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  PROLOGUE




  Afghanistan: 15 October 2008




  Sometimes in war, you get the chance to get even.




  The Taliban had just killed one of my best men. But the way things were shaping up, we’d shortly be able to strike back. Dusk was falling. We were in a reach of land near a loop of the

  River Helmand, about 20 kilometres north of Forward Operating Base Dwyer, Garmsir district. My senior NCO, Corporal of Horse [CoH] Ben Woollaston had just spotted five men slinking through the tall

  reeds on the farther bank. They were about 250 metres away, heading for the hamlet that lay a little to the north of a Bedouin encampment. As the group turned in through the big metal gates of a

  compound, Ben saw that one of them had an AK47 assault rifle badly concealed under his clothing. We knew they were going to attack us, our i/com radio intercept scanners had picked them up saying

  so. Under the British Army rules of engagement then in force, Ben could have opened fire on the insurgents if he’d seen they were armed before they’d reached the gates. As it was,

  he’d missed the chance to do so by a second. We sat in the darkness, weapons cocked, staring through the night-sights, and waiting for the enemy to make their move.




  We didn’t have to wait long. A weird whooshing sound shattered the dead silence. In the same breath, a volley of rocket-propelled grenades speared in at us from the compounds and the reeds

  lining the river. Travelling at just under 300 metres per second, the RPG-7 warheads fizzed through the warm air, the propellant trailing bright streaks of orange-yellow flame. Two arrowed in at

  the Jackals. They missed, narrowly, to either side. The third rocket grenade arced skyward, reached the top of its parabola, stalled and began falling back to earth. Then it exploded. Shards of

  shrapnel spat into the barren terrain all around us, but again we were lucky – no one got hit.




  Muzzle flashes rippled from the enemy lines. Another rocket shot past, missing Toddy’s Jackal by a whisker. There was no need to give the order: every single member of the troop was

  already returning fire – except for me. Major Davies was in my usual commander’s seat, which meant that he had control of the Jackal’s front-mounted 7.62mm general purpose machine

  gun [GPMG]. The boss was blazing away at the Taliban, firing short, aimed bursts of three or four rounds at a time. Couldn’t have done it better myself. And I wanted to be doing it. I got on

  the radio and sent a contact report to battle group HQ. Deceptively slow, the long, curling gobbets of orange tracer floated out from the muzzle of the Gimpy and thumped into the enemy firing

  points. I wanted my machine gun back – but I wasn’t going to get it.




  I grabbed my SA-80 from its stowage position in the door. It was fitted with a UGL [underslung 40mm grenade launcher] and opened fire. I put down a few bursts of 5.56mm, then I pulled up the

  UGL’s sights, tilted the weapon and fired. The grenade made a pop as it launched up into the night sky, then a massive bang as it exploded among the reeds. But there was so much fire going

  down at the enemy positions, it was impossible to know where my own round had landed.




  A new salvo of RPGs whistled past and detonated in the blackness beyond. Two feet above and behind me, Trooper Salmon was hammering away on the 40mm grenade machine gun [GMG]. The rounds were

  exiting just above my left ear. If I’d stood up, I’d have lost my head. Six inches to my left, the boss was still trying to melt the Gimpy’s barrel. Deafened, I waited until he

  was reloading. Then I leaned and shouted: ‘I’ve sent a contact report – and slow down your rate of fire!’ Major Davies looked across at me. I could see the adrenaline rush

  in his eyes, which were twice their normal size and staring wide.




  The Taliban weren’t hanging back when it came to putting down rounds: I heard AK47 bullets whang off the nearest Jackal’s side armour. All our crews were firing back with everything

  they had – .50 cal heavy machine guns, GMGs, SA-80s, GPMGs. Watching fall of shot, I saw Junior Salmon find his range with the GMG, landing a steady stream of 40mm grenades inside one enemy

  compound after another. Then someone else – either Cox’s or Woollaston’s gunner – hit three Taliban fighters with a well-aimed burst of GPMG. I saw the men fly backwards and

  crumple to earth.




  Toddy’s .50 cal gunner was also on the money: a burst from his weapon exploded in a stand of reeds, spraying lethal packets of red-hot shrapnel out to all sides. The tinder-dry stalks

  caught at once and began to smoulder. We had to be hurting the Taliban, but the RPGs kept right on coming: another warhead flashed past, exploding to our rear at its maximum fused range. Then a new

  enemy weapon joined the party, a PKM light machine gun; the deep-throated rattle as it pumped out shells at a rate of more than ten rounds per second unmistakable.




  The contact fell into a rhythm of fire and counter-fire. Both sides were putting down a murderous weight of ordnance; but our own fire was better aimed and it was beginning to tell.

  Toddy’s gunner ploughed a new burst of .50 calibre into the reeds. A bright tongue of orange reached up from the heart of the smoke. Then the whole reed bed exploded into a brilliant wall of

  fire. Sparks and curls of flame spiralled skyward and the sharp tang of burning vegetation carried on the night air. We could see the silhouettes of enemy fighters, flitting through the reeds as

  they withdrew. We intensified our fire – we had a score to settle. Smoked out, a nest of enemy fighters burst from their hiding place like startled woodcocks, turned and ran up the slope to

  their rear. Outlined in lethal silhouette against the flames, they stood out plain as targets at a funfair. A dozen weapon systems zoned in on them, knocking the fugitives flat in their tracks.

  Strike another four Taliban. It wasn’t going to bring Magpie back, or in any way make up for his loss – but they’d probably been part of the war band that had killed him. With any

  luck, we’d nailed the bastard who’d planted the IED.




  


 





  CHAPTER ONE




  Camp Bastion, Afghanistan, June 2006




  When we first got there, few of us realized how brutal the Afghan campaign was going to be – or how long it was going to last. A handful of British units had found out

  the hard way, but for those of us in D Squadron, Household Cavalry [HCR] recently arrived in Camp Bastion, the lack of action was deafening. We’d been hanging around with our safety catches

  firmly set at ‘On’ for the best part of two months. And we were starting to get a bit twitchy.




  Sitting outside the accommodation pods after scoff one evening, Corporal of Horse Julian ‘JC’ Moses turned to me and said: ‘This is boring. We need to get some trigger

  time.’ I knew exactly how JC felt: the squadron needed to stop messing around with its armoured vehicles and get them out on the ground. The Scimitar came equipped with a very accurate 30mm

  Rarden cannon and a co-axial 7.62mm GPMG; it was time we put some of that firepower down range and onto the enemy. You don’t join the British Army just for the pay. Make that especially not

  for the pay.




  A Bruce Willis lookalike only smaller and without all the muscles, JC had originally joined the Pioneer Corps. But when the powers-that- be decided to amalgamate the Pioneers into the Royal

  Logistics Corps, JC and another Pioneer, Matthew Hull, had transferred across to the Household Cavalry. JC was a very easygoing bloke: he liked taking the piss and cracking jokes; if he ever left

  the Army, then he could try for a career as a stand-up comedian. In his dreams.




  Now that we were out in theatre, D Squadron had divided into five troops of four vehicles. I was 3 Troop’s CoH, or Sergeant equivalent. Lt Tom Long was the troop O.C. [officer commanding].

  The Household Cavalry’s designated combat role is mobile forward reconnaissance: scouting ahead of the main battle group, spotting the enemy, assessing his strength, disposition and readiness

  to fight, and picking off targets of opportunity when those presented themselves. But in Helmand province our role was set to change. Lt Tom Long and I reported to the TAC [battle group tactical

  headquarters] for an operational briefing. The TAC was the usual hive of activity – planning tables jammed in so tight together that it was hard to squeeze between them; throngs of people,

  most of them officers suffering from a greater or lesser degree of sleep deprivation; maps and lists and notices hanging everywhere; radios and computers; and several screens displaying UAV,

  satellite and other surveillance down-feeds (otherwise known as ‘Kill TV’) that were searching for and tracking the enemy. We still had no trade. But it was clear there was plenty of

  action in the offing.




  Before deployment, the squadron had spent six long months training for combat: practising fire fight and anti-improvised explosive device [IED, or booby-trap bomb] routines; honing our gunnery

  and other weapons skills on the ranges; making our casualty evacuation [CASEVAC] procedures slick and quick; and going through endless scenarios designed to bring the squadron up to the peak of

  readiness. But now that we’d finally got out to Bastion, they were hitting us with a spell of relentless inactivity, otherwise known as acclimatization. We duly spent the first few weeks

  adapting to the blistering weather, avoiding sunstroke if possible, sharpening our battle skills and learning more about the enemy threat. But as each day went by and news of contacts between some

  of the other British units in theatre and the enemy came in, it grew clear that we were not engaged in some glorified nation-building exercise: we were at war.




  With regular reports coming in that the IED threat was growing ever more serious and complex, we spent a lot of time in training to detect and clear concealed bombs and booby traps –

  sweeping for explosive devices with hand-held detectors, or what we called ‘barmaring’. For the new conflict, we’d be using the latest Vallon detectors, which were a big

  improvement on previous types.




  The squadron’s Scimitar and Spartan armoured vehicles had to be prepped. We had to load the ammunition onto them and fire in the weapons: in the case of the Scimitar, which is a

  light-armoured vehicle slightly larger than a Range Rover only with a lot more killing power, that meant the cannon and the GPMG. With no turret, the Spartan has generally had to make do with a

  single GPMG.




  The vehicles had been shipped to a Pakistani port in freight containers, and then driven from the port through the Khyber Pass and down to Camp Bastion on the back of jingly trucks – the

  high-sided, brightly painted lorries that the Afghans use to move heavy goods. Given it was a miracle that the trucks – and our wagons – had survived the journey without getting

  ambushed, hijacked or blown up, we had to check that the long journey itself hadn’t done the armoured vehicles any harm. So it was out on the range to see if the guns still worked, zero them

  in, make sure the Tactical Navigation and Target Location System [TNTLS – the laser gun sight and ranging system for the 30mm cannon and the onboard Global Positioning System, or GPS] was

  working and accurate, give the engines a bit of a workout and so on. The TNTLS was the best and most brilliant upgrade to the Scimitar since its introduction to British Army service back in 1971

  – once you laid the sight onto a target and lased it for range, then the Rarden would generally hit it. Not only that, but the TNTLS gave an instant GPS fix on a given target, which could

  then be transmitted by encrypted radio signal to other friendly forces like artillery and air. We played around with the system for a few days until its use became second nature. It was a good new

  toy, but it wasn’t going to keep us amused for ever.




  The Scimitar had been fitted with various other upgrades for service in Afghanistan besides the TNTLS: extra mine blast protection, the Bowman radio, an added layer of composite appliqué

  armour and, in some ways most importantly of all, the anti-RPG-7 ‘cage’ or ‘shopping trolley’ armour. Welded all round the turrets and hulls to make RPGs [rocket-propelled

  grenades] explode before they could do any damage to the vehicle or crew, the cage armour was an absolute bugger to fit: getting it onto the wagons kept us busy for several days. For a start, the

  bolts never wanted to line up with the appropriate holes so we had a hell of a job wrestling it into place. Then the sun made the armour so hot you had to wear gloves to handle it; and once it was

  fitted, I thought the cage armour made the wagons look ungainly and ugly. But it was very shortly going to save not just my life, but the lives of many others.




  What the wagons didn’t have was any form of air-conditioning. In a country where high summer temperatures can top 50°C, and with the additional heat of an engine to deal with, things

  could get a little bit warm inside. But psyched up and raring to go as we were, prepping the wagons was just routine soldiering; as each day went by, the lack of any contact with the enemy was

  growing more and more frustrating. That sounds a bit gung-ho; but what made us especially keen-edged was the fact that while we kicked our heels in camp, some members of 16 Air Assault Brigade had

  already been out and taken on the brand-new enemy. One of the lucky people who’d been in a fire fight with the locals was Corporal of Horse [CoH] Shaun Fry, otherwise known as Sizzler.




  ‘Sizzler’ Fry and ‘JC’ Moses – who says the British Army doesn’t have a sense of humour?




  


 





  CHAPTER TWO




  Judging by the briefings and reports we were getting, fighting was a way of life for most of Helmand’s male population. They fought because they were from a different

  tribe or members of a different family clan; they fought to protect their interests in the drugs trade; they fought because they believed their religion commanded it; and they fought because the

  Taliban paid them. After six weeks in Afghanistan, my own impression was a lot of them shared a single aim: the burning desire to kill any foreign soldiers on their home turf.




  Another thing that seemed to make the local males go looking for trouble was the majority Pashto-speakers’ code of Pashtunwali. Some things about the Pashtunwali code were good. For

  example, all Pashtuns will go out of their way when it comes to hospitality: they’ll feed, house and even clothe a complete stranger, and in some cases they’ll even help an enemy in

  need. But there’s another side to the code and that is the whole business of honour. In most parts of Afghanistan, one man only has to look at another man in the wrong way to start a

  blood-feud. Nine times out of ten, the vendetta spreads through the respective families and from there out into the wider tribal groups. If there’s a woman involved in the dispute, the

  killing gets especially vicious, and the feuding can go on for generations.




  Life on the Trowbridge housing estate in Cardiff where I’d grown up hadn’t been quite as extreme as that but in some ways it had been almost as tribal. And there had been more than

  enough violence. My mother, Myrna, is Welsh, but my father, Vince, comes from an old Southern Irish Catholic family. Like kids from the other local Catholic families, I attended St Illtyd’s

  Catholic High School in Rumney. Regardless of whether or not I actually believed the Pope always got things right, as far as a lot of the other local youths were concerned I was from a different

  tribe. That made me a target. There were times when I either had to let myself get bullied, or fight. After the first couple of scraps when I came home the worse for wear, my dad taught me a few

  moves. Teaching me to fight was his way of showing me love. The next time one of the local bullies tried it on, he got the benefit of my new education.




  Sometimes, as in Afghanistan, the fighting on the Cardiff estates was over a woman, usually a woman from a neighbouring area. I mitched off school a few times when I was in my early teens

  – make that a few dozen times. It was usually because I was trying to avoid maths, or because I hadn’t done the homework due in for that day. One time when I was 15, one of my mates had

  a dental appointment in school hours. I didn’t need any of my teeth fixing, but I went along with Billy Dacey to keep him company. While Billy was getting his teeth sorted out, I waited down

  by the local rubbish dump next to the Rumney River: the truancy officers didn’t go down there, it was far too rough.




  While I waited for Billy to come back from the dentist, I bumped into a couple of lads who lived on the neighbouring Llanrumney estate. One of them, Curly, was my age – I knew him by sight

  from St Illtyd’s. The other, a lanky kid called Tommo, was a year or two older. He went to Ball Road comprehensive. When I met them, they were both smoking. Curly held out a cigarette.

  ‘Smoke?’




  ‘No thanks – I don’t smoke.’




  ‘Why not? You posh or something? What are you doing over by Llanrumney anyway? You still seeing Pat Thomas?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said, and immediately realized that there was going to be trouble. Pat was my girlfriend. I’d been seeing her for about three months and she lived on their turf.




  Curly said: ‘Why don’t you fuck off back to Trowbridge?’ I knew Tommo fancied Pat, and I also knew she didn’t fancy him. Curly was trying to look big in front of his

  older mate. With that, Curly took a swing at me. He caught me off guard, and his fist hit me on the side of the head. But the blow glanced off. He hadn’t hit me hard enough to put me down. My

  father had taught me well: he’d shown me how to use my fists. I jabbed at Curly’s nose with my left, landed a good one and followed up with a few more smacks in the face to keep him

  busy. Then, when he dropped his arms, I caught him in a headlock, bent him double and punched him in the face with my free hand. We wrestled to the ground, but I still had him in the headlock, and

  I was still thumping him. But then Curly reached down, grabbed half a brick from the dump, brought it swinging round and connected with my left temple. I saw stars and let Curly go. I stood up,

  thinking, ‘Now would be a good time to fuck off’, and started running up the bank. Curly was crouched down and bleeding from the punches I’d laid on him. I had him beaten, but I

  had an egg on my temple that felt bigger and more painful every time I touched it.




  The next night, I’d spent a very pleasant evening at Pat’s house. It was about nine o’clock on a February night, cold and dark, and a fine sleet was beginning to come down. I

  met up with Billy Dacey and a couple of my other mates. We were walking back home through the Llanrumney estate down Ball Road. There was a pub on the right called the Llanrumney Hall, and on the

  left there were some flats that had recently featured in a documentary about gangs and burglary. There was always a scrap going on outside the pub, caused by some of the local headcases. We were

  heading for Billy’s house, hoping to get a cup of tea and something to eat. Looking up, I saw Curly, Tommo and a couple of their hangers-on walking towards us. Curly was sporting a split lip

  and a bruise or two. I knew it was going to kick off, but I didn’t feel scared. Because I’d legged it from the first fight, Curly and Tommo thought they could have me.




  ‘There they are,’ I said. ‘There’s them two fuckers who attacked me.’




  ‘I know them,’ Billy said. ‘That’s Tommo and Curly, isn’t it.’




  I was watching the gang of four as they got closer. As we drew level, Curly sneered: ‘There you are then, you yellow twat.’ I kept my eyes on Curly – but it was Tommo who was

  fronting me up.




  He said: ‘I’m going to have you.’




  I said, ‘It’s not you I want to fight – I want to finish off the fight with Curly.’ I could see from the look in Curly’s eyes that he didn’t want to know.

  Tommo stepped forward. Without thinking, I kicked out. I caught him straight in the solar plexus. I’d never done any martial arts, but I’d winded him with a snap-kick to the gut from

  the standing position. As he bent towards me, winded, I grabbed hold of Tommo’s back hair and kneed him hard in the face twice. Then the red mist came down. If he wanted to scrap then fuck

  it, I was going to destroy him. I sent upper cuts left, then right, then left again into his head. He went down and curled up in a ball. I thought about kicking him, but that wasn’t my style.

  ‘Stop, stop,’ he gasped. He had no fight left in him.




  I looked round for Curly. ‘Now it’s your turn.’ He turned and ran.




  As we watched him run, Billy Dacey turned to me: ‘Where the fuck did you learn the kung-fu kick?’ I hadn’t learned it anywhere. It had come all by itself, fuelled by pure

  adrenaline. But even I had to admit it had been a great kick. We walked back into the Trowbridge estate and I went home. As far as I was concerned, I’d dealt with Curly and his mate and that

  was the end of it. Wrong again. Word got round the local area that I was some sort of kung-fu expert. Far from putting people off, it made some of them want to prove they could beat me. Sometimes,

  the Llanrumney estate was like the Wild West; it was lucky we weren’t wearing guns or a lot of us would have been dead.




  I was walking through the stretch of woodland between Llanrumney and Trowbridge a few days later when I saw a few of my mates at the top of the hill about 200 metres ahead of me. I was at the

  bottom of the hill, on my own. Suddenly two older lads stepped out of the bushes to either side of me: Curly’s brother, who was 18, and his mate, who was a year younger. ‘You beat up my

  brother. You think you’re some kind of fucking kung-fu expert, do you?’ His back-up moved round to my left side. I glanced up: my mates were too far away to help.




  I said: ‘I don’t want no dramas.’ But inside I was thinking, ‘Oh, well – here we go.’ I kept my eyes on Curly’s brother. He was bigger and looked the

  more dangerous. But it was his mate who hit me first, stepping in and whacking a fist in my face that I hadn’t even seen coming. I heard my nose crack as it broke. The pain of the blow

  blinded me, I couldn’t see to fight back. Now I was helpless, they laid into me. My mates up on the hill – Steve Borgia, Jimmy Donovan and Billy Dacey – had seen what was

  happening, and started running down to help.




  When they reached us, Steve said: ‘If you two want to fight, you can fight the lot of us.’ There was a bit of a scuffle, and then Curly’s brother and his sidekick walked

  away.




  As they went, they shouted, ‘Tell Flynn to stay away from Ball Road.’ I wasn’t going to stay away. I wanted to see Pat. But I was going to be a lot more wary.




  My mates picked me up, what was left of me. Blood had gushed out down my face and onto my shirt and I wiped it away from my mouth. ‘My nose is broken,’ I mumbled.




  Jimmy said, ‘Better get you home, then.’




  When I got home, my dad looked at my nose. ‘Clean break,’ he said helpfully. ‘There’s no point going to the hospital – there’s nothing they can do for

  that.’




  He was right – when me and my mates finally got to the head of the queue in casualty, the doctor said: ‘Nothing I can do for that, I’m afraid. Try and stay out of trouble for a

  while. It’ll heal itself naturally.’ I went home and sat in front of the telly feeling sorry for myself and plotting my revenge. As the years went by, fighting became a way of life.

  Maybe that’s why I’d ended up joining the Army. At least when you’re in the armed forces, you get paid for scrapping.




  


 





  CHAPTER THREE




  Back at Camp Bastion, the waiting game went on. We’d spent days out in the sunshine prepping the vehicles. We’d fired in the guns now, set the TNTLS laser-ranging

  and navigation units to the correct datum marks and as far as we could tell the systems were all working to the point where we – and they – were several shades of blue in the face. We

  were ready for war – but as far as the operational command were concerned, it seemed war wasn’t ready for us. In the meantime, our frustration increased: target practice, emergency

  drills and routine vehicle maintenance weren’t doing it for us. We had to get some trigger time soon. The daily Ops briefings made it very clear that enemy activity in Helmand province was

  intensifying all the time. The Taliban were carrying the attack to an ever-increasing number of our bases. Things were warming up.




  One night while we were in the scoff tent, having our evening meal – ‘we’ being me, JC, LCoH Steve ‘Squirty’ McWhirter, and Coxy [LCoH Damian Cox].While the rest of

  us sat down, 3 Troop’s boss, Lieutenant Tom Long, came up with his paper plate of food and his plastic KFS [knife, fork and spoon] and then wandered off to fetch himself a glass of water. We

  exchanged glances: Tom had left his bag of plastic cutlery unattended for a moment. In the scoff tent, this was a well-known tactical error. One that deserved instant correction. Squirty leaned

  across, picked up the little bag containing Tom’s diggers and snapped them neatly in half. Then he set the bag carefully back down in the same position as before. Tom came back. He ripped the

  bag open and shook it. Several small, useless bits of white plastic fell out. He went red. ‘Who broke my diggers in half?’ Nobody said anything. But the story shows how bored we all

  were.




  As we were tidying away the scoff trays, someone said: ‘Did you hear about Sizzler? He got injured in a contact up at Sangin.’ Shaun Fry – Sizzler – was a JTAC, or Joint

  Terminal Air Controller, the person who calls in close air support [CAS] for front-line troops in contact with the enemy. I hadn’t heard – and Sizzler was a mate.




  ‘Is he OK? Where is he?’




  ‘Over in the hospital. But I don’t think it’s life-threatening.’




  I caught JC’s eye: ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’




  JC nodded: ‘I’m thinking we need to go and see how Sizzler’s doing. And I’m thinking if it was anything like the last time when he called in the A-10s up at Now Zad, then

  he’s got a bit of a story to tell.’




  Bearing in mind the old Army saying, ‘The only stupid question is a question that you haven’t asked’, I was all for getting a combat download from Shaun – provided he was

  feeling up to it. The more we knew about how the Taliban thought and fought before we went out to meet them in battle, the better. From the background lectures we’d been getting for the past

  few weeks in RSOI [reception, staging, onward movement and integration – the Army loves acronyms] I knew that what was true about Sangin was true about pretty much the whole of Helmand

  province. Afghanistan produces more than 80 per cent of the world’s opium supply, and Helmand grows and processes the lion’s share of that. The place is pretty much a giant drugs

  factory. The amount of money the narco-terrorists make from the trade defies belief, until you see some of the palaces the war lords have built themselves: huge, wedding-cake complexes, bristling

  with guards and equipped with all the latest technology.




  According to the UN, Afghan opium production in 2004 came in at more than 4,000 metric tonnes, earning the undesirables involved in it a gross income of more than $one billion. And as we were

  now discovering, the Taliban used some of the income from its share of the trade to help fund its military operations – against us. They collected protection money from the opium farmers;

  top-sliced a cut of the crop; and made yet more money from refining, transporting and selling the opium on to the next links in the chain themselves. The drugs then made their way out along

  well-trodden routes through towns that included Gereshk, Musa Qal’ah and Now Zad: which was probably the main reason the Taliban were fighting so hard to keep control of them.




  I made a bee-line for the door. ‘Right then – let’s go and hunt him down.’




  I’d first met Sizzler in 2002, when my wife, Shelley, and our three children were still living in Lincolnshire, running the post office we’d bought in the nine or

  so years I’d spent between spells of Army service. I’d left the Army in 1993 as a Corporal of Horse, rejoining as an Acting Lance Corporal of Horse in 2001. In the meantime, I started

  and ran successful business ventures – successful, that is, until they failed.




  Having already served fifteen years in my first engagement, I only had seven years left before qualifying for what was then the maximum twenty-two-year term. But re-engaging meant I got to spend

  even more time in the Army – in fact, if I served out the whole engagement, I’d be well in to my fifties. Encouraging older but much-needed NCOs to rejoin was a bit of an experiment at

  the time, and I was one of the first guinea-pigs to sign on under the terms of the new contract, which meant moving back to barracks.




  The idea was that Shelley, my sons Liam and Sean and daughter Gabrielle would move down to join me; but at the time I’d gone back in, they were happy and settled in Lincolnshire and the

  children were in good schools. While I waited for my nearest and dearest to join me, I lived with the single men in Combermere barracks, the Household Cavalry’s Windsor home. Shaun Fry was

  pally with JC Moses, who was already a friend of mine, and the three of us occasionally went out for a drink together. Which was how I’d got to know Sizzler.




  The same height as I am, six feet two, when I’d first met Sizzler he’d been much like the rest of us: in good enough shape to pass the regular Army fitness tests, but not in tip-top

  physical condition – the beer saw to that. Then, in 2002, he started training as a Joint Terminal Air Controller [JTAC] in readiness for the Second Iraq War. It’s a difficult, dangerous

  and very demanding job, and not all that many people can do it. When he came back to camp as a qualified JTAC, I hardly recognized him: he’d lost the extra stone or so of padding and turned

  into a lean, mean, air-power-controlling machine. This made him seriously valuable.




  After the defeat of Saddam Hussein’s regular forces in the First Gulf War of 2003, and when Iraq’s Ba’athist-led insurgency kicked into high gear, Brigade sent Sizzler up to

  the insurgent-infested town of Al-Amarah to help out First Battalion, the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment [PWRR] – the Tigers. And they needed help: hundreds of Iraqi guerrilla

  fighters had them under siege in the centre of town. Although he’d played second fiddle to a more senior colleague, Sizzler had put his hard-won JTAC skills to good use in action, calling in

  a fair few close air support missions, including five AC-130 Spectre gunship strikes. This had pleased him a bit. So when he got the offer to deploy to Helmand in spring 2006 as part of 7

  RHA’s [Royal Horse Artillery’s] Fire Support team [FIST] with the first wave of 16 Air Assault Brigade, he’d jumped at the chance. Reluctant as the Household Cavalry was to let

  him go, they knew that Shaun Fry was the best available candidate.




  At first, UK politicians, civil servants and even some senior British Army officers believed that British forces in Helmand would simply be protecting the PRTs, or Provincial Reconstruction

  Teams, which were there to deliver development projects. This rosy view of things turned out to be a little over-optimistic: no sooner had British patrols started probing the chaotic and largely

  lawless province than large groups of Taliban-led fighters started to attack them. The Paras, being Paras, carried the fight. But with British Army boots in such short supply on the ground, they

  needed close air support. And that was where JTACs like Shaun Fry came in.




  JTAC is one of the riskiest jobs in modern combat, if you chose to do it the way Sizzler liked to do it, on the front line, where the battle is unfolding, and not, as he puts it, ‘sat back

  two or three klicks [kilometres] from the fighting on a hill, or in some Ops room somewhere staring at a computer screen’. He wasn’t trying to be gung-ho in volunteering for service at

  the sharp end. Both his training and his time in Iraq had convinced him that by getting up close and personal to the enemy you can see exactly what type of close air support is needed and when. I

  knew how he felt – I don’t like being stuck behind the lines at a desk, either.




  With Taliban attacks increasing in ferocity and frequency across Helmand province, on 4 June 2006, Sizzler got his chance. Brigade tasked A Company, 3 Para, other specialist elements of the

  Parachute Regiment, a platoon of 2 Gurkha Rifles and Sizzler’s fire support team with Operation Mutay.




  Although most of D Squadron had only arrived in theatre several weeks after it had gone down, I’d heard a bit about Operation Mutay. It had started out as a simple plan: air assault in,

  cordon and search a compound on the eastern outskirts of Now Zad. Then they’d capture the Taliban commander Intelligence reckoned was in there; seize all his stocks of opium, weapons and

  ammo; and bring him back to Bastion to answer a few friendly questions. But the unexpected weight of enemy numbers; the unfamiliar and confusing maze of compounds, orchards, ditches, rat runs and

  other insurgent-friendly hang-outs that made up the town; and the Taliban’s sheer tenacity had seen most of the assault units run into trouble. A large number of enemy fighters had outflanked

  2 Platoon and Shaun Fry, pinning them down behind a shoulder-high wall. And then kept them under murderous fire from less than 50 metres away for most of the day.




  In that contact, Sizzler had directed a pair of US A-10 close air support aircraft onto the enemy position at danger close range. The A-10s had strafed and rocketed the Taliban lines, allowing 2

  Platoon to withdraw and regroup. But Sizzler and his boss Captain Armstrong, the Para FOO [Forward Observation Officer], had stayed behind until the last moment to make sure the A-10s hit the

  enemy, and not their own side. The Paras and Sizzler’s FIST team had escaped Operation Mutay without death or serious injury, and killed plenty of Taliban. But now, at Sangin, they’d

  suffered at least three deaths.




  


 





  CHAPTER FOUR




  We made our way over to the base hospital. In those days, Bastion’s hospital was housed in tents, and if you were being generous you’d have described it as

  makeshift. It reminded me a bit of the emergency field hospital in the old US TV series, M*A*S*H. With a more permanent building still not much more than a gleam in the Royal Engineers’ eyes,

  the Bastion hospital mostly acted as a staging post: the medics stabilized casualties, and then shipped them back to the UK for further treatment. The treatment was good, even back then, given the

  conditions the medics had to work under. Nowadays, the whole medical picture at Camp Bastion has been transformed beyond all recognition. The hospital there is probably the world’s best at

  treating every type of battlefield injury, from the most minor – like a half-severed thumb and frag, or fragmentation injuries – to multiple amputations, life-threatening burns, severe

  blast damage, gunshot, rocket grenade and shrapnel wounds.




  I’d never been inside the hospital before. Some of the tented wards were set up for ITU [intensive treatment]. The guys lying in them had really bad injuries, such as limbs missing, or

  third-degree burns. Even before we’d heard Shaun’s account of the battle for the Sangin DC, it was a shock to realize how ferocious things really were out there.




  When we finally tracked Sizzler down, he was sitting up in bed, large as life. Larger, in fact: the fighting up at Sangin had made him look ‘alley’ – British Army slang for

  hard. It’s impossible to fake. Various people had been to visit him to say well done for the job he’d done on Operation Mutay, including Lieutenant-Colonel Tootal. Always nice to get

  some recognition, especially from a senior officer.




  Sizzler had that thousand-yard stare behind his eyes – the kind you only get from being in combat. He also had no shirt on, just a tan-coloured Army combat vest, and as usual his sideburns

  and hair were that little bit longer than regulation.




  At first glance he looked like the same Sizzler we’d always known; but if you knew him as well as JC and I did, you could see that something wasn’t right. It wasn’t just that

  he looked greyer and paler than usual, or that his body language was stiff: whatever had happened to Shaun up at Sangin had left its mark. He was still in his usual good spirits, but he had a

  massive white bandage on his right hand.




  ‘All right, Shaun?’ JC said. ‘How’s the hand? That fucking bandage is the size of your head.’




  You don’t want to go in too hard with the banter when people have been injured in combat – you never know how they’re going to react. But I couldn’t resist saying:

  ‘Nice ticket home to the UK then, Sizz? Couple of weeks up at Headley Court, lounging around in the Jacuzzi getting pampered by the pretty nurses while the rest of us are stuck out here for

  another five months? All right for some.’




  Shaun gave me a dose of the hard stare: ‘The last thing I want to do is get on that bloody Hercules and go home, Mick.’




  ‘Face it, mate,’ I said, ‘you’re getting on the transport. You’ll be back home in a couple of days. The rest of us will just have to stay here and do the job

  without you.’




  Sizzler rose to the bait: ‘Maybe so, mate – but I’ll be back.’




  ‘Have you been in theatre for thirty days yet?’ I asked. ‘Because if you haven’t, you won’t get that medal.’ I knew that he’d been recommended for the

  Military Cross, one of Britain’s highest decorations for bravery. But at the time, they’d had this stupid ‘you have to be in theatre for thirty days before we’ll give you a

  medal’ rule. Thankfully, that’s now been dropped.




  ‘At least I’ve been out and done something. All you lot have done is bugger about here in camp.’




  ‘Too true, mate – too true. It’s driving us bloody mad. The wagons are about as ready as they’re ever going to be – they’ll have us polishing them next. Any

  idea when you’re going home?’




  ‘The air-med lift is going out tomorrow. When I get back UK-side, they’re going to operate on my hand.’ He waved the damaged paw like a grizzly bear trying to swat a wasp.

  ‘I’ve lost all the feeling in it. But it’s not major. Just that the tendons are severed. They’re going to try and reconnect them. Have they given you wasters a mission

  yet?’




  JC said: ‘As it happens, we’re detailed off to escort a re-supply convoy up to the garrison at Sangin and then help secure the DC. So we might finally get ourselves some trigger time

  with the enemy.’




  ‘It bloody needs securing; the place is a pit and a hell-hole.’ He gazed at us for a while without speaking. At last, he said: ‘You say you want some trigger time. But like the

  old saying goes: “Be careful what you wish for.”’




  I said, ‘Christ, Sizzler, that’s the oldest one in the book.’




  ‘Maybe it is. But I mean it. Some of the RPG-7 strikes smashed straight through these thick compound walls. That means they’ll blow your little Scimitars to small pieces.’




  ‘All right, we’ll be careful what we wish for – now will you get on and tell us what happened?’




  Talking about what’s gone on in a contact can sometimes help you get over it. In Northern Ireland and the Falklands I’d seen close friends die horribly a few feet away from me.

  ‘What happened then, Shaun?’ I asked. ‘Did you get fragged in the DC, or did it happen outside?’




  Sizzler began slowly: ‘We got called back to Bastion after Op Mutay. Then, a few days later, this other mission came up: Int said the Afghans up in Sangin had decided to kick off among

  themselves. From what we could gather, it was some kind of power struggle.’




  Sangin didn’t mean very much to me and JC. We’d had some briefings on the hot spots in Helmand province, but at that stage, to us it was unknown territory. A few small units of US recon troops had been up there to test the waters, but after getting on the end of a few horrendous fire fights, they’d pulled out

  again. The Americans, with their usual talent for the dramatic, had nicknamed the Sangin valley ‘Death Valley’. Whatever you called it, I remembered that all the Int, the combat

  indicators and the reconnaissance missions told more or less the same story: a town of about 30,000 people that straggles along the cultivated and built-up area, or green zone, bordering the

  Helmand River, Sangin district was pretty much awash with raw, semi-processed, and refined opium. The district was a hotbed of enemy activity: hardcore and ten-dollar Taliban (they get paid ten

  bucks a day for fighting); insurgent and independent drug traffickers; and local tribesmen eager to take on anyone who basically wasn’t them.




  Since 16 Air Assault Brigade’s arrival in theatre, the Taliban in Sangin district had carried out two separate massacres of local civilians, for offences like speaking to ISAF:

  ‘International Security Assistance Force’ (even when the victims hadn’t actually done that); for being insufficiently Islamic; or for failing to show the Taliban sufficient

  support on demand. When twenty-seven villagers were killed in the second mass slaughter, Afghan President Hamid Karzai asked British commanders to put a presence in place at the Sangin Afghan

  National Police [ANP] compound, a run-down mud-walled building about half a mile from the town centre.




  Karzai wanted the Taliban’s rule of terror in the area stopped. No doubt a fair few of the local population wanted the same thing. But listening to all this, what I wondered most was, what

  were British forces in Afghanistan actually supposed to be doing? Acting as a kind of alternative police force and a prop for the national government? Defending the UK’s national interest by

  fighting extremists offshore? Helping turn Afghanistan into a stable state? Or what?




  As a JTAC and with fresh combat experience, Shaun had a better hook into the local intelligence picture at Sangin than I did. To help nudge him into talking, I said: ‘Why the fuck are we

  getting mixed up in crap like that? Why don’t we let the Afghans sort out their own shit?’




  Sizzler said: ‘It all comes down to the politics. I was attending an O [Orders] Group meeting on the eighteenth of June when a call came through the system: a man named Dos Mohammed Khan

  needed rescuing from the Sangin DC. Khan was governmental head of security for Helmand province. He was also a mate of President Karzai’s. But according to the brief, a lot of the locals were

  extremely upset about some of Khan’s activities. A rival clan chief and his followers had ambushed and killed about forty of Khan’s men. It looked as if Khan himself was going to get it

  in the neck and the government wanted him out of there double-quick. The main problem was, the Brits didn’t want to be seen rescuing an unpopular figurehead. Luckily for us, shortly before

  the rescue mission was due in, a group of the local elders grabbed Khan, took him to FOB [Forward Operating Base] Robinson a few kilometres to the south of Sangin town and asked the Afghan National

  Army commander there to lock him up.




  ‘But that didn’t solve the problem. Next thing, we heard rival warlords and insurgents were massing to take control of the Sangin DC. Karzai didn’t want to lose his presence in

  the town, however flimsy. The Afghan Army’s not up to speed yet. So the only chance he had of hanging on to the place was us – 16 Air Assault Brigade. Then, just to complicate the issue

  even further, Khan’s son was shot and badly injured.




  ‘A Company, 3 Para, got the live mission again and I went with the FIST team as before on Op Mutay. There was me, two Para MFCs [mortar fire controllers] and the boss, Captain Armstrong.

  We also had a specialist radio operator. The idea was to insert by helicopter at the DC before dawn; avoid contact with the enemy if possible; lift the injured kid and the police chief and extract

  back out of there a bit sharpish.’




  Sizzler nodded at the cigarette packet sticking out of JC’s pocket. ‘I could use a cigarette. Have you got any smokes?’ Reluctantly, JC held out the pack. We asked the pretty

  nurse who was dealing with Shaun if we could take him outside.




  ‘Fine, but you have to bring him straight back to bed if he gets tired.’ Medics quite often talk about patients as if they aren’t there, or they’re deaf or something.




  ‘OK, no worries, we’ll take care of him.’ I tracked down three cups of tea and we stood outside for a bit. Then, spotting some green-painted, fold-up Army-issue chairs standing

  against a nearby wall, I grabbed three and we sat down. The sun was beginning to set, our shadows stretching out in the strong evening light. There was the usual background racket from aircraft,

  vehicles, and machinery as the camp went about its never-ending business.




  We fell silent for some time. Then Shaun said: ‘We got there at 0430. At first, it seemed like an easy job. The Chinooks came in and set down on an LZ [landing zone] to the east of town

  beside the Helmand River. We tabbed in to the DC. It was nice and cool at that time in the morning, which made a welcome change. The police chief was ready and waiting – he looked quite

  pleased to be getting out of Dodge. Which wasn’t all that surprising: from what we’d heard, the local Taliban were coming in to saw his head off at any minute. The injured kid –

  Mohammed Khan’s son – was lying on a stretcher in the compound. He was in shit state – they’d shot him in the gut. But he was still moaning and groaning so we all thought

  he’d probably live.




  ‘At any rate, the Paras escorted Khan, the police guy, the injured boy and a few of their mates back to the helicopters, stuck them on board and off they went to Bastion, no dramas. We

  were all chuffed – we’d completed the mission in short time and not a shot fired. But then, because the job had gone so well and because President Karzai wanted it, Brigade tasked us to

  stay in place and hold the DC. If we pulled out, the thought was the Afghan Government would lose face with the locals. So we stayed.’




  I could kind of see the sense in what Shaun was telling us: one of the main reasons we were in Afghanistan was to interdict the enemy; seize the ground, hold it and then improve the

  country’s infrastructure. This, since Afghanistan hardly had any to begin with, shouldn’t be all that difficult. And sitting tight in Sangin for a few days meant A Company would be able

  to gauge the local reaction, find out the size of the Taliban presence, and estimate their ability and readiness to fight.
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