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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Beginning with my previous title, The Hunt, in 2022 I launched a new series of books that chronicle special forces missions around the world. The aim of this series is to inform and pay homage to the people involved in these difficult and dangerous operations. Many of these raids are still secret, and the existing details on the missions are scarce, but there is rarely a day that goes by where elite soldiers are not planning for, or executing, a dangerous mission. From the dusty streets of Basra to the dense jungles of South America, the world’s most dedicated soldiers hunt down their enemies with ruthless intent.


The Hunt was one such story, but not all special forces missions are to kill or capture. Some are to gather intelligence, while others are launched in order to rescue innocent victims who have been kidnapped. The book you are holding in your hands, The Rescue, is the story of one of these missions.


In order to protect those involved, and those still serving, names and tactics have been changed so that nothing of use is handed over to the enemy. The Rescue is based on fact, and you won’t read anything in this book that hasn’t occurred in real life. The characters are based on real people; sometimes they are an amalgam of different characters I’ve come into contact with and sometimes precise portraits of exact people, but with identifying characteristics changed. Other characters are representative of the nature of their trade. For instance, in this book, Wazir is an Afghan intelligence asset. His part in The Rescue is representative of this real-life role that local forces make in support of British missions in Afghanistan.


Though the special forces are the ones at the tip of the spear, a successful rescue is not possible without intelligence analysts, aircrews and other supporting roles. The Rescue widens the cast of characters beyond the SAS and US Navy SEALs in order to reflect this reality.


For those who are unfamiliar with SEAL Team Six – also known as DEVGRU (Development Group) – they are one of the world’s most elite units, and have fought side by side with the SAS and SBS on many occasions. There is a high degree of respect between these operators who have fought and bled for each other. The war in Afghanistan was a multinational effort, and nowhere was this cooperation closer than with the special forces, including the Afghan republic’s own commando units.


This story is a testament to the skill, bravery and selflessness of those who would place the lives of others above their own. No matter the place, no matter the risks, no matter the danger, the SAS and DEVGRU continue to cement their reputation among the best of the best.


Andy McNab






CHAPTER 1


KUNAR PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN, OCTOBER 2010


The moon was full as they flew into the ‘Valley of Death’. It was American soldiers who had given the Korengal its nickname, and they had good reason to do so: the steep, wooded mountains made patrolling, holding and resupplying the area especially perilous. This valley had been the site of some of the most brutal fighting of the war, with outposts almost overrun by the swarming enemy. In the end, the US Army had decided that staying here was too costly. They committed increasing numbers of troops to other parts of Afghanistan, but the Korengal had been abandoned to the Taliban, with the last US forces pulling out of the deadly valley in April.


But tonight they were coming back.


Accompanied by a pair of Apache attack helicopters riding shotgun, two CH-47 Chinooks flew high in the moonlight, their twin rotors beating in a thudding rhythm that was familiar to friendly forces and enemy alike. The Chinooks belonged to the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR), and were operated by the US Army’s top aviators, crew chiefs, and support staff. Almost everyone on board would have agreed with that. They were American, after all, but not Sergeant Harry Allen. Born in Stirling, Scotland, Allen had worked with them across the world on operations. This wasn’t his first trip to a war zone, and Allen had hundreds of missions under his belt. In his 14 years of service, seven of them in the Special Air Service (SAS), the tall, intense man had forgotten more about soldiering than most people would ever know about it.


Thirty-five years old, but with a thick black beard and sun-darkened skin that made him look older than he was, Allen wasn’t put off by the Korengal’s nickname. He hadn’t joined the SAS looking for a picnic. He was here for a fight, and the Valley of Death sounded like the place to find it. In 2008, nearly three-quarters of the bombs dropped by NATO had fallen on and around these mountains, which spoke of the intensity of the combat that had taken place here. Unlike other parts of the country, in the Korengal the Americans hadn’t found willing partners among the locals. Maybe things could have turned out differently. Incidents like the shooting of a cow by US soldiers, and their refusal to pay compensation, had certainly cemented local opinion. In their eyes, the Americans were invaders, just like the Soviet soldiers who had come here in the eighties. They had been driven out, too. The bones of some Soviets still lay scattered on the mountainsides. With harsh winters and an equally harsh population, the Korengal wasn’t a place that took prisoners.


The only time that Allen had ever felt like he’d been a prisoner was back in school. It wasn’t that he didn’t have the aptitude for education; far from it. He’d just felt frustrated – held back by those who didn’t want to excel, like he did. This carried over into every part of his life. He was the first to get on the case of a teammate who was slacking on the sports field, and that attitude persisted when he joined the army. When Allen had arrived as an 18-year-old at his infantry regiment, he’d been disappointed. He’d assumed that everyone would be as keen as him. Instead, some of his fellow soldiers did the bare minimum, and sometimes less than that. A few were alcoholics. Others were overweight, and failed fitness tests. Allen just couldn’t understand that mentality. Why would someone join the military and not give it their all? Where was their sense of pride? Where was their professionalism?


Enough was enough. The first chance that he got, and with a couple of the more driven men in his regiment, Allen had attempted special forces selection. He was one of the youngest men to arrive at the training wing in Stirling Lines, Hereford, and no one had expected him to pass. No one except himself. By the time the gruelling selection process was over, Allen was one of the few men left standing, and he was ‘badged’, awarded his sand-coloured beret, marking him as a member of the SAS. Since then he had performed long-range patrols and recces in bandit country, guarded British VIPs, and kicked in doors in Iraq and Afghanistan. Before his latest posting he had been the troop sergeant of one of the elite regiment’s Air Troops, the regiment’s free-fall specialists, and loved every second. Allen enjoyed parachuting as much as he did going on raids and recces, and everything else that the regiment had thrown at him.


Tonight, he was part of a Deliberate Option, the Brits’ term for a planned and coordinated attack to rescue a hostage.


Allen and the rest of the team knew everyone of importance that could have an effect on the plan. Be it the enemy or the hostage, it was an important part of the briefing process. The team studied photographs – taken from intelligence sources, or even social media pages – until the faces were seared into their memories. When instant decisions needed to be made, there wasn’t time to second-guess. Was that man an innocent bystander or were they throwing their hands up seeking to cause confusion so that they could lure soldiers within suicide vest range? Faces mattered. So did age, build, colour, distinguishing marks, height, face, gait and hair. Kidnappers can swap clothes with their hostages in the confusion of a chaotic gunfight in an attempt to escape. Weird things happened in the battlespace, be that in the mountains of Afghanistan or the streets of its cities, and it was the small details that allowed Allen to decide whom to kill and whom to rescue.


The Scotsman lived and breathed soldiering. He trained hard with his squadron, and in his own time he pushed himself physically, and read about wars, and how to win them. Allen wasn’t interested in the pub. He’d grown up with a dad who’d prioritised booze over his own children, and Allen wouldn’t choose hangovers over his career. He was only interested in being the best, just like the recruiting adverts had offered back when he was a kid. He’d come a long way since then.


Despite the danger that they were heading into – and more likely, because of it – Allen smiled to himself. The sound of the Chinook’s beating rotors was an ever-present sound that stifled all but shouted conversation. In the darkness a man was left with his thoughts, and in his a memory came back to Allen. He’d been a recruit when the cavalry officer had made his men learn the poem ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ by Alfred, Lord Tennyson, and a few of the lines returned to him now.


 


Theirs not to reason why,


Theirs but to do and die:


Into the valley of Death


Rode the six hundred.


 


Allen agreed with the first two lines – he didn’t question why he was at war, he just gave it everything he had – but there wouldn’t be 600 riding into the Valley of Death tonight. Little more than 50 men were heading into the Korengal. Twenty of them were from the elite US Navy SEAL Team Six, which had been founded by legendary SEAL Richard ‘Dick’ Marcinko and carried out similar roles to the SAS and SBS. There were some 2,400 active-duty SEALs, but fewer than 10 per cent of them served in Team Six, known as the Development Group, or DEVGRU, by those in the job. A SEAL could pass the demanding challenge of the Basic Underwater Demolition Training and its famous ‘Hell Week’, but DEVGRU had its own entry process that was more akin to the special forces selection of Britain’s SAS and SBS. The Brits and Americans cross-trained often, and since the Global War on Terror had begun in 2001, they were often fighting side by side. The SEALs sent men to learn from the Brits, and the SAS and SBS sent men to learn from the Americans. Allen was on an 18-month embed to watch, learn, advise and, on special occasions, join the action.


Tonight was one of the latter. A British hostage, who had been in the country as an aid worker, was being held in the Korengal, and her time was running out. Usually a nation like Britain, with elite units trained in hostage rescue, would go after their own people, but the SEALs were in the right place at the right time. They knew Kunar as well as any unit, and America had offered their help to rescue the British hostage. The US was Britain’s closest ally, and it was critical that a rescue be launched immediately.


‘Local elders have been encouraging the Taliban to kill her,’ the intelligence officer had told them in the briefing. ‘They’re saying that they should do the same thing to her as they did to the Russian. No doubt a Soviet soldier had fallen into their hands during the last war. However he died, it wouldn’t have been quick. Before Al-Qaeda became famous for it, the mujahideen of Afghanistan were filming their executions, cutting the throats of prisoners, or pulling them apart limb by limb with horses.’


Places like the Korengal weren’t just valleys of death. They were valleys of horror. There were no guarantees in war, but on this mission Allen was certain of two things: any mistake could be fatal, and falling into enemy hands was a fate worse than death.


Allen looked around at the cramped confines of the Chinook. He wondered what was going through the minds of the SEALs around him. Close to the border to Pakistan, the northeast of the country had been the site of Operation Red Wings, where a SEAL reconnaissance mission had been compromised and attacked, leaving only one of them alive. And then, during the rescue mission, a Chinook, call sign Extortion 17, had been hit by a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG). The RPG had been fired when the heli was hovering so that the SEALs could fast-rope to the ground. It was a devastating hit, and losses were catastrophic. All 38 people on board Extortion 17 were killed, 17 of them SEALs. It was the biggest single-mission loss of life in Naval Special Warfare history, and Allen was in no doubt that the experienced operators around him would have known, and been friends with, those who died that day. He didn’t worry that it would affect this mission though, not in the least. From everything that he’d seen since he’d embedded with DEVGRU, they were as dedicated and professional as any fighting force in the world. Allen couldn’t bring himself to say out loud that they were as good as the SAS, but with his own eyes he saw the truth. Both units were cut from the same cloth, and the most skilled warriors on the planet. The only thing that Allen would give the Americans the win on was patriotism. Their base had more flags than Buckingham Palace.


As well as the Chinook full of SEALs, 24 US Army Rangers were also inbound to the target on the second heli. These men had gone through their own arduous selection process to earn their place on the battlefield. They were fit, well-trained and highly motivated soldiers. Much like the Parachute Regiment does for the SAS, the Rangers provide a high number of candidates for US Army Special Forces selection, and some of the men flying into the Valley of Death would go on to join the Green Berets. Some might even make it to the best of the best: the Combat Applications Group (CAG), better known as Delta Force. Tonight, the Rangers would provide a security cordon while the SEALs hit the compound where the hostage was being held, and would need to fight off any Taliban attempts to reinforce the kidnappers. Given the history of the valley, it seemed impossible that the enemy would let the Americans come in without a fight.


Suddenly, Allen felt his stomach rise as the Chinook fell steeply to drop altitude. They were heading down into the mountain passes, and as the helicopter drew closer to the peaks, strong winds began to hit the bulky frame from all sides. The Chinook started to buck like an unbroken horse, the pilots using every bit of their training and skill to ride their choppers through the twists and turns of the hostile land. Looking through their night-vision goggles (NVGs), the land ahead was a sea of different shades of green. The full moon was good for the pilots’ night vision, but there were two sides to every coin: the Taliban would be able to see better, too.


Allen braced himself by pushing his back against the wall and his feet into the deck. He pulled his own NVGs into place, and looked up and down the airframe, seeing the aircrew’s gunners in position behind their miniguns, searching out enemy targets. If someone did open fire on the Chinook they’d be greeted by an unbroken stream of 7.62mm rounds, the miniguns firing at a rate of 2,000–6,000 rounds a minute, or up to 60 a second. Allen wouldn’t want to be on the end of that.


He turned as he felt someone tapping his leg. It was the SEAL beside him, a big guy from Fort Worth, Texas, who went by the nickname Tex. Tex had won a football scholarship to the University of Texas in Austin, and Allen didn’t envy the people that had played against him: the man was built like the side of a stadium.


Tex put a palm-sized tin of something into Allen’s hand.


‘What is it?’ Allen shouted over the noise of the rotors.


‘Dip!’


Allen had tried ‘dip’ once, and only once, back in the SEALs’ base in Virginia Beach. Chewing tobacco was popular with a lot of the American military, who would place it between their lip and gum, while carrying a paper-cup. In his early days working with the SEALs, Allen thought the whole camp was addicted to coffee until someone took the lid off and gobbed into their spittoon. Claiming that it gave them energy and focus didn’t really chime with Allen. It had just made him feel sick. There were plenty of British soldiers who smoked, but Allen had never been one of them. He was a straight-edged guy, and the thought of flying into combat was giving him all the focus that he needed. He handed the tin back without opening it, and heard the Texan laugh. A few seconds later the smell of tobacco hit Allen’s nostrils as Tex put a huge pinch of the stuff in his mouth.


Seated on Allen’s other side was Justin Miller, a wiry man from Montana. Miller had been a teenage runaway to avoid having the shit kicked out of him by his drunk stepfather, and had ended up as a ranch hand before Al-Qaeda’s attacks on 9/11. The next day he was at the front of a 100-metre-long line at a recruiting office, ready to play his part in taking the war to those who had attacked America. Miller was calm and collected, and from everything that Allen had seen, an excellent assaultman.


Miller hadn’t met any aid workers in-country and he didn’t want to, because he didn’t care for them much. They were always sticking their heads into the lion’s mouth with no thought to what would happen if the lion shut its jaws. Then they expected people like him to put their lives at risk to save them. He put journalists in the same category. Where did service to a greater good end and selfish risk-taking begin? He knew of one journalist who had to be ransomed or rescued three times. On the third time, one of the assaulting special forces operators was killed. The team made the journalist carry the dead man to the helicopter, hoping it would teach him a lesson. It didn’t. He was kidnapped a fourth time. Miller had no patience for a person like that.


Like most of the men on the Chinook, Allen was armed with the HK416. The 5.56mm carbine, the shorter-barrelled version of the HK416 assault rifle, making it ideal for close-quarter special operations. Manufactured by Heckler & Koch, the HK416 was based on the American M4 but was less prone to malfunction. In the close-quarter combat that SEAL Team Six usually found themselves in, any stoppage in a weapon could prove deadly. The HK416 also had a rail system which could be fitted with a variety of optics, as well as devices such as torches, laser modules and various grips. Allen was a big fan of the weapon system. Like him it wasn’t flashy, but it did its job, and it did it well.


Some of the assaulters also carried Benelli shotguns, and all had SIG Sauer sidearms. Two SEAL snipers would be staying on board the Chinook, and providing more precision top cover than the door gunners and Apaches could give. The Rangers that were flying in support of DEVGRU were primarily armed with the M4 carbine, but they were also bringing along sniper rifles and light machine guns to deal with more long-range threats that might engage the rescue force. In Allen’s experience, nothing settled a firefight like belt-fed weapons.


Of course the Taliban had their own weapons, and no doubt they would be dug in and positioned along the high ground of the Korengal. US military helicopters had been shot down here before. The most dangerous of the Taliban’s belt-fed weapons was the 12.7mm DShK, nicknamed the Dushka. Similar to a Western .50 cal, the DShK threw out bullets the size of a man’s little finger. They could shoot up engines, punch through armour and tear huge holes in human beings. Darkness and speed were the helicopter’s best defence against enemy machine guns and RPGs, and flying at night was a speciality of the 160th SOAR – their nickname was ‘The Night Stalkers’ – but once over the target, there would be a moment where the Chinooks were sitting ducks. Allen could only hope that the Taliban hadn’t sited and ranged weapons to cover the compound where the hostage was being held.


Allen didn’t have access to the radio channel between the aircraft – that was the job of the joint terminal attack controllers (JTACs) – but he knew from the briefing that the Chinooks and Apaches weren’t the only NATO aircraft in the sky over the Korengal that night. Predator drones had been relaying information on the target compound, and a soldier’s best friend, the AC-130 Spectre gunship, would be on station to provide fire support if things got loud and angry. The AC-130 was a flying battleship: the converted C-130 Hercules carried weapons platforms that included 105mm howitzer artillery pieces, 40mm rapid-fire Bofors cannons, and 25mm or even 40mm Gatling guns. They were all online to the aircraft’s sophisticated sensors, navigation and fire control systems that were able to provide surgical firepower, firing at an individual, or area saturation, attacking a convoy or large compound. The fire control system could even have different weapons attack different targets a kilometre apart at the same time. The AC-130s had a few nicknames – ‘Spooky’ and ‘Ghostrider’ were a couple – but Allen’s favourite was ‘The Angel of Death’. It felt good to know that such a powerful weapons platform was watching your back.


The sergeant was broken from his thoughts as a shout came from the cockpit, relayed from man to man until it reached Allen’s ears.


‘Two minutes!’ he shouted, passing the message on to Tex.


Allen unclipped the heavy gloves from his plate carrier and pulled them on. With such wooded and uneven terrain, the quickest way onto the target was by fast-rope.


The pilot suddenly pulled the helicopter into a tight turn, pushing Allen back on the bench. In the back of the Chinook, no one was talking. A few of the more religious men were silently offering prayers, but most were thinking back to their briefing, playing through their minds the actions that would unfold in the next few minutes.


Allen lurched towards the cockpit as the pilot flared the aircraft’s nose, dropping speed quickly to make as hard of a target as he could. Seconds later, the aircraft hung still in the air. On the ramp the crew tossed out thick ropes that were fixed inside the airframe. They pulled on them to test the strength, then pushed the ropes into the hands of the two closest assaultmen.


‘Go!’






CHAPTER 2


One by one the SEALs took the rope and disappeared from sight. Allen shuffled forward towards the ramp. In front of him Tex took the rope and vanished. Allen put his gloved hands onto it, and dropped down to the target. It was a short, controlled fall. The pilot was one of the best in the world and had put the rear of his aircraft five metres above a roof in the target compound. Sometimes there was a danger in assaulting from the top down, as some roofs were shoddy and an operator could fall straight through them, but the Korengal was a place where heavy snow came in the winter. If the roof could take the weight of that, then it could take the weight of a man in light equipment. Even one as big as Tex.


Allen’s boots hit the roof. He let go of the rope, pulling off his gloves and discarding them onto the tiles as he moved away, and brought his carbine up into the low ready position. He was the fifth man in a six-man assault team, and he followed behind Tex across the rooftop. Hot rotor wash and dust blew all around him. Allen looked left and right, taking in everything. To his left, the compound’s wall was five metres tall, and beyond it Allen could see the second Chinook and the figures of Rangers fast-roping into the mountain’s thick canvas of trees. To his right was a second building, towards which the second assault team was approaching after fast-roping from the aircraft’s side door. The SEALs would hit both buildings at once, leaving the hostage-takers with no place to hide. Any fleeing figures would be picked up on the thermal vision by the circling Predator drones, and ‘The Angel of Death’.


The men ahead of Allen came to a stop at a door on the end of the rooftop and stacked up along the wall beside it. Within seven seconds of the ropes going out of the Chinook, the men of Allen’s assault team were in position. Allen felt a tap on his shoulder to let him know that the last man was in place, and he did the same to the man in front of him. The action was repeated down the line, and then a Benelli shotgun boomed twice as the Chinook put its nose down and cleared the area. Its hinges blown away, the door was blasted inwards by the strength of the rotor wash before it needed to be kicked. A second assaultman reached around the first and tossed a flash-bang grenade through the open door. Bangs and flashes of blinding light echoed from the stairwell, and then the snake of men was moving.


It was then that the Taliban opened fire. Somewhere in the compound an AK was firing on full automatic, but the sound was cut short before the Talib could empty his magazine.


‘Target down,’ Allen heard on his radio. He recognised the voice. It belonged to a SEAL sniper who was circling in the helicopters. SEAL stood for Sea, Air and Land, and the sniper was proof that death for the enemy could come from anywhere.


Allen kept his own weapon in the low ready. There were teammates ahead of him and he was in no immediate danger. The SEALs had been happy enough to have a Brit on the assault force, but they had trained for this moment, and sacrificed so much to be at the tip of the spear. Wild horses couldn’t have pulled them from their position at the front of the stack, and Allen wouldn’t have asked them to give it up. This was their rodeo.


The assault team plunged into the building and moved down the stairwell. Allen heard a carbine fire three times, and then once more. When he reached the bottom of the stairwell, he stepped across a body. There was no need to look at the dead man. The leading assaulter knew his job, and had put an extra round into the Taliban fighter’s head as he’d passed him, leaving no risk for the men following behind.


The building had thick walls and rooms separated with heavy blankets that acted as curtained doors. Allen saw one jerk as rounds pushed through it, fired from the other side, but no SEAL was hit. They were keeping the thick walls between them and the next room, moving like ghosts in a seamless movement from cover to cover. The operators didn’t have to think. They were America’s elite, and through thousands of hours of training, and hundreds of operations, fighting in confined spaces was as instinctual to them as breathing. This enabled the operators to focus fully on what was happening about them rather than concern themselves with what their kit and weapon were doing. Everything was automatic, something that happened without thinking.


Not knowing if the hostage was on the other side of the hanging blankets, no one returned fire. Instead, Allen watched as a pair of SEALs took positions either side of the doorway. A flash-bang grenade was tossed through, the flash of the detonation lighting up the room with its 16 maroons now bursting from their casing and a strobe flashing with blinding light. The second man was already moving in, and firing. Tap-tap. Tap-tap. Double-tapped headshots to ensure they were no longer a threat in such a confined space.


Two targets down.


‘Room clear! No hostage!’


Allen swore under his breath. With every second they were on the target, her chances of survival got worse. A lot worse.


‘Allen, Miller,’ the team leader shouted, ‘Room left! Move!’


No more time to think. He was up, positioning himself on one side of the door, with Miller on the other. Allen looked at the man, about to give him the nod to kick in the door when it flew outwards, hitting Miller in the face. A young Afghan came running through the space, screaming.


‘Allahu Akbar!’


Allen didn’t even think about what he did next.


Dipping his head so that the maximum amount of helmet delivered the good news, he head-butted hard into the target’s face. The man dropped like liquid and Allen double-tapped into his skull.


‘Suicide vests!’ The warning was carried over the team net. ‘Miller, you okay?’


‘Easy day.’ The SEAL replied in the language of the teams and Allen understood that the man meant he was good to go.


‘Do it,’ Allen said, and Miller lobbed a flash-bang into the room. Allen followed through with his weapon in the high ready position, clearing the funnel of the doorway as Miller followed through and moved to the left. They swept their weapons over a miserable-looking room of wooden furniture and threadbare carpets. Inside reeked of body odour.


Mindful of booby traps, and with Miller covering, Allen pulled carpets away, looking for spider holes that an enemy could hide in for ambush, or tunnels that they could use to escape. They found neither.


‘Room clear!’ Miller shouted.


‘Let’s join back on the others,’ Allen said.


All across the compound, pairs of assaulters were going through the methodical process. The SEALs had a saying that ‘fast is smooth and smooth is fast’, meaning that the best way to clear a building – and the quickest – was not to charge around like bulls but to approach it methodically. Of course, there was nothing gentle about it. Violence of Action was one of the three core principles of Close Quarters Battle, and when the SEALs found their enemies they put them down without mercy. There could be no other way. Not when a hostage’s life and their own was on the line, and the enemy were wearing suicide vests.


In the distance, machine guns barked to life. ‘Rangers under contact,’ the team leader told them over the net.


As Allen and Miller rejoined the back of the team they heard the sound of something heavier in action. Allen reckoned it was the familiar sound of an AC-130’s 25mm six-barrelled Gatling gun ‘buzzing’ as it fired hundreds of rounds with each four-second burst from high in the sky. The thick wooded hills didn’t give the enemy protection; the aircraft’s onboard technology picked out individual targets and destroyed them with industrial ease. Still, it sounded like a full-scale firefight was now in progress, and when Allen peered through an open doorway into the compound’s yard, he saw lines of red and green tracer flying across the sky at each other from multiple directions.


Russian and Chinese tracer rounds use different chemical compounds that produce their green tracer. The Taliban probably thought they were getting hit by ‘mosquitoes’ – the name they had given to Apache gunships. However, they were being used tonight not to hunt but to protect the Chinooks. Their ammunition would be needed for the exfiltration if the Rangers lost the firefight.


Allen’s team leader pulled his men together. ‘She’s not in here,’ he told them. All the building’s rooms had been searched. Four dead Taliban had been added to the furniture.


Of the hostage, there was no sign.






CHAPTER 3


The team leader in the second building came on the net. ‘Building Two clear. We found signs of the hostage, but she’s not here. There’s a tunnel leading out. I’ll send two down there. Team One, get outside the compound, start looking for the tunnel exit.’


‘Roger. Out,’ Allen’s team leader replied into his radio. His name was Alex Banks, a Chief Petty Officer from Boulder, Colorado. At six foot two he was as tall as Allen, with a short beard and dark eyes. He was an experienced warrior and had the deep respect of his team. He led them now. ‘On me,’ was all that he needed to say.


They left the dead Taliban behind them and ran out into the compound. Allen saw an unbroken line of red in the sky, and heard the buzz once more of the AC-130’s Gatling gun a split second later. The team ran for the compound’s gate. Their explosives expert quickly checked it for improvised explosive devices, and when he found none, kicked it open.


Allen followed. A track led away into the forest. ‘Split down into pairs,’ Banks told them. ‘I’ll take the track. Tex, take to the left. Allen, take the right. Work around the compound. Go.’


Allen wasted no time and moved off with Miller, his weapon in the low ready. Allen had some experience with tunnels and he weighed up the factors to decide how close he would search to the compound. Tunnels could run for hundreds of metres, like they did under the Mexican/US border, but Allen reckoned that this one would exit close to the high compound walls. The mountain would be hard digging, especially given that it was threaded with the roots of thousands of trees. Their best bet was to find breaks in the forest. That was where the exit was most likely to be.


Thunderclaps boomed in the sky above Allen, but it was not the work of nature. The Angel of Death was now pumping 105mm artillery shells onto the opposite mountainside. Allen couldn’t see them, but the noise of the explosions rolled through the valley. The Taliban were throwing everything they had at the Rangers’ cordon, but the Rangers were giving as good as they got. They were firing, reloading, calling out targets, and painting the enemy firing positions with lasers for the Spectre gunship to lock on and engage.


The Rangers were riding adrenaline and fighting for their lives, but Allen and Miller were quietly stalking through the forest like men hunting deer. It was an eerie scene as the echoes of battle rattled through the trees, but Allen did all he could to block out the noise and focus on his search. Seen through his night vision, the forest was a collection of black shapes and shadows. Allen stepped quietly from one tree to the next, using them to cover his left side as he scanned ahead. He didn’t have time to think about what could be under his feet.


It was estimated that the Russians laid over a million of their anti-personnel mines in Afghanistan; around 110 civilians a month were being killed by these ‘legacy mines’ since the Russian withdrawal in the 1980s. Tens of thousands were laid in Kunar Province, particularly in the Korengal. This place had always been the Valley of Death. Allen had seen what they could do, but there wasn’t anything he could do that would prevent him from stepping on one. He had a job to do, he just had to crack on.


And then he saw them.


It was only a glimpse, but Allen was sure of what he’d seen through his night vision. Fifty metres ahead, the silhouette of a head and shoulders had appeared above the ground for a few seconds, then vanished from sight.


Miller had stopped when Allen had. Allen looked in the American’s direction, pointed to his own eyes and gave a thumbs down. Allen used an infrared laser module to briefly paint the part of the ground where he’d seen the movement, then turned the laser off quickly. In the fog of war, it was possible that the Spectre systems would mistake it for a target indication.


Allen began creeping forward, his weapon in the high ready. He’d barely taken 10 steps when a figure emerged from the ground, quickly followed by another. They had no idea how close he was, or that they’d been seen. Both men were carrying AK-47s, and Allen had to assume that they’d be wearing suicide vests too. He silently went to one knee, and watched. He wouldn’t fire. Not until he was sure that they were all out of there.


The next person didn’t climb out of the hole: they were pulled. That could mean one of two things: it was either a wounded fighter that they were lifting or it was the hostage.


Allen kept his breath steady. Beneath the cover of the trees it was difficult to make out features, and the nearby firefight and air support ruined any chance he had of hearing voices, but then he saw something. It was the hostage’s hair that gave it away. As she was pulled out of the hole she recoiled from her captors. As she did, Allen saw a ponytail flick back. No man in Afghanistan had a ponytail.


Allen wasted no more time.


He gently squeezed the trigger and put a round through the head of one of the men. Miller had been waiting, and his own shot took the second man down. They dropped to the ground like falling trees and then the woman was running. Allen was about to sprint after her when a third shape emerged from the hole, an AK in hand that he aimed in the direction of the fleeing hostage. He didn’t even see Allen and died with two rounds in the back of his head. Allen waited for more of the enemy to emerge from the hole.


A grenade came flying out instead.






CHAPTER 4


‘Grenade!’


The explosion sent splinters flying from the trees and showered Allen in cold dirt. The Taliban fighter had courage, and was up into a firing position and spraying three-round bursts a second later. This wasn’t the ‘spray and pray’ of an amateur, but the accurate fire of a seasoned fighter who knew his business.


Allen and Miller fired back, but the fighter dropped back into the hole. He must have reckoned that to appear again was to die, and now only his AK appeared over the rim of the tunnel mouth. He compensated for the lack of accuracy with longer bursts. A lucky shot was as deadly as an aimed one, and rounds chewed the trunks of the trees close to Allen’s head.


Allen swore to himself and got on the net. ‘All call signs this is Redcoat.’ His call sign had been jokingly given to the Brit in their team. ‘Hostage last seen moving south, alone. We’re taking fire and can’t move. Over.’


‘Redcoat’ – Banks on the net – ‘can you direct air? Over.’


‘Negative. The hostage might have taken cover close by.’


‘Roger that. Tex, keep pushing around, see if you can sweep her up. Over.’


‘Roger. Out.’


‘Redcoat,’ Banks went on, ‘fight through and close in with Tex. Out.’


‘Miller!’ Allen shouted over the gunfire. ‘Keep the fucker’s head down! I’ll go in!’


There was no need for Miller to shout a reply. His firing did the talking, a steady stream of rapid single shots that chewed up the lip of the tunnel hole. Allen began crawling forward across the forest floor, ignoring the pain of the sharp stones that bit into his arms and legs. Miller fired a double tap as the AK appeared and quickly withdrew.


‘Stoppage!’ Miller shouted.


Allen stopped and took up the firing himself. It didn’t matter what had caused the stoppage, a mag change or problems with the working parts, fire had to be maintained at the target while Miller sorted out his weapon. Allen was within 20 metres now, and the chances of a Taliban lucky shot got higher the closer he crawled to the hole.


Miller began to fire again. Allen changed magazines as he crawled. He was within five metres. Close enough. He took a baseball-shaped M67 hand grenade from a pouch, popped the safety clip off the handle, known as the spoon, and gripped the grenade and spoon hard before pulling the pin. He gently lobbed it into the tunnel and heard the ping as the spoon flew away from the grenade and the internal spring armed the weapon. If it landed on the surface it would be far more dangerous to him than the enemy, and as he saw it drop away into the hole Allen felt like he’d thrown the winning shot in the NBA finals.


Allen waited the four to five seconds before it detonated. With a fatal area of five metres he knew it would clear the tunnel for him.


Two seconds later, the grenade came flying back out. The fighter was close enough to also hear the ping and had the experience and the bollocks to do something about it. Now it was Allen who would be on the receiving end.


Allen pushed his face into the cold ground to protect his eyes. He didn’t see it explode a metre in the air above the hole, but he felt something hit him in the back. There was no time to think if he was injured now. Allen sprung up from the ground, rushed to the hole, and poured a magazine into it on automatic. When the bolt stayed back he let the weapon fall on its sling to his side, and drew the pistol and maintained the rate of fire.


Miller ran up beside him, pulled the pin, then threw another M67 in hard.


The explosion detonated beneath the ground.


Miller was relieved. ‘No one else is coming out of there.’ Allen was getting up as quickly. ‘You hit?’


‘Aye.’


‘Bad?’


‘Still breathing. Let’s push on.’


They got to their feet just as another explosion echoed through the forest. ‘Mine? Maybe grenade?’ Miller asked.


‘One of them. It’s not Spectre. Too small.’


Allen felt a sick feeling in his stomach.


The explosion had come from the south, where the hostage had been running.


• • •


She lay very still. The ground about her had been pushed away by the mine’s detonation, along with the lower part of her right leg, just below the knee.


There was nothing to be said by the two operators. They knew what to do.
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