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Chapter 1


In the secret world there are secret briefings.


They take place in unremarkable conference rooms that have been swept for listening devices. Or in secure Portakabins in cordoned-off sections of military bases. Windows are covered up. Military personnel guard the entrances. Clerical staff understand that something is being discussed, not for their ears.


They are, in other words, not secret at all.


And then there are briefings like this.


Secret briefings.


Nobody knows they are happening, apart from the people involved. They take place in safe houses, or public parks, or in the back of vehicles.


Or in rough pubs, where rough men can discuss rough business. Pubs like this one, the George and Crown, standing alone on a deserted roadside in a remote part of Cornwall, where a bored barman watches Arsenal vs Spurs on the overhead TV. An alcoholic stares into an almost empty pint glass at a table by the door. A group of five lads take turns at the pool table on the far side of the bar. Three of them are vaping. Nobody complains.


Danny Black had instinctively clocked each of his fellow drinkers as he entered the pub half an hour previously, leaving his BMW parked under the solitary street light outside. None of them had returned the favour and he liked it that way.


The message had come through five hours ago on his encrypted work phone. A set of GPS coordinates and an RV time: 20.00 hours BST. He’d arrived at 19.30, thirsty from the four-hour drive from Hereford but in a heightened state of awareness as he took a few minutes to check out the pub and its surroundings. Entry and exit points. Potential surveillance. Incidental weapons. He was hard-wired to do it.


He’d soon established that the only threat to his personal safety came from the out-of-date, curled-up sandwiches on the bar. And he’d put away a couple of pints of Fosters before his ops officer Major Ray Hammond walked into the pub, nodded at him and automatically walked to the bar to buy two fresh pints, before sitting opposite Danny.


Ray Hammond was the kind of soldier who only ever seemed at ease in camouflage gear. He looked uncomfortable in the civvies he was wearing – a pair of chinos and an open-necked shirt. Danny couldn’t imagine what he did with his time when he was off duty, which he never seemed to be. Hammond commanded respect in the Regiment. He was a no-nonsense type, unwilling to take any shit from his men but always prepared to go the extra mile to look after them. Hammond would never admit that his men’s well-being was always at the forefront of his mind, but it plainly was. He could be a grumpy old bastard, though. He had a hangdog expression and perpetual dark rings around his eyes. The darker the rings, the shorter his temper. Everyone in the Regiment knew that. Tonight they weren’t so bad. Danny felt he could be reasonably at ease with the ops officer.


‘We couldn’t have done this in Hereford?’ Danny said.


‘If we could have done it in Hereford,’ Hammond replied, ‘we’d be in Hereford.’ He looked at the two empty pint glasses on the table. ‘And you’d have broken the two-pint rule.’


Danny took a deep swig from his third pint.


‘Get it down you,’ Hammond said. ‘It’ll be a dry old party where you’re headed tomorrow.’


‘Only place I’m headed tomorrow is the range.’ But Danny already knew that this was unlikely to be true. His go-bag was in the back of the vehicle. He’d already made the call to the mother of his daughter that he was likely to be out of comms, maybe for days, maybe weeks.


‘You thought I’d drag you down to this shithole because I like your company?’ Hammond sniffed. ‘You’re deploying this evening. Afghanistan. After we’ve finished up here, we’re going to head to a secret military operations base about ten miles away where you’ll be briefed on a covert, deniable operation, codename Spearpoint. I just wanted to have a quiet word before you get the official line.’


Danny tried not to look surprised. ‘I thought we weren’t in Afghanistan, boss,’ Danny said.


‘We’re not. Officially.’


‘So why—’


‘You’re aware of the situation in Helmand Province?’


‘Fucked up beyond all recognition?’


Hammond nodded. ‘Pretty much. Since the NATO withdrawal, practically every square inch of the damn Province has reverted back into the hands of the Taliban.’ Hammond looked around. Not that he needed to. The barman was still watching the football. The old drunk was still staring into his pint. Nobody was paying them any attention. And that, Danny realised, was exactly why they were here. ‘It’s hardly a surprise. There’s nothing out there to stop the Taliban becoming dominant. We have a few hundred green army guys in the country, mostly providing security around the Kabul area. The Yanks have recently deployed several thousand. But the lion’s share of security is down to the Afghan National Army. And frankly, I would trust those muppets to handle the security in this place.’ He waved an arm to indicate the deserted pub. ‘The top brass of the ANA are bent as three bob notes. Few months back, they had to put a general in prison for flogging fuel and supplies on the black market that were intended to get his men through the winter.’


‘They should have let his men deal with him.’


Hammond shrugged. ‘Half of those kids don’t even know which end of a rifle goes bang. Not that it’s really their fault. Afghanistan’s still a war zone no matter what anybody says. Seven thousand ANA killed in the past twelve months alone. Trying to train kids up in the middle of that? It’s like trying to build an airplane when it’s in flight.’


‘And the Taliban have taken their chance?’


‘Not the only thing they’ve taken. Helmand Province is the biggest net exporter of heroin in the world. Just like it was before we went in. The Taliban control ninety per cent of the poppy fields.’ Hammond drank from his pint. ‘Put it this way: it’s not a situation the Foreign Office is comfortable with.’


Danny said nothing. He’d been in enough briefings to know that Hammond was getting to the point.


‘Operation Spearpoint has had a team embedded in Helmand for the last nine months. Two teams, in fact. For obvious reasons, their presence needs to be kept under the radar and separate from the Regiment. If the press find out about it . . .’


‘What are they doing?’


Hammond took a moment to gather his thoughts. ‘We’ve always had the same problem with the Taliban,’ he said. ‘One minute they’re firing a rifle or digging in an IED, the next minute they’re carrying no weapons, looking and acting like ordinary Afghan citizens. Our rules of engagement state that we can only engage a target if they’re firing at us . . .’


‘Thanks, boss, I seem to remember somebody telling me that.’


Hammond ignored his comment and carried on. ‘It makes the Taliban difficult to identify, and even if we do identify them, there’s not a whole lot a regular military unit can do about it. Killing an unarmed citizen is a war crime.’


‘Good job we never do it, then.’


‘Yeah, well . . .’ Hammond tilted his head as if stretching out a tightness in his neck. ‘Like I said, we have two teams out there. One of them is a reconnaissance unit embedded in an Afghan village. It’s in the green zone just to the south of Sangin.’


Danny nodded. Anyone with a working knowledge of NATO operations in Afghanistan knew about Sangin. It had been the scene of some of the bloodiest fighting throughout the Herrick deployments, and countless International Security Assistance Force troops had lost their lives there. Holding Sangin had been a major military objective. To the British Army, its name was synonymous with hardship, warfare and death.


‘Sangin reverted to Taliban control soon after the NATO withdrawal,’ Hammond continued. ‘It’s crawling with them. But there are pockets of territory in the vicinity where the ANA have established forward operating bases to hold them back for now. Our team is running a hearts and minds mission in one of these areas, a large village called Panjika. Healthcare for the women, education for the kids, usual drill.’


‘Very moving,’ Danny said.


‘In return, they’re compiling information. Names and locations of active Taliban militants. It’s mostly the women who supply the intel. The reconnaissance team pass it on to an ops centre in Cornwall, the one near here. They do what they can to confirm the sources, then they put together target packs for our second team.’


‘The kill team.’


‘Exactly. It’s a four-man unit and it’s been taking out Taliban operatives in Helmand for the past nine months.’


‘How many?’


‘Thirty-five, forty.’


‘That’s a lot of hits.’


‘There’s a lot of Taliban. If we don’t keep on top of them, it’ll be back to the bad old days. We lost nearly five hundred men in Afghanistan. If the Taliban take over again, people will start to wonder what for.’


‘Do the Taliban know it’s us?’


Hammond inclined his head again. ‘They’ve probably put two and two together, but they’re keeping quiet about it. Having their top guys taken out on a regular basis does their PR no good at all.’ Hammond took a swig of his beer. ‘Of course, it’s not quite as simple as that. We’ve got the Special Investigation Branch of the Royal Military Police keeping an eye on the legality of the whole thing. They don’t like it, but as long as we keep within certain parameters there’s fuck all they can do. Each time we green light a target we have to present them with a document containing all the evidence. We have to show that we know that they’re armed with pistols or Kalashnikovs, or they’re in possession of bomb-making equipment. Trouble is, they aren’t – not always. Too cute for that. So we sugarcoat it. Doctor the evidence. Plant weapons on the targets when we hit them and show those pictures to the police and the lawyers. It’s all shit. Our intel is good, we know who these bastards are whether they’re armed or not. We just want you to go out there, kill them and do it properly.’


‘Why me? I thought you already had a team in-country.’


Hammond gave another precautionary glance around the room. ‘You’re right,’ he said, his voice a little lower. ‘Forty hits is a big deal. It can mess with a guy’s head. Even one of us. The men we put on the kill team were specially selected. We were looking for guys who could keep up psychologically with that kind of hit rate.’ He let the sentence trail off. ‘You know Jimmy Murphy?’


‘A Squadron?’


‘Right. He flew back into the UK last night. He tried to OD on diazepam. The shrinks are dealing with him now. I’d be surprised if we see him back at Hereford any time soon. For now, we need to replace him.’


Hammond picked up his pint and gave Danny a ‘that’s where you come in’ look as he took a swig.


‘What makes you think I’m your guy?’ Danny asked quietly.


‘Syria, Yemen, Africa, Mexico, the Gulf. Your file speaks for itself. This isn’t a job for a rookie. The Director Special Forces picked you out by name. To be blunt, I tried to talk him out of it.’


‘Why?’


‘Spud.’


Danny forced himself not to show any sign of emotion. Spud was his best mate, and he hadn’t made it back from their last mission. When guys back at base had tried to offer him their condolences, he would blank them. Some things he just didn’t want to think about.


‘In my opinion,’ Hammond said, ‘you need time to get over your last op. We know the kind of mental stress this sort of outing puts on people. I don’t think you’re up to it yet. The DSF disagrees. That’s why you’re on tonight’s flight out of Northolt. You’ll hit the ground running, Black, and you’ll need to keep your head.’


‘Who else is on the team?’ Danny asked.


An uncomfortable flicker crossed Hammond’s face. ‘I need a slash,’ he said. He stood up and walked across the room to the gents.


Danny lifted his pint. He saw that his hand was shaking. He steadied it with a gulp of his beer and tried not to think about Spud. Easier said than done. His mind was still a welter of flames, rounds and screaming when Hammond sat down again.


‘Who’s on the team, Ray?’


‘Some old friends of yours,’ Hammond said. ‘Most of the intel that we use to make up the target packs comes from the women’s network. So we needed a female operative to be embedded with the reconnaissance unit. Caitlin Wallace has been out there since the start of the op.’


Danny nodded, once again forcing himself to stop any trace of emotion. Caitlin was an Aussie, seconded to the Regiment, who’d worked alongside Danny on a couple of jobs. She was an impressive operator, but last time he’d seen her she’d been in a bad way. If Danny hadn’t made certain decisions, Caitlin would be a corpse rotting somewhere in the badlands of Iraq. That she was still operating at all was a miracle.


‘Does the kill team have any direct contact with the recon unit?’ he asked.


Hammond shook his head.


‘You said “old friends”,’ Danny said. ‘Who else?’


‘That’s another reason I wanted to meet you here first,’ Hammond said. ‘You know the kill team leader.’ He fixed Danny with a direct gaze. ‘It’s Tony.’


 


Tony Wiseman. Put it this way: he and Danny had history.


If there was one Regiment guy who was known to everybody else in 22, it was Tony. He was a good soldier. A great soldier. Even Danny would have to admit that. But there were two sides to the coin that was Tony Wiseman. It was an open secret among the lads that he had links to organised crime in Hereford and beyond. Danny had seen him in action and knew it to be true. For some of the lads, it lent Tony an air of dangerous glamour, which he was very happy to take advantage of. Lots of the guys looked up to him. They’d do anything for a word of acknowledgement from Tony Wiseman. He was one of the cool kids.


But Danny? He had a very different take. If Tony walked into this pub right now, what would he do? Put the fucker on the floor? Worse? Truth was, he didn’t know. Just the thought of him made Danny see red.


How much did Hammond know about Tony? Certainly the ops officer had fallen on Danny’s side during previous confrontations between the two Regiment men. But did he know the depth of their enmity? Did he know what Tony had done to Danny? That he’d taken the glory for Danny’s actions in the field? That he’d tried to kill Danny’s best friend? That he had put his family at risk, just to get back at him?


Danny had no way of judging what Hammond knew or believed, and the ops officer wasn’t going to hear it from him. The Regiment didn’t work that way. You sorted out your own problems.


But Danny knew this: if he and Tony were in the same room together, there would be fireworks. Same team? Bad idea.


Seriously bad idea.


 


‘Come off it, boss,’ Danny said. ‘You know me and Tony . . .’


Hammond’s hangdog expression hardened. ‘You’re on that flight to Kandahar tonight, Danny. End of. Tony Wiseman’s out there because we know he’ll hit as many targets as we need without taking it too hard. You’re going because you’ve shown yourself to be pretty damn adept at it yourself. I don’t remember you ever having a crisis of conscience before. I’m not asking you to be Tony Wiseman’s best buddy. You don’t even have to be in the same room as the guy when you’re not on ops. I’m asking you to do a job.’ He paused. ‘Telling you to do a job. In case you hadn’t noticed, this is me breaking the news nicely so you don’t make a dick of yourself in front of people who matter. You have your orders.’


Hammond finished his pint.


‘Who’s in charge?’ Danny said.


‘Tony.’ He raised one hand. ‘Suck it up, Danny. The other guys on the team are Rees Dexter and Billy Cole. You know them?’


Danny clenched his jaw, but nodded.


‘The Spearpoint base is ten miles north of here.’ Hammond handed him a piece of paper with a fresh set of coordinates. ‘It keeps things separate from Hereford, and deniable if the shit hits. The guy in charge is an MI6 officer called Cadogan. Military background, but he’s a spook. Don’t underestimate him. He comes across as a bumbling toff, but he’s ruthless. He wants to meet you before you deploy. Look you in the eye, all that old-school kind of crap. Just don’t be fooled by the Boris Johnson act. Understood?’


‘Understood.’


‘There’s also a Special Investigation Branch RMP on site. His name’s Holroyd. Bit of a twat. I did some digging. He used to be in the Royal Irish Regiment, but there was some business with his platoon in Iraq. He was the only one who walked away alive. There was some suggestion that he was at fault, but the paperwork’s been buried. Came back to the UK, joined the RMPs and found God, believe it or not. I walked into his office the other day, saw him on his knees, praying. On the surface he sees it as his role to keep us bad lads on the straight and narrow, but deep down I think he’s just your typical nosy policeman. Cripples him that he doesn’t have sufficient vetting to get through the door into the main ops room. He’ll probably make himself known to you, but just ignore him. We’ll feed him whatever we need to feed him to keep everyone sweet.’ Hammond narrowed his eyes at Danny, as though sizing him up. ‘I’m heading down there now. I’ve got a few different people to see. Get yourself something to eat here, have another drink and meet me there in an hour. We’ll get some face time with Cadogan, then we’ll be on our way.’


Without another word, Hammond stood up and left. Danny didn’t move for a full minute. When he did, it was to down his pint in one. He looked at the coordinates on the paper that Hammond had left him. Then he looked up at the bar. The barman had dragged his attention from the football and was giving him the eye.


‘Whisky,’ Danny said. ‘Double. Now.’


‘Do I look like a fuckin’ waitress?’ the barman said in a thick Cornish accent. But he couldn’t withstand the look Danny gave him for long. ‘All right, all right,’ he muttered, as he turned towards the optics behind the bar and started pouring Danny his fourth drink.










Chapter 2


Afghanistan, 23.30 hours AFT.


A full moon hung, startlingly bright, over the Helmand River. It silhouetted the Kajaki Dam in the north, and the stately mosque of Lashkar Gah further to the south. Between the two, it cast midnight shadows on the village of Panjika, where everything was silent.


Caitlin Wallace didn’t like it when everything was silent.


Panjika was a village of two halves. A narrow riverbed – almost dry in summer – ran north-south, cutting it through the middle. Running parallel to the river on the eastern side was the main street, with ramshackle stalls and tumbledown shops. At the north end of that street was an open square with the village mosque on one side, which had been partially destroyed by an ordnance strike many years previously. There were perhaps fifty individual dwelling places on the western side of the river, and a further ten white-walled compounds – clusters of tiny buildings surrounded by square perimeter walls. On the eastern side of the river there were fewer individual dwelling places dotted around the main street, but more compounds – about twenty. The single room Caitlin had called home for the past six months was in one of these compounds, on the south-eastern side of the village about fifty metres from the river.


They called this area the green zone. Irrigated by the tributary of the Helmand River that cut through the village, it was lush and verdant. Here, the villagers could grow fruit and vegetables. And it was these that made it a potentially dangerous area.


Helmand was Taliban territory. Not all of it, and not this small village of no more than five hundred people. Panjika was protected by three Afghan National Army forward operating bases – one to the north, one to the south and one to the east, with the river forming a natural barrier to the west. But if – when – the Taliban finally moved in, they would congregate around the green zone. Because militants need food too. The well-irrigated avocado trees that shaded Caitlin’s compound attracted all manner of people: good, bad, and many whose loyalties were somewhere in between. In Helmand Province, it was often difficult to tell them apart.


Caitlin’s room was half bedroom and half storeroom. A stubby candle provided the only light as their electrical generator was too noisy, and the fuel that ran it too precious, for it to be going all night. A rucksack was propped up in the corner. Under the bed, a small arsenal. She had an M4 and several boxes of 5.56 rounds. She had a Sig P226 handgun and its attendant 9mms. She hadn’t fired either of these weapons on this deployment. But she was damned if she was going to stray very far from them.


Other items had proved more useful. Medical supplies. Clean bandages. Water purification tablets. Then of course there were the plain white boxes, piled up next to her rucksack, which contained her valued supplies: sanitary towels, paracetamol and ibuprofen. She had insisted on bringing substantial quantities of these items when she first arrived in-country. Whenever there was an opportunity for a re-supply, she insisted that Cornwall prioritised them as much as items such as MREs and ammunition. Cadogan queried it every time. Complained, even. He didn’t realise that these items were helping achieve their objectives just as surely as Black Hawks, laser sights and night-vision capability. But that was men for you.


Caitlin lay on her bed, sweating in the appalling night-time heat. Damp, shoulder-length brown hair. Khaki trousers. A white T-shirt, damp across the back. Well-worn boots. Grey eyes open, listening to the silence. It made her nervous. She preferred the reassuring buzz of an ANA helicopter flying overhead. The noise of the locals in the street. Too often, silence meant people were scared. In Helmand Province, they frequently had good reason.


There was a banging noise. Caitlin started. She sat on the edge of her bed and reached underneath it for her Sig. Cocked and locked. The banging came again. She tucked the handgun into her khaki trousers and headed to the door. Opened it and peered out into the courtyard.


The courtyard itself was tiny. The size of a squash court. It was surrounded on three sides by rooms identical to Caitlin’s. The fourth side was a whitewashed wall, five metres high, with a thick wooden entrance gate. A man and a woman had emerged from the other rooms. The woman was smaller than Caitlin. She was extremely petite, with a beautiful, dark-skinned face that had an almost childlike innocence to it. She wore plain black robes. The other was a beast of a man: six foot five and a beard so unruly that it concealed his white skin, and meant that even some of the locals mistook him for one of them. Gabina was an interpreter from Kabul who had moved to the UK in her early teens and offered her services to the military – a kind, thoughtful, precise young woman who helped Caitlin commune with the locals. Tommy Webster was Caitlin’s SAS muscle, and a lump of a man. Caitlin wasn’t sure an original thought had ever passed through his mind. He hardly ever seemed to speak. But Caitlin knew that Tommy had an eye for her and she wasn’t above exploiting that. Not to mention that he would be useful in a fight.


They strode across the courtyard towards the gate. Gabina called something in Pashto. A voice came from the other side. Female. It sounded anxious. Gabina turned to Caitlin, clearly about to say something.


‘It’s okay,’ Caitlin said, stepping out into the courtyard. ‘Let them in.’


Gabina lifted the big metal bar that bolted the gate. It was a bit of a struggle for someone so small. Tommy positioned himself between Caitlin and the entrance. The moon cast his imposing shadow across the courtyard. As it swung open, Caitlin had to squint to make out who was standing there.


Two figures. Women, dressed in dark robes and headdresses. One old, one young. The older woman’s face was deeply lined and weathered, with hard eyes and a hooked nose. Mother and daughter? Possible. People aged quickly in Helmand Province. But most likely, she thought, it was grandmother and granddaughter. Gaps in the generations were common out here, where life was cheap. The older woman had one arm around the girl. They were both looking up at Tommy with apprehension.


Caitlin strode past him. ‘Don’t scare them,’ she muttered as she hurried up to the new arrivals. She made a ‘come in’ sign with her hands and, when they gingerly entered, nodded at Gabina to close the gate again. Tommy stood still. Caitlin had to manoeuvre the newcomers round him towards her room. Gabina followed at a respectful distance. As they shuffled into the room, she stood in the doorway.


Caitlin offered them the edge of her bed to sit on. They sat close to each other. The young girl had one hand resting on her abdomen. The grandmother started to talk in Pashto the moment they sat. Gabina translated, but Caitlin held up one hand to silence her.


‘It’s okay,’ she said.


Caitlin knew why they had come. She walked over to her supplies, took a box each of sanitary towels and paracetamol and handed them to the girl. Caitlin regularly distributed these items freely to the women and girls of the village. They only had to ask, but that was more difficult than it sounded. They were embarrassed – it was a cultural thing – and the Taliban disapproved of anything that made a woman’s life easier. The older women remembered the punishments they received when those monsters were in charge, and the young women weren’t stupid: they knew the situation was getting bad again. No wonder they crept up to Caitlin’s compound, shamefaced and in the dead of night.


Caitlin popped a couple of paracetamol from the wrapper and handed the girl her beaker of water. The girl timidly swallowed the pills, avoiding Caitlin’s gaze.


‘Where do you live?’ Caitlin asked the grandmother. The lines on her face seemed even deeper in the candlelight.


The grandmother replied with a nervous quaver in her voice. Gabina translated. ‘At the edge of the village. By the poppy fields.’


‘Her parents?’ She indicated the girl.


The grandmother shook her head. ‘Her father was in the army. He died six months ago. Her mother died when she was little.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Caitlin paused. ‘I’m here to help in any way I can. You have a problem, come to me.’


The grandmother lowered her head. ‘The wrong people would find out,’ she said. ‘The Imam . . .’ Her eyes tightened a little. This wasn’t the first time that Caitlin had seen women mention the village’s Imam with a degree of apprehension. There were rumours that the old man who led the daily prayers in the nearby mosque was sympathetic to the Taliban. He commanded respect in the village, though. If Caitlin was to win hearts and minds, the Imam was off limits.


She turned her attention back to the grandmother, who said: ‘I only came tonight because . . .’ The old lady looked at her granddaughter, who was also staring at the floor. ‘It is her first time. The pain is bad. The men don’t understand.’


‘The medicine will help. If you need more, you come back and see me.’ She crouched down and put one hand on the grandmother’s knee. ‘Who do you mean by “the wrong people”? Can you give me a name? Tell me where they live?’


The grandmother shook her head vigorously. She stood, pulling her granddaughter up with her. ‘We must go,’ she said. ‘If we are seen . . .’


Gabina’s translation was interrupted by a distant bang. The old woman and her granddaughter started and looked frightened. Caitlin swore under her breath. She instantly grabbed a shoulder bag filled with medical supplies and a narrow torch. She hurried to the door, pushing the guests out of the way. ‘Stay there,’ she hissed. And when the older woman started to complain, she repeated herself more forcefully: ‘Stay there!’


Tommy was already at the gate, blocking it.


‘We’re going,’ Caitlin told him. He shook his head. ‘I said, we’re going!’ Caitlin knew that Tommy wouldn’t resist her if she insisted. His face darkened with reluctance, but he stepped to one side and opened the gate. ‘Gabina!’ she called over her shoulder as she moved out into the village. ‘We need you!’


Caitlin didn’t wait for a reply as she sprinted out of the compound and into the village. She had been embedded in the region long enough to recognise the sound of a roadside bomb when she heard one. Maybe an IED had been dug into the road. Maybe explosives had been hidden inside the carcass of one of the many animals that were routinely left to rot on the side of the road – that was an increasingly common occurrence, Caitlin had noticed.


But the type of bomb was not of primary importance. Caitlin’s reasons for getting to the blast site were at once humanitarian and tactical.


And for both reasons, she needed to get there fast.


Caitlin estimated that the explosion had been about a klick away. Although it was hard to tell the exact direction, she knew she had to head south-east. That was the direction of the only road in and out of the village. She had to take a circuitous route, however, along the main street that cut north-south through the centre of Panjika.


She emerged on to the street through a line of low, ramshackle buildings, Tommy at her shoulder. By day these were a bottle shop and a hardware stall of sorts. A couple of old bicycles were propped up against them, and some rusted steel oil drums littered the road in front. The village seemed completely deserted. No inhabitants were out at this time, nor any of the ANA soldiers who regularly patrolled by day. Opposite her was a line of rough stalls and shops, all bolted up and secured. A couple of stray goats were loitering by one of them, and a solitary old rickshaw had been left in the middle of the street. At the northern end of the street was the village mosque. It was a plain building: low, sand-coloured, much like any other in the village of Panjika. At some point in the past, its western corner at the rear had been destroyed in a munitions strike. The locals had tried to rebuild it using breeze blocks and concrete, but the job was still half done. Metal reinforcing rods pronged, porcupine-like, into the air, making the mosque look more like a building site than a place of prayer. It disappeared from Caitlin’s peripheral vision as she ran south, her feet thumping against the hard ground as she curved round to the south-east, past another small grove of avocado trees and along the only road in and out of the village. There was danger here. She knew it. Whoever had set the IED might expect people to approach and help any casualties. She was aware of Tommy, just behind her, scanning the area with his weapon as he ran. Caitlin accepted his protection and sprinted straight ahead.


She could smell the plume of smoke before she saw it lit up by the moonlight on the far side of a parched field. This part of the village was dotted with tiny compounds, similar to the one in which Caitlin and her team had been living. The closest one was just twenty metres away, and from it she could hear a child wailing, woken by the noise. She knew from experience that very few people were likely to leave their compounds. It was safer for them to stay home.


The smoke was fifty metres away, but Caitlin couldn’t risk heading directly across the field that separated her from it. Everyone knew that field was full of legacy mines and IEDs. The ANA were too stretched to clear it, and none of the locals had attempted to cultivate the land for years.


So she had to go round it. Her boots thumped against the hard-baked, red earth. Tommy was close behind her and Gabina trailed by ten or fifteen metres, her shorter legs unable to carry her as fast. It took a minute to get there. The acrid smell of explosives grew stronger. As Caitlin turned the corner of the field into the poorly made road, she knew that a terrible scene awaited her.


A vehicle had been hit. Not a military vehicle, most of which were properly armoured and reinforced against the threat of such devices. This was a civilian vehicle, but it was too much of a wreck for Caitlin to identify its model as she sprinted towards it. The chassis was twisted and gnarled. There was a glow of flames from the rear where the fuel tank had ignited. The smoke was coming from the smouldering tyres, and there was a huge crater in the side of the road.


And there was screaming. Caitlin identified two voices. They were screams of pain, not panic – she could tell the difference. And as she approached the vehicle she saw two figures on the road. They’d been thrown through the windscreen. They lay on their backs, surrounded by shattered glass. Caitlin shone her torch at them. A man and a woman. Their faces were bloodied from the impact of the glass. The man’s forearm was jutting out at an angle. Caitlin could see that the ulna bone had broken away from the joint and pierced the skin around the elbow. The bleeding, however, was slow and the blood dark. It was not a catastrophic wound. Caitlin made a mental triage note: although the guy was making the most noise, his wounds were not life threatening. His screams were a good sign – they meant he was conscious and breathing.


The same went for the woman. She appeared to have twisted her foot. There were no obvious signs of major bleeding. She was in great pain, but she’d live.


Caitlin’s immediate thought was for other passengers. She strode over to the smouldering shell of the vehicle and shone her torch into the rear seats.


She felt sick.


There were two children in the back. One of them was clearly dead. The heat of the explosion had peeled away the skin on the child’s face. The flesh was cauterised in places, and still weeping in others. There was a glimpse of bone around the forehead, and what remained of the hair was still smoking. She couldn’t tell if it was a little boy or a little girl.


A second child was next to the corpse. A girl. She was wearing traditional garb and couldn’t have been more than fourteen. A twisted chunk of metal had embedded itself into the top of her forearm. She was staring at it, and her whole body was shaking. Caitlin shone her torch directly at the wound site. The girl’s robes were black, so it took a moment for Caitlin to register the thick, gushing blood that was saturating them. She leaned in through the broken window of the rear door and touched one hand to the wet material. She looked at the blood on her fingers. Bright red. Arterial. The child was bleeding out. Fast.


Caitlin moved into autopilot. The rear door, misshapen from the explosion, was difficult to open. It took several yanks. Once it was open, she leaned in and, gripping the torch with her teeth, grabbed the sopping clothes around the wound and ripped them open. She winced when she saw the nature of the wound. The shard of metal had caused a gash at least three inches wide, and was deeply embedded just below the shoulder. Arterial blood was pumping out in waves to the rhythm of the girl’s heart. If it carried on like that, she’d be dead in less than a minute.


The temptation was to remove the shard of metal from the girl’s arm, but that would be a mistake. There was a chance it was partly stemming the arterial bleed. If she took it away, the blood loss could increase. There was only one other medical option. Caitlin opened up her shoulder bag. It took her less than five seconds to find the item she needed: a military tourniquet. She ripped it from its packaging and wrapped the sturdy elastic around the arm a couple of inches above the wound. Then she started twisting the windlass to tighten the tourniquet as hard as she could, and stem the bleeding from above.


Her hands were covered in blood. The windlass was slippery and sticky as she twisted it. The girl was shaking all over. There was no time to offer her any words of comfort. There was only time to stop the bleeding before she lost consciousness. It became hard to tighten the tourniquet any further. Suddenly the girl screamed in pain. Caitlin felt a moment of satisfaction. If the tourniquet hurt, it was doing its job. And if the girl was screaming, there was life in her.


Caitlin exited the burning vehicle. She looked around. There was no sign of anyone coming to help. She called over to Tommy, who was kneeling by the adults with Gabina, administering to them. Their screams had stopped. Caitlin didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad one. ‘Carry this girl,’ she shouted. ‘Get her back to our quarters. We can come back for the others.’


Tommy rose. He moved swiftly to the back of the vehicle and, gently for someone of his great size, manhandled the girl out of the back seat. He held her very carefully, cocooned in his arms and started jogging back towards the village. Caitlin turned to Gabina. There were tears on her beautiful, petite face. ‘Tell the parents we’re going to do everything we can to keep the girl alive. We’ll be back for them as quickly as possible.’


Gabina relayed this in urgent Pashto. The message seemed to get through, because the parents nodded vigorously. Caitlin and the interpreter sprinted after Tommy.


Cutting round the edge of the parched field, Caitlin saw that there was activity in the village up ahead. Several people had ventured out of their compounds. A man was shouting something. But nobody was heading in the direction of the road. Caitlin overtook Tommy and ignored the hard stares of the few locals outside the entrance to her compound as she raced inside to prepare some medical equipment. She had a checklist in her head of everything she’d need before she could get the girl taken to one of the nearby military hospitals for proper treatment. Morphine, a saline drip, clean bandages . . .


The old woman and her granddaughter were still in Caitlin’s room, huddled on the bed. They stood up as soon as Caitlin entered and shrank into the shadows when Tommy arrived holding the girl. ‘Lay her on the bed,’ Caitlin said. Tommy silently did as he was told. Caitlin had her back turned to them as she rifled through her boxes of medical gear, looking for everything she needed, when she felt a tap on her shoulder.


She spun round. It was Tommy who had tapped her. Now he was pointing at the girl, and it was clear why. Caitlin’s patient had her eyes shut. She wasn’t moving. She didn’t appear to be breathing. Caitlin swore under her breath, lurched over to the bed and felt for a pulse. Nothing. She swore again and started to administer CPR. Pressing the heel of her hand against the girl’s chest, she pumped it vigorously thirty times before squeezing her nose and administering two rescue breaths. There was a dreadful silence in the room as Tommy, Gabina and the two Afghan women looked on. Caitlin repeated the process twice, three times, refusing to give up on the kid. As she leaned down to give her fourth set of rescue breaths she noticed warmth from the girl’s mouth. She was breathing. Her pulse was back. She wasn’t conscious, but she was alive.


‘Get on the radio,’ she told Tommy. ‘We need to get her to the nearest hospital.’


Tommy nodded and ducked out of the room. Caitlin checked the girl’s pulse again and became aware of the granddaughter standing behind her left shoulder. She said something in Pashto. Gabina, her face still tear-streaked, translated. ‘She says she knows the casualty.’


‘Right,’ Caitlin said. She was more concerned with caring for her patient than with small talk.


‘They are friends,’ Gabina said.


Caitlin swallowed her irritation. She turned round. The girl was crying. She couldn’t take her eyes off her friend, lying close to death on the bed. ‘You need to go home now,’ Caitlin said as kindly as she had patience for. ‘I’ll make sure she gets to a hospital.’ She looked towards the door. ‘Go carefully. Come and see me tomorrow, I’ll let you know how she is.’


Once Gabina had translated, the two women shuffled towards the door. The young girl was clearly reluctant to leave her friend, but her grandmother hurried her out with a sharp word. Caitlin went back to her patient. There was still a pulse. She was still breathing. The bleed had almost stopped and the blood around the wound was beginning to congeal. She turned to find the saline bag she had retrieved from her stores, and it was only then that she saw the granddaughter standing in the doorway.


‘What is it?’ Caitlin asked.


The girl stepped inside and muttered something quietly in Pashto. Caitlin didn’t understand her, but there was something in her tone that made her want to hear more. ‘Gabina!’ she called. ‘Get in here.’


The interpreter hurried in. Caitlin nodded at the girl, who repeated herself.


Gabina hesitated. ‘She says she knows who planted the roadside bomb,’ she said.


Caitlin breathed deeply. She stood up, walked over to the girl, put one hand on her shoulder and smiled. ‘Come and sit down,’ she said.


The girl sat on the corner of the bed. Caitlin knelt next to her. The girl’s eyes flickered between Caitlin and the patient. ‘I think she’s going to be okay,’ Caitlin said, not entirely truthfully, and Gabina translated, her innocent eyes wide. The girl nodded. ‘Who did it?’ Caitlin said quietly. ‘Can you give me a name?’


The girl swallowed hard. This was clearly difficult for her. She was scared.


‘Nobody will know,’ Caitlin said. ‘I promise nobody will know it’s you.’


The girl closed her eyes. She muttered two names. Gabina had to ask her to repeat herself. When she did, they were scarcely more audible.


‘Abu Manza,’ Gabina translated. ‘And Abu Noor.’


‘How do you know it was them?’ Caitlin asked. ‘Is it just a rumour?’


‘I heard some men talking . . .’ the girl said, and it was clear to Caitlin that she didn’t want to elaborate.


‘Do you know where they live?’ she asked. ‘Can you tell me that?’


The girl looked at the floor.


‘I can stop them doing this,’ Caitlin whispered. ‘I can stop them from ever doing it again. But you have to tell me where they live.’


The girl closed her eyes. ‘They both live in the village of Gareshk,’ she said. ‘Two compounds, on different sides of the village.’ A sudden fierceness crossed her face. ‘They have families,’ she said. ‘Young children.’


‘The children will be fine,’ Caitlin said. ‘I promise you that.’


The grandmother appeared at the doorway. She wore a scowl. ‘What has she been telling you?’ she demanded through Gabina.


The girl gave Caitlin an urgent look, but it wasn’t necessary. Caitlin collected another box of sanitary towels and handed them over. Then she walked up to the grandmother and grasped her hands. ‘She’s a good girl,’ she said. ‘Take her home. Look after her. Come to me if you need anything.’


Her words softened the grandmother’s granite face. The old woman nodded and gestured at her granddaughter to leave. She walked out into the courtyard. The girl followed with a grateful look at Caitlin.


‘Wait! What’s your name?’


The girl blinked. ‘Mina.’


Caitlin smiled at her. ‘Thank you, Mina,’ she said.


Gabina gently escorted them out of the compound and locked the main gate just as Tommy appeared from his room. ‘Did you contact the hospital?’ Caitlin asked.


Tommy nodded.


‘Good.’ She hurried back into her room, checked her patient’s pulse once more, then retrieved an item from a flight case under her bed: an encrypted Iridium satellite phone. She powered it up and dialled a number. The call was answered in seconds. ‘Go ahead.’


‘This is asset Charlie Foxtrot Niner,’ Caitlin said. ‘Inform Spearpoint that we have two new targets for confirmation. Repeat, inform Spearpoint that we have two new targets for confirmation.’


‘Roger that. Wait out.’ The line went silent. Caitlin kept her eyes on the shallow rising of her patient’s chest as she waited for Cornwall to come on the line.


It took approximately twenty seconds.










Chapter 3


Cornwall, 21.00 hours BST


Danny was behind the wheel, his satnav directing him to the Spearpoint base. The booze did nothing to ease the thought of coming face to face with Tony Wiseman.


The roads were deserted. This was deep Cornwall. The needle tipped seventy as Danny expertly but subconsciously negotiated the winding country lanes. When the satnav announced that he was approaching his destination, he realised he’d been in something of a trance for the past ten minutes. He hit the brakes and brought the vehicle to a halt. He had just crested the brow of a hill. The road continued down towards a forest. Twenty metres away there was the corner of a high wire fence blocking off land to his right. He couldn’t make out the extent of the cordoned-off area because it was dark, but the headlamps of his vehicle illuminated an entrance in the fence with a ‘Danger’ plaque warning against high-voltage electricity. As good a way as any, Danny thought, of keeping people out. On the near side of the fence he saw an armed soldier standing guard. He started up his vehicle again and wound down his window as he approached the soldier.


‘They’re expecting me,’ he said.


The soldier peered into the vehicle, nodded abruptly and opened a gate in the fence. Danny entered the Spearpoint camp. The road took him through an inner perimeter fence, guarded by another armed soldier, and into a forested area. Thirty metres beyond the treeline was a clearing of a couple of acres. It housed a complex of low concrete buildings with a large white comms satellite dish on the roof. The headlamps of the vehicle illuminated the rain-stained walls. Danny had the sense that, although the satellite dish looked modern, the building was at least pre-war. There were no windows and just one door, which looked like a much more recent addition: metal, sturdy and very secure.


There were several vehicles parked in a line. Danny parked up alongside them and approached the door, aware of a camera covering the access. The door buzzed as he approached. He opened it and stepped inside.


Danny found himself in a small, brightly lit room. A soldier behind a desk stood up as he entered. He had a blond beard that attempted – not successfully – to mask a disfigurement of the right-hand side of his face. A burn, maybe. At the far side of the room was a secure metal door with an access keypad. To his left, two unsecured wooden doors. One of them had a sign: ‘Mike Holroyd, Special Investigation Branch’. The other was unmarked. A briefing room, Danny guessed.


There were no pleasantries with the scar-faced desk jockey. ‘I’ll need an iris scan and a fingerprint please,’ he said to Danny, indicating a small camera on a tripod next to him. Danny nodded, stepped up to the camera and allowed the soldier to scan his eye, before pressing his thumb on to a touch-screen sensor. There was a short pause as the soldier checked his laptop. ‘You’re Spearpoint cleared,’ he said. ‘I’ll let them know you’re here.’


The disfigured soldier tapped at his keyboard. Danny loitered for thirty seconds. A man entered the reception area from the room with the marked door. He wore a suit and tie. Danny instantly noticed a silver badge in the shape of a fish on his lapel. He was carrying a bit of weight and had something of a swagger. Straight black hair, thinning. Clean shaven. Maybe thirty years old. He had the unmistakable air of a policeman. Nosy, Hammond had said. Cripples him that he doesn’t have sufficient vetting to get through the door into the main ops room . . .


He looked Danny up and down, then noticed that Danny was looking at the fish on his lapel. ‘The sign of the fish,’ he said. He had a very pronounced Ulster accent and there was a definite smugness in his voice. When Danny didn’t reply, he seemed to feel the need to elaborate. ‘Once a secret Christian symbol. Are you—?’


Danny gave him a ‘you must be joking’ look.


‘Well,’ the man said. ‘We have no need for secrecy these days, do we?’ A smile spread toadlike over his face as he realised this line of conversation wasn’t going to get anything out of Danny. ‘I’m Mike Holroyd,’ he announced. ‘Special Investigation Branch. You are?’


Danny didn’t reply. He just looked back towards the secure door.


‘Your name is?’ Holroyd persisted.


‘My own business,’ Danny replied.


Another toadlike smile. ‘Who is this, please?’ he asked the soldier at reception.


The soldier looked flustered. ‘Danny Black, sir,’ he muttered. ‘From Hereford. He’s Spearpoint cleared.’


‘Is that so?’ Holroyd stepped round so that he was facing Danny again. He sniffed dramatically. ‘You’ve been drinking,’ he said.


Danny stared at him.


‘I said, you’ve been drinking.’


‘My hearing’s pretty good.’


‘Listen to me, soldier, you might be in the SAS, you might think that puts you above the law, but you’re clearly over the limit, and we are none of us—’


The secure door opened, interrupting Holroyd. Hammond appeared. The rings around his eyes seemed to darken on the spot as he saw Danny talking to Holroyd. Holroyd turned to him. ‘If this is one of yours, Ray . . .’


‘Thanks, Mike,’ Hammond cut him short. ‘I’ll take it from here.’ He glanced into Holroyd’s office. ‘Songs of Praise not on, Mike?’ he said lightly.


Holroyd’s face visibly flushed. Hammond turned and walked back through the secure doorway. Danny winked at Holroyd. ‘Work to do, buddy,’ he said. He followed his boss, closing the door on the RMP man who was fuming in the reception area, unable to follow where he had no clearance.


‘Ignore him,’ Hammond said. ‘Puritanical twat’s just there to tick boxes for the lawyers. Spearpoint know how to keep him quiet.’ They walked along a corridor, past a couple of doors on the right. ‘Signals,’ Hammond said, pointing at them, ‘plugged into the network in Afghanistan.’ He indicated another door at the end of the corridor. ‘This is the ops room,’ he said.


It looked like a bomb shelter. Thick concrete walls. No windows. There were ten men here, and a huge array of wall-hung screens, laptops and comms equipment. The screens showed maps of Afghanistan, layouts of military bases and towns, satellite imagery and live footage through a NV lens of a cluster of boxy buildings, from what Danny assumed was a drone hovering above. Most of the men wore camo and headsets. Hammond indicated the room with a sweep of his arm. ‘This is where we run Spearpoint. Completely separate from Hereford, and we provide all operational support—’


‘This our new boy?’ A man in civvies had stood up from his desk and was approaching. He was in his sixties, with floppy blond hair that was only now showing signs of grey. Hammond’s previous comparison to Boris Johnson was well placed. He walked with a stick that helped him with a pronounced limp and blew his floppy hair off his forehead in an affected manner as he approached him.


‘This is Danny Black,’ Hammond said. ‘Our kill team replacement.’


‘My dear chap, your reputation precedes you. Marcus Cadogan. MI6. I’ll be running you from here.’


Danny nodded and Cadogan gave a bland smile. ‘Apologies for bringing you out of your way. One would rather be in the thick of it, but we can’t run Spearpoint on the QT if our American cousins and the Afghans are sniffing around like truffle hounds. Hence these delightful environs. And I do think it’s important to put a face to the name. We’re going to be working hand in glove, as it were—’


Cadogan was interrupted by a soldier with bright ginger hair. ‘Boss, we’ve just received a communication from our asset in Panjika.’


‘That’s Caitlin,’ Hammond muttered to Danny.


‘Go ahead, McLean,’ Cadogan told the soldier.


‘She has two potential targets. The names we have are Abu Manza and Abu Noor.’


Danny noticed an instant sharpness in Cadogan’s eyes, quite at odds with his bumbling exterior. ‘Splendid. Do they cross-reference with any other intelligence source?’


‘Negative,’ McLean said. ‘It’s the first we’ve heard of them.’


‘Did our asset provide locations?’


‘Roger that, sir. Two separate compounds in the village of Gareshk.’


‘Do we have drones available?’


‘Limited, sir. It’ll take a couple of hours to fly one into the area, and that’s if I can wrestle it off an SBS operation.’


‘Make it happen, old thing. Get cameras above one of the targets at least. I’d like to know their movements in detail.’


‘Roger that, sir.’


Cadogan looked over his shoulder at Danny. ‘All hotting up here, as you can see. You’ve been fully briefed?’ As he asked the question, he gave Hammond a meaningful look. Hammond nodded quietly. ‘Excellent. Good. Well, best get on. Happy landings, Black.’ Almost as an afterthought, he said: ‘Oh, and do a fellow a favour, would you? It’s a rum business, being on the Spearpoint team. It can mess with a chap’s head. Any sign of that happening with the rest of the team, you’ll let us know? All off the record, of course. Mum’s the word. All right? Excellent. Now if you’ll excuse me? With any luck, we’ll have a target pack ready by the time you land.’ He cocked his head, just as Danny heard the distant sound of a helicopter outside. ‘Sounds like your lift’s arrived.’ He returned to his station.


‘This way,’ Hammond said. He looked at his watch. ‘It’s time.’ He led Danny across the ops room to a secure door on the far side. As Hammond opened it, Danny looked back over his shoulder towards the ops room. He caught Cadogan leaning on his walking stick and staring at him, an intense but uncertain look on his face, as if he didn’t quite trust Danny. But in a fraction of a second he’d turned away again and was looking at one of the big screens.


The door led directly to the exterior of the building, which was guarded by another soldier.


‘Is that guy for real?’ Danny jabbed one thumb over his shoulder to indicate Cadogan, but he had to raise his voice. Thirty metres from the building there was a helicopter landing pad and, accompanying the noise of the rotors, Danny saw the bright lights of a Sea King coming in to land.


‘I told you. Don’t be fooled. The posh idiot thing’s an act.’ He pointed at the chopper. ‘Right on time!’ he shouted.


They stayed clear as the Sea King touched down. Only once it had landed and one of the side doors had opened did the two Regiment men run towards it, heads down, approaching it from the front so they kept well clear of the tail. A loadie ushered them in and, as they took their places inside the chopper, closed the doors again. The Sea King rose. It couldn’t have been on the ground for more than a minute.


‘I don’t think me and Holroyd will be going for a beer any time soon,’ Danny shouted over the noise of the chopper.


‘Holroyd doesn’t go for a beer with anyone. Teetotal. He’s suspicious of all of us, not just you. He’s no different from the rest of the Special Investigation Branch in that respect. They’d love to get a piece of the Regiment. I don’t need to tell you that.’


He didn’t. It was well known that the modus operandi of the SAS was a constant challenge to the RMPs. The Regiment represented everything that the military police loathed. They made their own decisions. They called their own shots – literally. They were answerable only to themselves. It drove the Royal Military Police crazy that the Regiment considered themselves above the law, because as far as the RMPs were concerned, nobody was – except of course themselves.


‘They’d have a fucking field day with Tony,’ Danny said.


‘They’d have a field day with any of us if we let them. Which we’re not going to do. We can deal with Holroyd at this end. Just be aware that there are a few of the fuckers hanging around the Stan. Tony and the team know to keep out of their way. Shame that the closest they’ll ever get to a war zone is out there trying to nail the boys who are actually doing the work, but there we have it.’


Danny told himself to forget about Holroyd. He had bigger problems than that. In a few hours he’d be face to face with Tony Wiseman. Loathing brought a knot to his stomach.


But as Hammond had said: suck it up. It was what it was. Get used to it.


Danny rested his head against the webbing on the side of the chopper and closed his eyes. After several years with the Regiment he was used to resting in some uncomfortable shitholes, and he’d decided to get some sleep.
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