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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thousands of operations were conducted by UKSF (UK Special Forces) in the Afghanistan battlespace during the thirteen years British servicemen and women were engaged in combat there.


Many of these operations are still secret, known only by those who fought in, planned, or approved them – and none have equalled the fight that took place in southern Helmand Province in May 2007, striking at the Taliban’s most ruthless yet skilled wartime leader, Mullah Dadullah. And so that’s where I wanted to start this new series, recreating the stories of real-life Special Forces missions.


UKSF were represented in Afghanistan at that time by the SBS (Special Boat Service), the Royal Navy’s equivalent force to the Special Air Service. (During that campaign, the SAS were deployed to Iraq.) After leaving the SAS, I had the privilege of visiting UK and US Forces in Afghanistan on several occasions and was on the ground with them during operations.


All Special Forces missions are difficult and dangerous, and that’s why the job is given to them in the first place. For those not as familiar with the SBS as they are with the SAS, it’s easy to assume that the actions they undertook in Afghanistan were not as challenging, or as extreme, as those going on in Iraq at the time, but this is far from the case. As you’ll read here, what the operators of C Squadron achieved was extraordinary, by any measure, and they have my total respect.


The ultimate success of Operation Tetris meant the death of a truly brutal man. As you’ll discover, he thought nothing of throwing away people’s lives, including those of his own countrymen and women. His sadistic pleasure in the torture and execution of those unlucky enough to fall into his hands would be enough to condemn him, but he planned to escalate the war against Britain, America and her allies not only across Afghanistan but also far beyond its borders. He needed to be stopped, before he could target people in Europe and elsewhere in the world.


The Hunt might focus on the SBS operators involved, but the planning, preparation and support drew in hundreds of specialists from many branches of the UK and US armed forces, and perhaps because of that the news of Operation Tetris spread quickly through the SF community.


The names of those involved have been changed, and of course details that would compromise other operations conducted by UKSF have been omitted. But the facts remain true to the extraordinary action undertaken at the very limit of the capability of Britain’s Special Forces.


In the wake of Operation Tetris, the Americans wanted to award decorations to the SBS for their daring and determination under enemy fire. But in keeping with their practice of never acknowledging Special Forces operations of any sort, the British government refused them permission to give the SBS any honour that might have confirmed they had taken part in an attack on Mullah Dadullah.


This account is testament to their bravery.


Andy McNab CBE DCM MM






Prologue


The White Mountains, October 2001


What Jay would remember about his first time in Afghanistan was the cold. It wasn’t the kind of chill that simply caused his muscles to shiver. It seemed to get into his teeth, and bones, and never gave him a moment’s real rest. Jay had experienced the misery of nature as a shivering young recruit at Lympstone, the training depot of the Royal Marines, but the cold of the Afghan mountains was a constant, perilous sensation. With scorching heat in summer, and savage snows in winter, it was no wonder that this country was known as one of the most hostile places on earth. For thousands of years, great armies had come here, from Alexander the Great to the Soviet Union, and most had left with their tails between their legs, if they’d been allowed to leave at all. Afghanistan was a country where war was the norm, and survival was a daily battle. Even when the enemy was absent, the cold remained. Make the wrong decision here – disrespect the land – and the mountains would kill you as surely as any Taliban fighter.


Jay knew that many of his enemies had been fighting for almost as long as he’d been alive: first contesting the Soviet occupation of the country, and then battling the Northern Alliance to put the Taliban in power. Jay’s life didn’t have that kind of bloody background, but he firmly believed that he had the best military training in the world, and he had the best soldiers by his side. He held the rank of sergeant, but Jay was part of a unit where everyone was expected to think for themselves, show initiative, and be above ordinary in all aspects of soldiering, no matter the rank. Jay had proven himself once by becoming a Royal Marines Commando, and a second time by passing Special Forces Selection to join the elite Special Boat Service, but now, for the first time, he would be up against a real enemy, and the price of failure was not to be returned home or to his unit, but death: for Jay, or worse, for his comrades.


Many of his squadron had served in the Special Forces for several years, and they had been waiting patiently for a war like this. When he passed Selection, Jay couldn’t have predicted that Al-Qaeda would attack America and destroy the Twin Towers. The footage of the attack had made him bitterly angry, and to be a part of the response against those responsible filled him with pride. Very few soldiers were part of the effort to take out the terrorists and the people who supported them, but Jay was one of them. Jay’s civilian friends could not understand that he was grateful to be sent to war, but his team mates all understood. They had volunteered again and again to get into this position, and this was what they wanted more than anything else: a mission that mattered.


Jay took another breath of the cold, thin air and looked around him. A range of harsh, jagged peaks stretched away into the distance. Beneath them was a long, flat plain broken by the lines of high compound walls. Jay was too far away to see the details, but he knew that these compound walls were made of thick layers of mudbrick, a testament to the perpetual violence in the region.


The frost-dusted slope that Jay stood on was part of a range of mountains known as Spīn Ghar, which meant the White Mountains, for obvious, snowy reasons. They were located in Afghanistan’s east, and the border to Pakistan ran down the middle of the range, but the idea of a national boundary meant little here, and tribe and sect were far more important to the locals. The high mountain passes had long been both a route for smugglers and a refuge for fighters, and it was in places like this that men like Jay would have to root out those who supported the attacks of 9/11, and trap them if they tried to flee south into Pakistan. Easier said than done when the mountainsides were steep and often frozen, and the air was thinner and lacked the oxygen that Jay was used to. Part of Special Forces Selection took place on “the hills” for a reason, but the mountains of Wales did not compare to the peaks of Spīn Ghar, the highest of which was over five times that of Pen Y Fan, the famous mountain where British forces are sent to test their mettle.


Jay turned and looked behind him, seeing some of his comrades follow up the slope. Though not born to this region, the SBS men were operators through and through, and they had adapted to this harsh terrain with no more than a few wry grumbles. The truth was that they all welcomed the opportunity to test themselves, and relished the fact that they were on the hunt.


It didn’t feel strange to Jay that this was, in fact, the essence of his mission. He was a hunter, and though he had never shot an animal in his life, hunting the enemy felt like the most natural thing in the world. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t need to. As Jay watched the other five men of the patrol snake their way along the cover of the mountain-side, he just knew in his gut that there was no place in the world he would rather be.


• • •


When people think about Special Forces missions, they usually think of raids, and hostage rescues, but less often do they think about deliberate, methodical patrols through mountains or jungle, or days on end spent immobile watching a house or a pass for one moment that can be missed in a second of lost focus. Jay was determined that he would not be responsible for allowing any of the terrorist group to escape into Pakistan, where diplomacy meant that his team could not follow. Like soldiers who had fought in Northern Ireland, Vietnam or countless other conflicts, Jay had been given a set of rules within which he must fight his war. The same was not true for his enemy, and Jay didn’t think too much about that: it was enough to know that being taken alive was not an option.


It was no surprise to Jay that when there was even a sniff of Osama bin Laden, the man behind 9/11, the American Special Forces rushed to that area like wolves. He could only imagine how he’d feel if thousands of his countrymen had been killed in London, and so Jay fully understood why the Americans would want to be the ones to kill or capture Al-Qaeda’s leader. Sometimes it felt like the American command – beneath which the SBS contingent fell for this operation – often forgot about the Brits at their disposal, and days had passed without patrols, let alone contact with the enemy, which Jay was yet to experience.


Clearly Jay wasn’t the only one who was champing at the bit, and someone with a rank a lot higher than sergeant had convinced the American command to put the SBS to more frequent use. So it was that Jay found himself in the White Mountains, patrolling the slopes for signs of enemy occupation, and feeling the cold in his lungs with every breath of the thin air. Sometimes, he even worried that his fingers would be too stiff from the cold to pull the trigger. The only thing to do to keep warm was to move, but movement draws the eye, and enemy fire. There was nothing else to do but suck it up, and that didn’t bother Jay; he hadn’t joined the Special Forces for an easy life.


Clearly his enemy had their own toughness. The men that Jay’s patrol were looking for didn’t just visit the mountains, but often lived on them – or rather, in them – for extended periods of time. There were caves in the White Mountains, and while some occurred naturally, many had been expanded drastically in the fight against the Soviets, giving the mujahideen, as the Afghan fighters were known, places to plan, prepare and carry out operations against invaders. They were important sites to store weapons, and house men and equipment. You can’t beat an enemy if you don’t know where he is, and by going subterranean, Al-Qaeda and the Taliban were using nature to their advantage, and making NATO’s job of destroying them a lot harder.


Jay had been surprised at just how many caves his patrol had found, often discovering them by following faint trails over the stony ground, and through sparse woodland: the stubborn trees somehow clinging onto life in the inhospitable terrain. The patrol had found stores for war, and destroyed them using explosives, but the enemy had been really elusive. Though Jay and his comrades moved tactically, and operated stealthily, he could not shake the thought that the enemy seemed to be one step ahead.


Jay knew that this wouldn’t last forever. His squadron had trained too hard, and given too much for the enemy to escape. Jay and the patrol would keep hunting. Sooner or later, the enemy would make a fatal mistake.


• • •


It happened on another crisp, cold day, when the sky was pale blue and cloudless.


Jay’s patrol was above the forest line: a height too cold for even the hardy trees to survive. They were moving along one side of a mountain pass, using cover where they could: boulders, scrub bushes and stunted trees. It was a hard, bleak landscape, but someone had made it their temporary home.


Mike, a fair-haired Scot, was studying a small ledge in the hillside. As some men of the patrol kept their distance and provided security, the patrol commander closed up to his point man to hear what he had to say.


“They had a tarp or something here to make a shelter,” Mike said, indicating the holes in the ground which would have housed the structure’s poles. The point man then stood, and indicated where ropes had cut into the bark of a tree. “They tied it off here,” he said, and the patrol commander, Ken, nodded in agreement. Both men had grown up on British council estates, but by applying themselves to their trade they had come to be able to recognise, sign and track the enemy in the mountains of Afghanistan.


Ken was the Squadron Sergeant Major (SSM) leading the patrol. That wasn’t usual, but the patrol commander had gone over badly on his ankle on the last patrol, and clearly Ken wasn’t going to miss a chance to get in at the sharp end. He’d taken the injured man’s place, and that meant that Jay was no longer the senior rank. Jay could have taken the role of patrol 2 I/C, but he didn’t want to disturb the team’s order any more than it had been, and so he had stepped back for a few days. As much as Jay was proud of his professionalism, he was not controlled by his ego: maybe all that surfing in Cornwall had something to do with it.


The SSM was another man who let his actions, not his mouth, do the talking for him. Unlike the caricatures of that rank, he was calm, and quiet, referring to the other men by first names, or nicknames, which was the norm in the SBS. Right now, with the shelter found, Ken didn’t need to say anything to his blokes. Just a look was enough to communicate that they were drawing closer to the enemy.


Ken had barely given Mike the order to continue the patrol when the sound of gunfire suddenly crashed out along the pass. The steep mountainsides and stone funnelled the noise outwards and upwards, and though Jay could tell from the volume that it wasn’t right on top of him, the crashing noise made it difficult to place the distance and location of the firing point exactly. The buzz of adrenaline pumped quickly into his veins, but Jay and the other members of the patrol had drilled thousands of times for this moment, and so the excitement of the gunfire did not get the better of them.


When it was clear that no rounds were hitting the ground around him, and no one in the patrol was hit. Though gunfire was echoing along the pass, that didn’t necessarily mean it was aimed at Jay’s patrol. If they could avoid a firefight, then they would do so: there was no telling how many of the enemy were in the mountains, and though Jay and the others carried Bergens and webbing heavy with ammunition, there was no such thing as too many rounds, particularly when you are operating in a six-man patrol on one of the most dangerous borders on earth. There would be no engagement unless necessary.


“Does anyone see the firing point?” Ken called out, not a hint of stress in his voice.


Jay looked over, and then through, his weapon sight, looking for anything that might give the enemy away, such as smoke, or muzzle flash, or movement. Truth be told, he still wasn’t convinced that the fire had been aimed at their patrol, but the next heavy burst put an end to that doubt, rounds whooshing overhead and smashing into rocks with heavy thuds. These sounds were not the angry wasps that many soldiers talked about, but the bigger rounds of a heavier calibre weapon.


“Dushka!” Jay called out, meaning they were on the end of a 12.7mm DShK machine gun. It was the kind of weapon that could ruin your day in a hurry, but Jay wasn’t put off by that. The DShK had to be fired from a platform, like a vehicle or tripod, and it would be very hard to move it in terrain like this. The patrol could fix it, flank it and destroy it, but first they’d have to find the weapon and its gunner.


“Can you see it?” Ken shouted to him.


“No,” Jay replied, feeling a little frustration, but forcing himself to stay methodical in scanning his arcs.


Jay kept searching for the firing point as another burst hit the mountainside, followed a second later by the cough-cough-cough of the DShK as the noise of the firing reached the ears of the patrol – the target. From the time between the rounds going overhead, and the weapon’s report, Jay could tell that it was neither on top of them, nor at great distance, and he adjusted his scanning accordingly. Many belt-fed weapons like the DShK use tracer rounds, but none had come at them, and Jay quickly wondered if this was deliberately done to help conceal their position. If this was the enemy’s plan, then it didn’t work.


“Enemy. Right, two hundred!” Will, a Liverpudlian and one of the patrol’s light machine gunners called out. “Two hundred!” he shouted, giving the rest of his team the distance to the enemy in metres. “Watch my tracer!”


Suddenly, bursts of fire sounded off to Jay’s left, and he watched as Will adjusted his fire until his red tracer was hitting and bouncing off a V-shaped rock formation about two football fields’ distance from them, on the other side of the pass. With such a rocky, desolate battlespace, Will had used his tracer to quickly bring the rest of the team onto the enemy.


“2 I/C, take over,” Ken shouted, leaving the job of suppressing the enemy in the hands of his second in command. Once the patrol came under fire, the patrol commander would have sent a “contact, wait out” on his radio to alert command that they had come into contact with the enemy. Now, Ken would follow with a more detailed report giving where and when the contact had happened, what the enemy was, what they were doing and what Ken planned to do about it.


Jay followed Will’s tracer, checked his sights were set to the correct range, and started to return fire at a slow and deliberate rate. After every few shots he would get low and move into another firing position: staying too long in one spot was inviting the enemy gunners to lay their weapons onto him.


His contact report sent, Ken could make his plan and decide what action the patrol would take. Jay knew that there was a good chance they would stand off and use air assets to smash the target. He also knew that there was a chance the patrol could withdraw out of the killing zone, but he didn’t want to do that, and neither did his patrol commander.


“We’re going to take the position!” Ken shouted along the line of men, his voice hard but calm, the mark of a professional in the battlespace. “Gary, you and the two guns stay here and give fire support, deliberate rate. Don’t let the fuckers get their heads up, or bug out. Mike, Jay, on me. Dump your Bergens and fix fucking bayonets.”


Not the textbook way to give the order, but Jay didn’t waste a second in carrying it out. He had already shrugged off his heavy pack, and now his left hand drew his bayonet from its place on his webbing, and attached it to the end of his rifle. With the blade fixed, Jay was no longer thinking about the cold of Afghanistan: the only thing on his mind was killing the enemy, and surviving the next few minutes.


“Follow me,” Ken said, choosing the route himself. He used folds in the ground to give them cover, and led Jay and Mike through boulders on the mountainside. No doubt this was why he had ordered bayonets fixed so early: in this kind of terrain, the enemy could appear from anywhere.


Bursts of fire continued to crash through the pass – they were the light machine guns of the fire support group (FSG), who fired in a steady rhythm. No wild bursts, but a rhythmic fire as one gun aimed, fired, and then waited for the other to do the same. Their job was to keep the enemy pinned down, and that could be achieved by short, accurate bursts. In the meantime, Ken would lead his team close enough to where they could assault, and fight through, the enemy position.


After following a low, stone wall erected by some shepherd centuries ago, Ken turned to Jay.


“Jay, you go down here as point of fire.” He ordered, having chosen a position that would let his operator fire onto the enemy position from a flank. Now, under fire from two directions, the enemy were truly fixed.


Jay wasted no time in getting rounds down. He didn’t think about the fact that today was his first time in real contact. He just sighted in on the barrel of the enemy machine gun, putting rounds inches from where the faces of the Taliban must be. He couldn’t see them behind the rock, but Jay’s slow, deliberate fire from his carbine would help keep them in position until Ken finished his approach and launched his assault.


Occasionally the DShK would fire, but it was clear that the SBS patrol had won the fire fight, and that the initiative was theirs. Jay heard Ken get onto the radio to his 2 I/C.


“Two One Delta, Two One Charlie, you got eyes on us, over?”


“Yeah, roger,” his second in command replied. “You’re good to launch from there. Firing point is thirty metres south of you. You won’t get into our beaten zone so we can fire you in if you want, over,” he finished, assuring Ken that his pair would not come into friendly fire as they assault the position.


“No need to fire us in. Standby to give rapid fire on my command. We’ll throw grenades on the position then move without fire. I don’t want a ricochet from our guns hitting us.”


“Yeah, roger, standing by.”


Ken looked his grenadier in the eye. “Ready?” he asked, but it was a rhetorical question. The Squadron Sergeant Major would never have taken the men on patrol unless he had full faith in them. On hearing Ken’s radio message, Mike had pulled a grenade in anticipation of the order. Ken grinned and pulled his own from his kit: the long–time soldier wasn’t about to miss the chance to lob a grenade at the enemy. His rifle slung and holding the grenade in one hand, Ken used the other to push a pressel [button] for his radio to transmit:


“Rapid fire, rapid fire, over.”


There was no need for the FSG to reply on the radio. The increased machine gun fire did that for them, burst after burst hammering in and around the rocks that sheltered the enemy and the DShK. Jay picked up his own rate of fire, checking over his sights to make sure there was no chance the assault team would run into his arcs of fire.


He needn’t have worried. Ken and his grenadier raced a short distance along the slope, then launched their grenades. A second later they were down and in cover.


The CRUMP-CRUMP of the detonations rolled across the mountainside.


“Cease fire,” Ken ordered on the radio, but the guns and Jay had already gone silent. Every round counted, and none could be wasted. Ken’s men understood that, and had ceased firing as soon as they saw the grenades explode. Later, one of the men would tell Jay that he saw a figure momentarily kicked into the air by the blast between the rocks.


Jay kept his weapon trained on the enemy position as Ken and Mike approached it, and disappeared into the rocks. A single shot rang out, which meant that at least one of the enemy had tried to fight on after the grenades. A couple of seconds later Ken’s voice shouted: “Re–org, re–org!” It was time to re–organise the patrol. On hearing the command Jay sprang from his position, changing magazines as he moved and following the route that Ken had used into the rocks – there was no telling if the enemy had laid out mines, and so the proven route was the safest, though not fully certain, way of joining his team.


As Jay arrived, followed not long after by the 2 I/C and the machine gunners, they were put into all-round defence by Ken. They had cleared one position, but there could be more enemy in depth, or even behind where they had fought: these mountains were multi-dimensional – that’s why it was called the battlespace – and this wasn’t the time to switch off and let their guard down.


For the first time in Afghanistan, Jay saw the enemy, and they didn’t make a pretty sight. There were two bodies, cut up badly by shrapnel and splinters, both of the men’s faces fixed into grimaces as their bodies had lost the fight to survive.


Ken was finishing up sending his contact report, no trace in his voice or manner to suggest that he had just assaulted an enemy position with grenades and fixed bayonets.


“Jay,” the patrol 2 I/C called over, “what’s your ammo state?”


Jay knew the question would be coming and replied instantly, giving the amount of ammunition he had left in quantities of full magazines, rather than individual rounds. He’d gone through under two mags in the contact: enough to keep the enemy’s head down, and do the job without overkill. 


The grenadier had frisked what was left of the bodies for anything that might be of use: papers, ID, phones. Anything they found they’d piled up to one side, and a couple of the lads were leafing through the documents, trying to decipher anything of value: sometimes, information taken on one position or person could lead straight into a team’s next move, but that didn’t look like it would be the case here. There was a banged-up AK-47 dumped alongside the DShK’s ammunition boxes, while the heavy machine gun itself had been hit by the grenade Ken had lobbed, leaving one tripod leg bent and its optics damaged.


“That’s a fucking big gun to be shooting at a few people,” Paul said grinning. The good-natured frogman had joined the squadron only two years ago, but he was showing a lot of promise. Like the rest of the patrol, Paul was in a very good mood after coming through a fight on the winning side. “They must have been waiting for some vehicles to come through the pass,” he added.


“Then why open up on us?” Mike asked. “We might never have seen them.”


Jay thought he had an answer to that: maybe the Taliban fighters thought that they could be heroes, and it would be them going through the SBS patrol’s belongings, and not the other way around.


Happy that the danger had passed, Ken reduced the all-round defence down to a sentry front and rear. Jay wasn’t one of them, and so while keeping a sharp eye out for disturbed earth and trip wires, he moved towards the far end of the V-shaped space. There was a sharp drop down the hillside, and then beyond that the mountain range climbed higher and extended away. The peaks in the distance were all white, heavily covered in snow, but Jay’s attention was drawn to something much closer, and he began to study the opposite slope.


“What were they protecting?” Gary wondered out loud behind him.


“Fuck knows,” Ken shrugged. “All we’ve found here are these ammo boxes and a few personal items.” He gestured towards the olive-drab containers thrown to one side. “Most of the ammo boxes were empty. They were probably pre-recording targets,” he shrugged, meaning that the gunners had test-fired bursts for future reference. By bringing the fire “on” to a reference point, and recording the sight and tripod settings, the gunners could then quickly and accurately hit targets without the need to first find their range, and make their adjustments, while under fire.


“Well if that’s what they were doing, they did a shit job,” Gary laughed, and he was right. A properly laid-on gun should have caused casualties in the patrol, but by the time the Taliban gunners were getting close with their fire, the SBS operators had already brought their own weapons into action, and from then on there was only ever going to be one result. “Maybe we came out onto higher ground than they expected,” Gary went on. “They probably thought we’d be coming out of the treeline.”


Jay looked at the two dead men, then back out to the slope. “I think they were here to hold us up,” he said, and even though he was a newer member of the squadron, the other men listened to his explanation of why.


“One hundred metres, reference the lone tree on the opposite slope to us,” Jay said, using the flat of his hand to indicate across the pass. “Come two knuckles right of the lone tree and there’s a track leading down towards the treeline.”


Ken and a couple of the others followed Jay’s target indication. “Seen,” Ken said, meaning that he had picked up sight of the track himself. He looked over to Jay, indicating that the younger operator should continue. Ken was a good leader like that, always looking for his men to find the answers rather than giving them.


“It’s hard to move a weapon like this in this terrain,” Jay said with a glance to the bulky and heavy DShK, “and if they knew there were patrols out looking for them, maybe these two were dicked to wait here and fight a delaying action so that the others could get out of the area.”


Ken looked at the two bodies. “Dicked” meant that they would have been ordered to fight and die here, but the Squadron Sergeant Major wasn’t so sure of that. “They probably volunteered for it,” he said, “guaranteed ticket to heaven and all that.” For a moment he looked around the mountain-side, stroked the stubble on his chin, then came to a decision.


“If there was a cave nearby they wouldn’t have contacted us like this. If they’ve all fucked off and left these two useless twats here to slow us down, then there’s not a lot we can do here. Let’s get a wet and some scran in us and then we’ll RTB,” Ken said, meaning that they would eat and drink, and then return to base.


Jay sat down in the weak Afghan sunshine. The activity of the contact had warmed him up but the cold was back, and making its presence known. Still, the two dead fighters were a reminder that things could be a lot worse, and Jay enjoyed his “hot wet”: a term that the men used for hot drinks that came in the ration packs. Usually, one man in the patrol would “brew up” or “get the wets on”, and then that mug would be passed around the rest of the men. Jay made sure to add plenty of sugar to the drink, every calorie important in the mountains, and he ate a chocolate bar that was rock hard from the cold. The fact that there were bodies a few metres away didn’t bother him, and Jay didn’t give it much thought: this was war.


Once his patrol had something warm inside of them Ken ordered the DShK to be stripped and its working parts taken with them, and confirmed the route that his point man would use to get them to the Helicopter Landing Site (HLS) for extraction.


“Alright,” Ken said, “let’s get moving.”


Before Jay took his place in the patrol, he found himself drawn to the bodies of the enemy. He felt no remorse for their deaths – the things they would do to him if he was captured didn’t bear thinking about – but Jay couldn’t help but think about the fight ahead in this new war. These two men had poor clothing against the cold, a few tins of ammunition and little training, but they had belief, and that had given them the courage to stay behind for a fight to the death. How many more men like this were willing to die for the Taliban and Al-Qaeda?


With the clarity that comes from facing death and coming through alive, Jay realised that this was going to be a long war.


His first time in Afghanistan would not be his last.






CHAPTER ONE


Kandahar, February 2007


Jay wasn’t wrong: not only had the Global War on Terror opened new battlefronts around the world – most spectacularly with the invasion of Iraq – but the fight in Afghanistan had dragged on just like Jay had predicted. In 2001 it had seemed as though Osama bin Laden had been cornered in Tora Bora, but for some reason that had never been explained to Jay’s satisfaction, a section of border had been left free of coalition troops, and Al-Qaeda’s leader had slipped through the mountains into Pakistan. For a man like Jay, failure did not sit well with him, and he could only imagine how the American SOF (Special Operations Forces) units felt about having their number one enemy slip from their grasp.


Al-Qaeda lived on. In fact, they were turning much of the world bloody with their brutal tactics, such as suicide bombings and publicised beheadings, but the war had grown bigger than them, and they were far from the only enemy. As well as other terrorist organisations and militias, the American-led coalition was fighting the Taliban that they had ousted from power: the two men that Jay had seen killed in the mountains were far from the only Taliban willing to die for their cause. Thousands of British soldiers were now deployed to the country’s Helmand Province, and shot and shell were flying in both directions. Towns like Sangin and Musa Qala were becoming house-hold names in British homes, the evening news showing footage of intense combat that the soldiers had filmed on digital cameras and helmet cams.


Helmand Province was half the area of England, but with only two per cent of the population size it often seemed deserted. There were mud-brick compounds in the desert, easily visible due to their thick, high walls, but few people ventured into the mountains that towered over the plains. The province’s built-up areas were concentrated along its rivers, where irrigation made the land a carpet of bright green fields and orchards. It was a region infamous for its poppy production, the flower that is used to produce opiates, but unlike the red poppy that Jay wore in November to remember fallen service personnel, the poppies of Helmand had white and pink petals. Helmand was as beautiful as it was deadly, and Jay reckoned that it would be an outdoorsman’s paradise if it were ever at peace.


The dirt of Helmand seemed like a million miles away from where Jay was now, sitting on a picnic bench with a Tim Hortons coffee in his hand. “The boardwalk” was a strip mall on a raised and covered wooden platform, with different shops separated in portacabins: there was everything from Afghan rugs, to “Gucci kit” to the world-famous Tim Hortons donuts that Jay had just put away.


It was not Jay’s first time sitting at the picnic table, but it was the first time of this tour, and it had become something of a ritual. With a few other members of the headshed (nickname for anyone in authority), Jay made up the advance party of C Squadron, SBS. They had come in ahead of the Troops to do the part of war that no one likes to think about: paperwork, admin and briefings.


It didn’t bother Jay. Promotion to SSM had been an honour, and though he would always prefer to be in the field, he didn’t shy away, or try and offload the paperwork side of Special Forces soldiering. He was a team player, and a professional: that meant doing every aspect of his job to the best of his ability.


Jay took another swig of the Tim Hortons coffee – not bad – and looked at the assortment of NATO military members who were going from shop to shop. He recognised groups of young fighting men, lads barely out of their teens who were laughing and joking: they had the smiles of soldiers who had just left fighting, and were going home. Here and there were groups of Royal Marines, their green lids worn with pride. Jay spotted the red and white hackles of the Fusiliers, and the cap badges of various support arms, and uniforms of different nationalities. Many were young, but Jay also spotted older soldiers with rank: it was 3 Commando Brigade, and they’d been carrying the weight of the winter’s fighting. Jay knew a lot of their senior NCOs from his time as a young Royal. They were mates and comrades, and that was the case for many of the SBS men in C Squadron. Although any British Army soldier could attempt Selection, the Royal Engineers, Paras and a few other regiments tended to make up the bulk of the SAS. When operating with, or in the area of an infantry battlegroup, it might be that there were no personal connections between the infanteers and the “Blades” from Hereford. But when the SBS were deployed with fighting formations of Royal Marines, there was always familiarity between some senior non-coms. Many had gone through the Commando Course together, and that was a long-lasting camaraderie.


War also forged the strongest of bonds, and Jay could see it in these groups of young men who were on their way home for R&R. They had been through some of Britain’s hardest fighting since Korea, and they had paid a price: mates sent home without limbs, without eyesight, or in a casket. Jay saw that a group of three Royal Regiment of Fusiliers junior ranks were looking for a table to eat their massive tray of donuts, but all of the picnic benches were taken.


“Squeeze in here lads,” Jay said.


The truth was that there was no need to squeeze. Jay was built like a rugby number 8 but that still left a lot of space at the table. The infantry lads paused nonetheless. They recognised an operator when they saw one: Jay was wearing DPM bottoms, a North Face fleece and a baseball cap. He was twice the age of the young soldiers, and that meant he had a lot more rank.


“You sure, sir?” The lance corporal asked.


“Yeah, take a seat.”


The soldiers did, and looked a bit sheepish. They’d just been fighting tooth and nail with the Taliban, but they were awed by Jay. They didn’t know exactly what his job was, or what unit he was attached to, but they could smell a man who was at the top of their profession.


“You want a donut, sir?” The youngest soldier asked in a thick Geordie accent. Jay doubted he could be more than 18.


Jay wasn’t hungry but he took one with a grateful smile. Nothing put people at ease like breaking bread. “My name’s Jay,” he said, then shook the lads’ hands. The Fusiliers were lean and hungry, whittled into shape by a summer of war.


“You lads on your way home?” Jay asked, and when they replied that they were, he asked where those homes were. One of the men was returning to a child he had never met.


“They couldn’t get you home for the birth?”


“I didn’t ask,” the lad shrugged. “We needed every man we had. It would have been jack to leave them.”


Jay liked these men. People could say what they wanted about the PlayStation generation, but there were still young British soldiers out there who were doing their country proud. “Whereabouts were you in Helmand?”


“Sangin, sir,” the lance jack smiled wryly. “Sorry… Sangin, Jay. We bounced around before that, but that’s where we did our last fighting. We went to Bastion for a bit after that, but fuck all happens there.”


“What was Sangin like?” Jay asked.


“It was pretty mad like,” the lance jack said, and the other two laughed. Jay smiled. Weeks of Taliban attacks, mortar attacks, throwing grenades back and forth, and danger-close airstrikes: yeah, that did sound pretty mad like.


“You lads have done a cracking job,” Jay said, and he could see that they took pride in that. Jay wasn’t some grey old general that they didn’t care about, but a hard looking operator: his opinion meant a lot to the young infanteers.


Jay looked at the empty tray of donuts and got to his feet. “Let me replen that,” he said. The lads protested but Jay returned a couple of minutes later with a fresh batch. He did not sit down, and instead offered his hand. The young Fusiliers stood to shake it.


“Take one for the road, sir?” they asked him.


“I’m good, lads. Stay safe.”


They laughed at that: it had become the term soldiers used as “See yer” in this war. But what could ever compare to trouble after the times they had just been through?


Jay turned down the boardwalk, and checked his watch. He still had some time to kill until his next meeting, and so he went back to looking out the corner of his eye at the other people on the boardwalk, most of whom gave the big man a wide berth. There were a few other men in civilian clothes, contractors from America and Britain. There were members of several air forces, and some were so much on the fat side that Jay wondered at what – if anything – their fitness test standards must be. As a young Commando he had been thrashed constantly with PT, and as an SBS operator he had continued that trend, driven on not by an instructor but by the strong voice in his head. Unlike some soldiers, Jay didn’t let the sight of fat military members get him angry, but he couldn’t understand an unfit military person’s mindset: why wouldn’t someone want to be the best that they could be?


As Jay walked through the base, he couldn’t help thinking about the history of the war in Afghanistan, and how it was going. KAF (Kandahar Airfield) had been secured by American Marines a few months after Jay had seen his first dead enemy in the White Mountains. Although that day had been a win for Jay and the patrol, and many large battles were won by Special Forces, it was hard to see that deployment as a total success: Osama bin Laden was still alive, and the war had dragged on. If the aim of the deployment had been to come to Afghanistan, rout Al-Qaeda and put an end to Islamic Jihad, then it had failed. Five years later, the violence was only escalating as our casualty count increased.


Following the attacks on the Twin Towers in September 2001, the limited surface-to-air missile capability of the Taliban was destroyed to make way for air assets to start flying in kit and people. That opened the skies for ops, and by the end of the month, the first US troops were flown in, and members of UKSF were deployed alongside them.


But Osama bin Laden escaped through the net thrown around the Tora Bora mountain range, and fled the country into Pakistan. Jay couldn’t understand why sections of the cordon had not been held by NATO SF, or US Marines, but whatever the reason, Al-Qaeda exploited the gap, and its leader escaped. The Taliban leadership followed soon after, and were cleared out of Afghan mid-December 2001. An interim government was established and then, in October 2004, there were national elections and Hamid Karzai was elected President.


That was the easy part, Jay thought to himself, casting his mind back to a briefing that they had received in Poole, home of the SBS. It had been given by an army staff officer who was built like a toothpick, but the man had a surprisingly commanding voice that held their attention.


• • •


“Anyone telling you that President Karzai has the full support of the country is full of shit,” the Intelligence Officer told the assembled audience of C Squadron, who sat listening in the camp’s theatre. “All of the institutions of the country, such as the police, are riddled with corruption. There is very little legal trade coming out of Afghanistan. The government receives very little income from taxation, which prevents them from putting the police, and the Afghan Army, on to a proper footing. To be honest, even if they did get more money, it would just be embezzled, as is happening with the international aid that’s coming to the country by the bucketful. It’s not that there isn’t the money being sent to help Afghanistan, but we can’t easily get back what is being stolen. Our choice is to either deal with this government, or the Taliban.”


From his position at the front of the room, Jay looked over towards Manc, one of his senior NCOs. Manc had grown up in one of the most impoverished parts of the UK, and his dad had decided that Labour didn’t go far enough. Manc had inherited a lot of that far-left thinking, leading to many “spirited” debates in the sergeants’ mess, but if Jay had expected Manc to pipe up he needn’t have worried: the sergeant was busily taking notes.


“They get a bit of money from gemstone mining in the Tajik area, here,” the officer said, using a mouse pointer to indicate an area of a map on a projector, “up near the border with Tajikistan, but nothing like the amount they could get if they could mine effectively. Their main income comes from the movement of goods across the borders and around the country. However, the Afghan police tend to set up road-blocks and extract taxes of their own when they feel like it, and most of the border towns have warlords who control what comes and goes across the border they manage, and they take their share for that service. The Americans are angrier about this than we are. I think we knew a bit more about what it was going to be like than they did, thanks to the old empire. The US came in expecting to find a modern state that they could engage with, once the Taliban had been driven out. What they encountered really shocked them. Meanwhile, the Taliban started to regroup over the border in Pakistan, and it’s very likely that the corruption and lack of central authority from the Kabul government gave the Taliban legitimacy in some of the areas they have re-entered.”


Jay looked around at the men listening intently. Normally briefings were a bit dry, but this was great, and the officer had captured his audience well. Talk of gems and money and corruption and drugs always went down well with the audience.


“The Americans, and us, and other allies, have remained in Afghanistan as part of the International Security Assistance Force, or ISAF,” the officer continued. “The country has been divided into five separate commands, spread across the regions.” He turned back to point at the various areas on the map, each marked out by thick red lines. “These are managed by NATO in conjunction with ISAF. The north is managed by the Germans, and the Italians are leading in the west. The Americans are managing the central zone, around Kabul, and the eastern area that runs up to the Pakistan border. They’re having a hard time of it there.


“That leaves the south.” The officer clicked onto another map, a large-scale one covering the southern part of the country, outlined in a thick yellow line. “That means the provinces of Nimruz, Helmand and Kandahar. Regional Command South is currently under the command of the Canadians. Later this year it will be the Dutch. Next year it will be Britain’s turn. Helmand, as you all know, is the area where the Parachute Regiment, along with other elements of the Army, operate. Later this year, it’ll be the turn of the Royal Marines. This is the Afghan part of Baluchistan, primarily an area for the Pashtun tribes, and they have no interest in the rules that are laid down by their own government, let alone anything that we might propose. The border with Pakistan, which is over 2,200 kilometres long, means nothing to them, and they cross it at will. It’s mostly mountainous, interspersed with a bit of sand and rock. The area over the border in Pakistan to one side is the remaining part of Baluchistan, and to the other it’s what we used to call the North–West Frontier, now the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The region is lawless and consists of seven tribal agencies, not one of whom thinks the Pakistani government has any right to control their lives, any more than those on the Afghan side of the border think Kabul’s in charge. Tribal rules and traditions take priority over everything there, and if there are Al-Qaeda or Taliban among them, they will never tell us. For these reasons, the region is largely left alone, and not patrolled by the Pakistanis.”
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