac.


‘It’s useless,’ Grant replied. ‘They took a direct hit.’ That was real bad luck. Rocket-propelled grenades were pretty inaccurate at any range.


‘Right,’ said Zac. ‘Let’s go.’ Then he paused. ‘No, wait a second. Get back everyone.’ He raised his rifle and fired two or three shots through the radio. Then we set off down the steep hillside, slithering on the scree, and on to the dirt road.


The compound was about four hundred metres to the west; the landing zone, a flat field by the side of the road where we were due to be picked up, was a little way beyond it to the south. Jake and his three men were waiting for us, crouched out of sight in the shade of some tall crops that lined the left-hand side of the road. He got up and came towards us. He was a rubbery, athletic guy whose skin had tanned and hair lightened in the Helmand sun. I had only known him a few weeks. He seemed like a good bloke.


His face was clouded as he came towards us. ‘What happened to Joe and Scotty?’ he asked.


‘I’ll tell you later,’ said Zac tersely. ‘The important thing now is to get off the road and into cover. We’re going to the compound. At least we can defend ourselves there. Lead on, will you Jake?’


Jake returned to his men. They got to their feet, loaded up, and trudged off down the rutted, potholed track that was the area’s main north–south artery. They were strung out in a line with five metres between them, moving methodically, swivelling their heads left and right in a synchronised security drill that had been worked out on the streets of Northern Ireland. We followed about twenty metres behind them.


We had been walking a minute when the first bomb went off. The blast rocked me back and I felt a searing heat like a furnace door opening. The road ahead was blotted out with thick black smoke. There was a brief silence then shouting and shrieks of pain.


Someone was yelling, ‘Take cover! Take cover!’ I obeyed without thinking, scurrying to the right side of the road and throwing myself full length into a shallow trench. As I stretched out, there was a second, shockingly loud bang ahead. I knew immediately what had happened. There had been one IED in the road. Another was waiting in the ditch for the survivors when they ran for the nearest cover. I lay face down, rigid with fear, terrified to move unless I touched off another explosion.


I stayed like that until I heard the sound of Grant’s voice. I turned my head and he was looming over me, reaching down with an outstretched hand. ‘Out you come mate,’ he said gently. I took it and he hauled me up on to the road.


The smoke had cleared. Two bodies lay in the road in various states of dismemberment. Twenty metres ahead, Zac and Robbie were peering into a section of the ditch where flames still guttered. I went over to them, quickly, as if moving fast diminished the chances of tripping a bomb. The four of us stood there, staring into the ditch. There wasn’t much left to see.


I glanced up the road. The compound gate was only fifty metres away. That was the one place we could be sure there were no IEDs. I said so to Zac. He nodded. ‘Right,’ he breathed. ‘OK everybody. Follow me.’ We trotted behind him, past the body parts and the patch of scorched earth where the first bomb had gone off, through the gates and into the compound. It seemed a haven of peace after the scene on the road – until you spotted the blood trails where the Talibs had hauled away their dead and the cartridge cases littering the ground.


We flopped down under the trees where Zaifullah and his men had been sitting. We all carried hydration packs of drinking water on our backs called Camelbaks. I pulled out the toggle and drank. A faint breeze stirred the leaves. It was still cool and I felt the sweat drying on my face. The adrenaline rush subsided and my head cleared. I started to think about what would happen next.


It was broad daylight now. I looked at my watch. 0800. That meant there was another ninety minutes before the chopper was due to arrive. Without the radio, there was no way we could raise the alarm and call in a rescue mission earlier. Our enemies didn’t know that of course. They knew we were here, though. They would have heard the explosions. The assumption had to be that they would be back soon in the hope of finishing us off.


Zac was crouched down examining a map spread out on the floor. He looked up as I came over. ‘We can’t stay here,’ he said. He was right. There were just the four of us now. We had only our rifles and a few grenades. Even if we managed to hang on until the helicopter came, there was no way it was going to land in the middle of a firefight.


‘So what do you reckon?’ I asked. He smoothed out the map, a satellite imagery patchwork of greens and browns. ‘Move south,’ he said. He traced a line through the fields running along the highway. ‘Stay off the road to avoid IEDs and running into the enemy. Make our way here’ – he pointed at a khaki square on the map, showing a patch of open ground where the hills on the east side of the road flattened out – ‘then pop out when the chopper comes looking for us.’


It made sense. If we failed to show at the rendezvous landing zone, the helicopters would conduct a search. If we were out in the open ground they could hardly fail to miss us.


‘Let’s see.’ He moved out of the way and I took a good look at the map. Each square represented one kilometre. There were five between us and the proposed landing site. We would be travelling parallel to the road, through fields and crops, which would make the going a bit slower. But if we got a move on we should be able to get there OK in the – I checked my watch again – eighty minutes that remained.


I stood up. ‘Sounds good,’ I said.


‘Great?’ He looked relieved. He turned to the others, still stretched out under the trees. ‘Grant, Robbie,’ he called. ‘We’re moving out.’ They stood up, snapping on their webbing while Zac told them the plan. Neither said anything.


We picked up our weapons and filed towards the gate. Grant was in the lead. He paused and looked up and down the road then waved us on. I was last in line. It was just as I reached the compound gate that I noticed a flutter of movement out of the corner of my eye. There was a patch of light blue in among the bushes at the edge of the orchard. Then I heard a low noise, like the whimper of a wounded animal. The others heard it too and swung round. We crept forward, rifles raised, towards the source of the sound. She was crouched in a bundle, behind a bush, trying to make herself small. When we were a few feet away she raised her head and I glimpsed frightened eyes glowing from the narrow window in her veil.


A young man was stretched out beside her. He had on a long brown shift and baggy pants like the Taliban wore. His eyes were closed and he didn’t seem to be breathing.


‘Is he dead?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know,’ said Zac. He gave the body a sharp tap in the ribs with his boot. I saw something flicker across the man’s blank features.


‘He’s faking,’ I said.


Zac tapped him again, except this time it was more of a kick. The man’s eyes opened. Slowly, he sat up.










Chapter 3


It was Robbie who broke the silence. ‘Do you want me to whack him, boss?’ he asked. He sounded quite keen on the idea. The barrel of his big sniper rifle was about two feet away from the Talib’s head. I had a brief, nasty vision of what would happen if he pulled the trigger.


Zac didn’t answer. His eyes were cold. He started to press the safety catch of his rifle, left and right, on and off. The Talib must have understood what was at stake but whatever it was he was feeling didn’t show on his thin, downy face. He just kept staring at us blankly, like he was resigned to whatever came next. The seconds dragged by – treacle time, we called it, when a lot was going on in a very short space and everything felt as though it was happening under water. The sniper rifle weighed a ton. The barrel started to wave about as Robbie tried to keep it straight.


Zac stopped clicking. A big, pulsing silence filled the air. Robbie shifted his grip on the rifle. Sweat was pouring down his face. Grant stared anxiously at Zac, shifting his big frame nervously from one leg to the other.


And then Zac shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, firmly. Robbie, a bit reluctantly it seemed, lowered the barrel.


For a second, the Talib’s face seemed to sag with relief. Then it went blank again.


The tension evaporated. Everyone relaxed a little. But now one dilemma had passed, another popped up to replace it. If we weren’t going to kill him, what were we going to do with him? And her. The girl was still curled up in a foetal ball, though the whimpering had stopped. We couldn’t leave her behind. Christ knows what would happen to her when the Talibs got their hands on her again. As for the man, my first thought was that we should turn him loose. When I said so to Zac, though, he had other ideas.


‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s coming with us.’


‘Why?’ asked Robbie. A frown creased his forehead. He didn’t often speak up. He sounded pissed off.


Zac ignored him. ‘We haven’t got time to stand here yakking,’ he snapped. ‘Get moving.’ He turned to Grant. ‘You can speak a bit of Pashto, can’t you?’ Grant Gibbs was a serious guy underneath the tattoos.


‘A bit.’


‘Well tell him to get up. He’s under arrest.’


Grant said something. The Talib’s expression didn’t change but he got to his feet.


Zac grinned at me. ‘You’re good with women, Milo.’ He nodded to the sky-blue heap on the ground. ‘You can take care of her.’


I levered her to her feet. She was as light as a bundle of twigs and stood there, meekly, head lowered, which seemed to be her default position. Most of the women wore all-enveloping veils with a sort of lattice-work panel so they could just avoid bumping into things. This veil had a clear opening like a letterbox. I could see her eyes as I lifted her up. They were big and brown. I was surprised to see that they were circled with eyeliner and the lashes were caked with mascara.


‘Everyone ready?’ Zac looked round. ‘Let’s go.’


We crossed the road, gingerly, all too aware of the horrible surprises that might be buried under the gravel, then thankfully entered the fields on the far side. The road ran north to south. To the east lay a line of barren hills. The land on the west of the road formed a lush band of fields and orchards, irrigated by the big river which lay about three or four kays away. This was the green zone. The people who farmed it lived among their crops, in mud-brick houses enclosed by compound walls.


The route Zac planned took us south through the green zone, parallel with the highway, for about five kilometres. Then we would emerge to cross the road, take up position in the area of flat desert on the far side, and make ourselves as obvious as possible to the pick-up helicopters which, according to the drills, having failed to find us at the rendezvous should then have begun a search.


The ground would provide us with shelter and cover, but it was also full of people, and among the people were the Taliban. Even over the short distance we were travelling it would be difficult to pass through unnoticed. Out on patrol, I sometimes got this idea in my head that the green zone was the sea and we were in a boat and as we cut through the waters we were leaving behind a bow wave that rippled outwards until it washed up against our enemies.
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