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AUGUST, 2021


The Bomber took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. His IED was almost half a kilometre away, buried by the side of the narrow road that twisted its way through the desert. It was a big bomb. Not the biggest he had ever built, but big enough to destroy any vehicle that the Americans had. The explosive had come from Russian MON-50 anti-personnel mines, concave rectangular devices that were copies of American Claymores. Each MON-50 contained 700 grams of RDX explosive and either 540 steel balls or 485 short steel rods, depending on which version it was. The Bomber had carefully prised open fifty of the mines, giving him close to thirty-five kilos of high-grade explosive. The RDX had been placed in the centre of six 42-gallon oil barrels and surrounded with homemade ammonium nitrate/fuel oil explosive. There were detonators in each of the barrels, all connected to the command wire which led from the road to the trigger in his right hand.


The barrels had been buried at the side of the road and a spade had been used to cut a slit six inches deep in the sand for the wire. Four men had toiled through the night and by dawn the desert wind had smoothed over all traces of the work. The Bomber was kneeling by the window of an abandoned shepherd’s cottage that had been pockmarked with rifle fire. The building had been stripped, either by the former occupant or looters, and even the doors and window frames had been ripped out.


They were in the desert, about thirty miles north of Pul-e-Khumri, capital of the northern province of Baghlan. The Bomber squinted as he peered into the distance. American Humvees were coming down the road, at speed, with plumes of dust spiralling in the air behind him. He counted six. He twisted around to look at the three men standing behind him. ‘This time?’ he said.


The man in the middle of the three had an eyepatch over his left eye and there was a thin scar running across his cheek. His thinning hair was swept back and his greying beard was almost a foot long. They called him the Butcher because of the way he liked to torture captured soldiers. The Americans had put a price on his head. It had initially been half a million dollars, but over the years they’d increased it to 2 million. Two bodyguards stood with the Butcher, cradling AK-47s, their eyes ever watchful. They had arrived in a white SUV which was parked out of sight behind the cottage. The Butcher shook his head. No. Not this time.


The men who had helped build and bury the bomb had left in their pick-up truck at first light. Three snipers had arrived in a black SUV which was parked behind another abandoned cottage a few hundred yards away. One of the snipers had stayed with the vehicle, the other two were on the roof above the Bomber’s head. They were armed with Dragunov rifles, with comfortable wooden handguards and skeletonised wooden stocks. Rounds were fed into the weapons from detachable curved magazines, containing ten rounds, in a staggered zig-zag pattern and they had PSO-1 optical sights. The snipers were capable of taking out targets more than 800 yards away, so the road was well within range.


The Bomber looked back at the convoy, which was now speeding parallel to the house. Young men in Kevlar helmets and vests were standing in bulletproof turrets covering the area with their heavy machine guns. They turned to look at the shepherd’s cottage but there was nothing to arouse their suspicions and within a minute they were speeding away towards Kabul, the clouds of dust dispersing behind them.


The Bomber knew exactly where the bomb was. He had placed two empty water bottles about fifty yards apart on the other side of the road. If he looked directly at the bottles from his window, where his gaze intersected the road is where the bomb was buried. He looked up at the clear blue sky. The one worry he had was that a drone high overhead might see the parked vehicles and the snipers on the roof, but the Butcher had assured him there would be no drones in the area that day. The Bomber didn’t know how the Butcher knew that, but he believed him.


He peered down the road again. There was a vehicle coming from the direction of the Humvees. It was big, a transporter. As it got closer, he recognised it as an Afghan Army Navistar truck, which weighed more than four tons. There was no way of knowing if it contained troops or supplies. The Bomber looked over his shoulder and this time the Butcher smiled and nodded. This one.


The Bomber nodded and looked back through the window. His right thumb was pressing against the top of the trigger. His mouth had gone dry and he licked his lips. The Navistar was hurtling down the road at about fifty miles an hour. Timing was vital. Too soon and the driver might have time to turn the vehicle to the side, too late and the truck would be driving away from the explosion. The Bomber’s eyes were flicking from the bottles to the truck and back again. He was holding his breath now, every fibre of his being focused on the fast-approaching truck. Two hundred yards. A hundred and fifty. A hundred. He licked his lips again. Fifty yards. Twenty. He pressed the trigger. The bomb exploded with a muffled thud that he felt as much as heard. There was an eruption of sand and rocks and the truck flipped on to its side and scraped along the road. The truck was on fire, what was left of it. The cab had been virtually destroyed and most of the roof had been ripped off to reveal metal boxes and wooden crates inside. A man crawled from the cab, dragging himself away from the burning truck. A Dragunov cracked from the roof and the man went still. The truck continued to burn and a thick column of smoke wound up into the air. No one else emerged from the wreckage.


‘Congratulations, Abdul Qadir Akbari,’ said the Butcher. ‘That was perfect. It was everything I had hoped for. You truly are a skilled craftsman.’


The Bomber stood up, still holding the trigger. He frowned. ‘But that is not my name.’


The Butcher patted him on the shoulder. ‘Abdul Qadir Akbari is who you are from this day forth. And it is Abdul Qadir Akbari who will serve Allah in a way that you never could. Inshallah.’ 


The Bomber nodded. Inshallah. God willing. The Bomber didn’t fully understand what he was being asked to do, but he knew that he had no choice other than to obey.


They thought long and hard about where to seize the target. They could have just entered the Ministry of Defence building in Whitehall, gone up to the fourth floor, and arrested him. But that would have attracted attention. They could have carried out an early morning raid at the target’s first-floor flat in Belsize Park, but that too would have caused a stir. If a passing stranger captured the moment on a phone, it would all be over.


A surveillance team had been following the target for four days. He left his flat at eight o’clock in the morning, assembled his folding bike, and rode the four and a half miles to Whitehall in about twenty-five minutes. There he would disassemble his bike and enter the building. He generally took half an hour for lunch, during which he would walk to a local sandwich shop. He would leave his office between six-thirty and seven and cycle back to Belsize Park. He took the same route each time: through Soho and Marylebone and along the east side of Regent’s Park, before heading north through Primrose Hill and Chalk Farm.


The decision was taken to carry out the abduction in the park. They performed a dry run and did it for real the following day. They used a six-man team. Three were on bicycles, dressed in Lycra and wearing helmets. They waited down the road from the Whitehall building and mounted up when the target appeared. He assembled his bike, put clips on his suit trousers, and put on his helmet. It was black with yellow stripes and the followers had designated the target as Wasp One.


As he started pedalling away from the building, the three cyclists followed, keeping a safe distance. There was no need to stay close, the target always took the same route.


The van was parked up close to the Royal College of Physicians, at the south-east corner of the park. There was a woman in the driving seat and a man in overalls sitting next to her, and in the back was another man wearing overalls. The driver was in radio contact with the three cyclists. Alpha, Bravo and Charlie. The rider with the designation Charlie was actually called Charlie too, a coincidence that had raised smiles at the lunchtime briefing.


Alpha, Bravo and Charlie took it in turns to take the lead, never getting closer than six car lengths behind the target. Once the target had crossed Marylebone Road, the van pulled out and began driving north along the Outer Circle. The van was in the livery of a bicycle repair company and the occupants of the van had the company’s logo on their overalls.


As the target cycled along the Outer Circle, Alpha, Bravo and Charlie edged closer. The van stopped and Alpha pedalled faster. Bravo and Charlie followed, riding two abreast.


When they were fifty yards from the van, Alpha accelerated and drew level with the target. The target turned to glare at Alpha once he realised he was keeping pace with him.


‘I need you to pull over, Craig,’ said Alpha. He had a gruff Glaswegian accent and it was a voice that was used to being obeyed.


‘What?’ said the target.


‘Pull the fuck over. We need to talk to you.’


The van was now about twenty yards away.


The target frowned in confusion.


‘Pull the fuck over!’ shouted Alpha. He moved his bike closer. ‘Do as you are fucking told!’


‘Okay, okay,’ said the target. He braked and turned towards the pavement. Alpha moved with him. Bravo and Charlie pulled up behind them and got off their bikes. The target looked at them nervously.


‘What’s going on, guys?’ asked the target, his voice trembling.


Alpha waved at the van and the reversing lights came on. The van started to reverse towards them. Bravo and Charlie moved close to block the view of any traffic coming up behind them.


The van stopped a couple of yards from them and the rear doors opened. The man in overalls inside beckoned for the target to join him. His eyes were hidden behind black Ray-Bans.


‘Get in the van, Craig,’ said Alpha.


‘Who are you?’


‘Get in the van. If you don’t get in the van we’ll Taser you and drag you in, and if we do that you’ll piss and shit yourself – and we don’t have a change of clothes for you.’


The man in the van pulled a Taser from his overalls. He pressed the trigger and sparks crackled between the metal prongs.


‘I’m not getting into …’


Alpha’s gloved left hand clamped around the target’s throat and his right fist thudded out like a piston, slamming into his solar plexus. As the target started to double over, Alpha, still astride his bike, pushed him towards the van.


The man in the van reached out, grabbed the target by the shoulders and hauled him inside.


Alpha picked up the target’s bike and swung it into the van. The man inside slammed the doors shut and the van drove off. Alpha looked around. Several cars had driven by but Bravo and Charlie had managed to hide the fracas from view.


The three cyclists began pedalling again as the van disappeared into the distance.


Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd was sitting at a table with his back to the window, facing the door. The blinds had been drawn and two lights with LED bulbs had been placed behind Shepherd, so that when the team brought Craig McKillop into the room the lights would be shining in his face. It was all about keeping him off balance and insecure. Shepherd had gone for a Men in Black look with a dark suit, a white shirt and a black tie, but had decided against sunglasses.


Sitting to Shepherd’s right was Ciara Kelly. Ciara was a recent recruit and had joined MI5 after realising she didn’t really want a career in accounting. She had been briefed to listen and say nothing, but to flash McKillop sympathetic smiles from time to time. Good cop, bad cop. Or more accurately, cute cop, bad cop. McKillop was a sucker for a pretty face, and Ciara definitely had that, along with a pixie haircut and bright red fingernails. She smiled nervously at Shepherd.


He winked at her. ‘You’ll be fine.’


She took a deep breath and nodded. ‘I hope so.’


There was a loud knock on the door and it opened. It was one of the snatch team. Bernie Quinn. He’d been designated Alpha on the operation. He was still wearing his cycling gear and Shepherd couldn’t help but grin at the bulge in Quinn’s Lycra pants. Quinn was a former British Transport cop who’d got bored with dealing with drunks on trains and was often called in when muscle was needed. Quinn nodded but didn’t say anything. The team had been instructed to say nothing once they had the target in custody.


A second member of the team was standing behind Quinn. Charlie Raines. He was holding McKillop, who had a black hood over his head. Quinn stepped to the side and Raines brought McKillop into the room and sat him down on the wooden chair facing Shepherd. Shepherd gestured at the hood and Raines ripped it off. McKillop blinked. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.


Shepherd nodded at Quinn and Raines and they left the room, pulling the door closed behind them.


‘Who are you?’ repeated McKillop. He was trying to sound assertive but the tremble in his voice belied his fear. He was scared witless.


‘I’m the man who’s here to sort your life out, Craig. You’ve made a few bad choices and we’ve pretty much reached the end of the line.’


McKillop stole a quick look at Ciara before continuing. ‘You’ve kidnapped me,’ said McKillop. ‘What’s this about? Money? Because you’re wasting your time, I’ve got no money.’


There was an A4 Manila envelope on the table. Shepherd took out a photograph and slid it across the table. It was a head-and-shoulders shot of a blonde woman in her early thirties. Her hair was cut short and she had an upturned nose and full lips. McKillop squinted at the photograph. ‘Friend of yours?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Obviously you know she is, why else would you be showing me her photograph?’


‘What’s her name?’


McKillop sneered at him. ‘Seriously, you have her photograph but you don’t know her name? Sounds like you haven’t thought this through.’ He was starting to regain his confidence, presumably because no one had slapped him across the face or threatened to break his fingers.


‘You think this is funny?’


‘I was grabbed off the street and thrown into the back of a van, so I know it isn’t a joke. I’m just waiting for you to get to the point.’


Shepherd tapped the photograph. ‘She’s the point. Anna Schneider.’


‘Then you do know her name?’


‘Actually that’s not her name. It’s the name she uses with you.’


McKillop’s jaw tightened as he stared at the photograph. ‘What’s her real name?’


Shepherd shook his head. ‘I’m the one who’ll be asking the questions,’ he said. ‘Who is she? What does she do? For a living?’


‘She’s an analyst. She works for a think tank.’


‘In London?’


McKillop nodded. ‘They’re based in Berlin but they have offices in most European capitals.’ He frowned as he stared at the photograph. ‘What’s her real name if it’s not Anna?’


‘When did you start passing information to her?’


McKillop folded his arms and didn’t answer.


‘How did that work? She told you what intel she wanted and you downloaded it from the MoD computer? Did she give you a shopping list?’


McKillop looked up from the photograph. ‘That’s what this is about? Me sharing data with another analyst? Look, I’m an analyst with the MoD, she’s an analyst with a German think tank, every now and again we meet for a drink and we share data. It’s not as if sharing information is illegal, is it?’


‘Well, the Official Secrets Act – which you signed when you joined the MoD from university – would disagree with you.’


McKillop snorted. ‘I wasn’t giving her secret information. The data we shared wasn’t even classified.’


‘You say “shared”. What information did she share with you?’


‘She told me about the reports she was compiling, things she was working on. We’re friends, we chat. Like people do.’


‘But you did more than just chat about your work, didn’t you?’


‘That was mainly it.’


‘But you gave her MoD data when she asked for it?’


‘I helped her with her reports, one analyst to another. I’m sure if I’d needed help she would have helped me.’ He unfolded his arms and leaned forward. ‘Look, I don’t see what the issue is here. She’s German, working for a company here in London. I know that we’ve left the EU but we’re still all Europeans, aren’t we? Germany isn’t the enemy, despite what you might read in the Daily Mail.’


Shepherd held the man’s look for several seconds before speaking. ‘The woman you know as Anna Schneider works for the Russian Federal Security Service. What used to be the KGB in the bad old days.’


‘What? No.’ McKillop grimaced as if he had a bad taste in his mouth. ‘No fucking way.’


‘Yes. She works for the Russians. Which means you, my friend, have been a Russian spy for the past few months. So it’s not just a matter of you breaching the Official Secrets Act, you are a full-blown traitor. And you’re facing life imprisonment.’


McKillop shook his head. ‘No, you’re just trying to confuse me. She’s German. No question. She was born in Berlin, she talked about it all the time. I know the city really well and she was never wrong, not once.’


Shepherd smiled. ‘I didn’t say she was Russian. I said she worked for the Russians.’


‘No. The think tank that employs her is a real thing. I checked it out on the internet. They have an office in Victoria, they have a website, all sorts of publications.’


‘Mostly funded by Moscow,’ said Shepherd. He took a second picture from the envelope, this time of her standing outside the Russian Embassy in Kensington Palace Gardens, at the north-west edge of Hyde Park. She was lighting a cigarette.


McKillop frowned as he stared at the picture. ‘She doesn’t smoke.’ He looked at Shepherd. ‘She said she’d never smoked.’


‘Look, if it makes you feel any better, you’re not the only agent that they’re running. We’ve found another three being run through the think tank and there are almost certainly more.’


McKillop sat back in his chair and folded his arms defensively. ‘I’m not an agent.’


‘Yes you are,’ said Shepherd. ‘And Anna is your handler.’


‘I was just helping her with her research.’ His voice was trembling again.


‘By passing on official secrets. Secrets which went straight to Moscow.’


‘You keep saying that, but Anna is German. Why would she be working for the Russians?’


‘Lots of people work for the Russians who aren’t Russian. The history of MI5 and MI6 is littered with examples.’


‘I’m not a traitor,’ said McKillop firmly.


Shepherd ignored the statement. ‘How and when did you meet her?’


‘At a function at the German Embassy, about four months ago. There was an exhibition of young German painters and I was invited.’


‘Was that normal? To be invited to the embassy?’


‘I get several invitations a year. And the office knows about my interest in Germany and all things German, and they pass unwanted invitations on to me.’


‘That’s right. You got a first in Modern Languages at Oxford with a specialism in German, and a PhD in some obscure German author.’


McKillop sighed. ‘Theodor Fontane is generally regarded as the most important German language author of the nineteenth century,’ he said. ‘Hardly obscure.’


‘Obscure to me,’ said Shepherd. ‘What about Anna?’


‘What about her?’


‘Was she aware of Theodor Fontane?’


McKillop screwed up his face. ‘Maybe. I’m not sure.’


‘Come off it. You devoted several years of your life to the guy, you would have mentioned it. Or did she mention it first?’


‘I think we talked about my doctorate. That’s what people do when they meet. They talk about each other.’


‘And Anna seemed interested in you?’


McKillop narrowed his eyes. ‘What are you getting at?’


‘It’s a simple question. You met by chance at an art exhibition at the German Embassy. Presumably there were a lot of people there. What do you think attracted her to you?’


‘I don’t know. We were looking at a painting and we began chatting.’ He avoided Shepherd’s icy look and stared at the tabletop.


Shepherd pushed the photograph of Anna towards McKillop. ‘She’s a nine, going on a ten.’


‘What do you mean?’ muttered McKillop.


‘You know what I mean, Craig. She’s a beautiful girl. A head-turner. But you, even on a good day you’re barely a four. You must know that. Receding hairline, massive forehead, weak chin, nerd glasses, sloping shoulders – I mean you were obviously at the back of the queue when the DNA was being handed out. Didn’t alarm bells start to ring the moment she expressed any interest in you?’


‘We had a lot in common,’ said McKillop. He looked across at Ciara and his cheeks flushed red.


‘Well of course you did. She was primed. She was a bloody sex torpedo launched right at you.’


McKillop looked up and glared at Shepherd. ‘We never had sex,’ he hissed.


‘Well more fool you, mate, because she’d probably have been up for it to get what she wanted. She was a honey trap. Plain and simple. So what happened after the exhibition?’


‘We went for a drink.’


Shepherd smiled thinly. ‘And whose idea was that?’


‘Hers. Mine. I don’t know. We had a couple of glasses of wine.’


‘And talked about what?’


‘Brexit, mainly. She couldn’t understand why Britain was so keen to leave the EU.’


‘And you put her right?’


McKillop laughed harshly. ‘I told her that there’s no point in asking the Great British public what they want, because they don’t know. They should never have been asked. The referendum was a stupid idea and now we’re paying the cost.’


‘You were in agreement? About Brexit?’


‘Of course. Biggest mistake we’ve ever made.’


‘Okay. And how do we get from there to you offering to supply her with MoD databases?’


‘That’s not what happened.’


‘Well, actually it is,’ said Shepherd. ‘Though we might disagree about the terminology. When did she say she needed your help?’


‘It wasn’t like that.’


‘Tell me what it was like.’


McKillop swallowed. His Adam’s apple wobbled as if it had a life of its own. ‘We talked about our jobs, like people do. She was having problems getting information, problems that were a direct result of Brexit. Before we left the EU, she had no problems getting information from government departments. But post-Brexit, often the only way she could get government data was by issuing a freedom of information request. Basically she compiles reports for the German government and for German companies. Say the German government wants to know how the UK’s electricity consumption is rising and what scope there is for German companies to supply power stations. She would talk to the UK’s electricity companies, universities, government officials, and compile a report.’


‘Right. But you work for the MoD. So power stations aren’t your brief.’


McKillop sneered at Shepherd. ‘You asked how the conversations went. I’m telling you.’


‘But eventually she wanted MoD data, right?’


McKillop sighed. ‘She was compiling a report on how Covid had affected the armed forces. Not just in the UK, she wanted to compare the figures of armies throughout the world. She had applied for the MoD figures but they weren’t forthcoming so I offered to help.’ Shepherd opened his mouth to speak but McKillop held up a hand to silence him. ‘They weren’t confidential, never mind secret,’ he said. ‘They were there on the MoD mainframe and I had no problems accessing the files. She would have got the information eventually, I just speeded up the process.’


‘And how did you give her the data?’


McKillop frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Email? Thumb drive? How did you get the intel to her?’


‘It wasn’t intel. Why do you say that? It was data.’


‘Semantics,’ said Shepherd. ‘But the question is simple enough. How did you pass the data to her?’


‘I took photographs. Screenshots. And then I sent them to her through WhatsApp.’


‘And was that your idea or hers?’


McKillop shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I can’t remember.’


‘You were already using WhatsApp?’


‘Yes. And she gave me her number and we used to chat that way.’


‘She never mentioned to you that WhatsApp is encrypted so it’s a safe way of sending information clandestinely?’


‘No. And I wasn’t sending it clandestinely, as you describe it. I’d just call up the information, take a screenshot, and send it to her. Look, there was nothing remotely sensitive about what I was sending her. If she’d been asking me about contracts or procurements then of course I would have said something. If she was looking for information on troop movements or battle readiness, then I would have ended the relationship immediately. I was just helping her with her projects. Why would the Russians care about how Covid spread through the UK’s armed forces?’


Shepherd ignored the question. ‘What was the most recent report she asked for help with?’


He sighed again. ‘She was researching asylum seekers, in particular from Afghanistan. The Germans have a much more sympathetic approach to asylum than the UK, and she was looking for facts and figures to illustrate how the Brits were coping with refugees from there. She wasn’t having much luck getting statistics on the Afghan Relocations and Assistance Policy and on the more recent Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme.’


‘And so she asked for your help.’


McKillop nodded. ‘The ARAP scheme was designed to resettle interpreters and others who had helped the army, so the MoD had to comment on all applications. A lot of applicants who are claiming on the ACRS scheme also have links to the military so again the MoD would have to comment.’


‘And she couldn’t get the information from anywhere else?’


‘She could, but the Home Office and the MoD were insisting on freedom of information requests so it was taking forever.’


‘So you offered to help?’


‘Why not? It wasn’t as if it was secret. It was just data on refugees.’


‘And what sort of data did she want?’


‘Basic statistics. Age, sex, work background, marital status, educational qualifications.’


‘And the MoD database had those breakdowns?’


‘No, we just had the applications. But she said if I sent as many as I had, she would break down the statistics.’


‘And that didn’t seem a strange thing to ask?’


‘Not really. If I’d have had to do the breakdowns, it would have taken forever. She said I could just send over the applications and she’d get an intern to do the work.’


‘And how many applications did you send to her?’


McKillop wrinkled his nose. ‘I don’t know. A lot.’


‘There were about eight thousand Afghans who applied for the ARAP scheme.’


‘Yeah, I gave her pretty much all of them. And I’m still working my way through the ACRS applications.’


Shepherd frowned. ‘You sent her eight thousand screenshots? That would have taken forever.’


McKillop shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘I had to use a flash drive for that,’ he said quietly.


‘Because there were too many pages to send by WhatsApp?’


McKillop nodded. ‘But she wasn’t interested in the specifics. She just wanted a statistical breakdown. As I said, she’s getting an intern to run a spreadsheet that’ll show up all the characteristics.’


‘How many flash drives have you given her?’


‘Four so far. Each with two thousand applications on them.’


‘And how did you give them to her?’


McKillop frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean did you post the flash drives? Hand-deliver them? Or use a dead drop?’


‘What’s a dead drop?’


‘Just tell me how you gave her the flash drives.’


‘I handed them to her. There was nothing secretive. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, I was just sharing data with her.’


‘And where were you when you handed them over?’


‘We’d have coffee or a drink. A couple of times we had a meal.’


‘Did she pay or did you?’


‘I did. Why?’


‘I’m just trying to get a feel for what she was doing.’


‘She’s a researcher. I was helping her. That’s all there was to it. And I don’t understand why you think Anna works for the Russians.’


‘I don’t think she works for the Russians. I know she does. She’s a Federal Security Service officer who has previously worked in Berlin, Vienna and Paris.’ Shepherd took three more photographs from the envelope and spread them out in front of McKillop. The photographs were of the woman standing outside the Russian embassies of the three cities. In one of the pictures – the one taken in Paris – she was lighting a cigarette. ‘She arrived in the UK just two weeks before she met you at the embassy, which suggests she was specifically sent to target you.’


‘But why?’


‘Because you had access to the information they wanted,’ said Shepherd. ‘And because you are clearly gullible. How could you possibly think it was okay to be taking files from the MoD and passing them to anybody? You signed the Official Secrets Act.’


‘But I wasn’t passing on secrets, was I? It was just data. Lists of names, that’s all. And I thought she was German, I told you that. Obviously if I’d known she was working for the Russians I would have handled it differently.’


Shepherd shook his head in disbelief. ‘You really have no idea what you’ve done, do you?’


McKillop wiped his sleeve across his glistening forehead. ‘What do you mean?’


Shepherd leaned towards him. ‘Moscow has been passing the data you gave them on to the Taliban. And the Taliban are using the information as a death list. So far as we know, the Taliban have executed a dozen of the names you gave Anna. Men who were still waiting to be extracted from Afghanistan. Along with their families, wives and children.’


McKillop shook his head. ‘No way.’


‘The men were killed, their wives and children were raped, some were murdered, others were sent to be the wives of Taliban fighters. I’d say that so far you are directly responsible for the deaths of more than thirty people.’


McKillop sneered at Shepherd. ‘That makes no sense at all,’ he said. ‘Why would the Russians give the information to the Taliban?’


Shepherd smiled coldly. ‘Lithium,’ he said.


McKillop frowned. ‘What?’


‘Lithium. It goes into rechargeable batteries, the sort that power electric cars. Afghanistan might be one of the poorest countries in the world, but under the desert are mineral deposits worth more than a trillion dollars. Iron, copper, gold and lithium. While the Americans and the Brits were running the show, the mineral rights were off limits. But once Trump unilaterally announced that the US forces were pulling out, everything changed. The Chinese are itching to get their hands on the mineral rights and the Russians have been trying to get a jump on them. And they’ve done it by supplying them with a list of what the Taliban sees as collaborators and traitors. In a way you have to admire the Russians – they get an agent to persuade you to hand over the information which they promptly pass on to the Taliban in exchange for hundreds of millions of dollars in mining rights. And how much did they pay you?’


‘I wasn’t doing it for the money. I was doing it …’ His voice trembled and he couldn’t finish the sentence.


‘To help a pretty German girl?’ Shepherd finished for him. ‘Yeah, see I’m not sure how good a defence that’ll be. To be honest with you, I have trouble believing it myself.’


‘And who are you?’


‘Me? I’m the guy who might just be able to offer you a way out. But it’s up to you.’ Shepherd shrugged. ‘The ball is in your court.’


McKillop sniffed. ‘What do you want me to do?’


‘You can carry on meeting Anna. But we’ll give you a phone to carry with you that will record everything you say.’


‘Like a wire?’


‘Like a wire, but it will look just like your usual phone and you won’t have to switch it on. You just keep the phone with you.’


‘That means you’ll know where I am every minute of every day, and what I’m doing?’


‘A bit like prison, but in your case you’ll be able to pop into a pub whenever you want.’


‘And then what? What do I do?’


‘Exactly what you’ve been doing these past three months. You find out what she wants and you give it to her. Except you tell us first and we put our own information on to the flash drive. My colleague here will be your point of contact. She might even take you for a drink or treat you to a meal.’


McKillop looked across at Ciara and smiled nervously. Ciara nodded and returned his smile. McKillop looked back at Shepherd. ‘And if I do that, if I cooperate, what happens to me?’


‘That depends on how productive your cooperation is. If we shut them down as a result of your help, I don’t see there’d be any value in prosecuting you. But that would be down to the Crown Prosecution Service.’


‘I could still go to prison? Even if I help you?’


‘Look, mate, if you don’t cooperate, you’ll be behind bars for the rest of your life. Or at least the greater part of it. That’s a given.’


‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t cooperate.’ McKillop leaned forward and looked pleadingly at Shepherd. ‘You know I didn’t realise I was dealing with the Russians, right? You believe me?’


‘I want to believe you, Craig. You seem like a decent enough guy to me. But what I believe isn’t really the issue. It’s down to you to try to put things right, and you do that by cooperating with us.’


‘And what if they find out that I’m double-crossing them?’


Shepherd opened his mouth to reply but stopped when his phone began to ring. He took out his phone and looked at the screen. It was his boss, Giles Pritchard. Shepherd nodded at Ciara. ‘I’ve got to take this.’ He left the room and took the call. ‘How’s it going?’ asked Pritchard.


‘Yeah, he’ll turn,’ said Shepherd. ‘Ciara will keep an eye on him. I’m not sure that you’d want him running for more than a few weeks, I get the feeling he’ll fold like a cheap deckchair if he’s under pressure.’


‘Can you come to Thames House, right away?’


‘Sure. What’s up?’


‘I’ll fill you in when you get here.’ He ended the call. Shepherd smiled ruefully. Yes, probably best not to ask for an MI5 briefing over an open line.


The safe house where McKillop was being questioned was in Hampstead, not far from the heath. Shepherd walked for half a mile before calling an Uber. The traffic was light and within half an hour he was walking into Thames House. He went through security and took the lift up to Pritchard’s floor. His secretary, Amy, looked up when he walked through the door. ‘He says to go straight in.’


‘Thanks, Amy,’ said Shepherd. Amy Miller was in her sixties, and rumoured to have been one of MI6’s top agent-runners in East Germany before the Berlin Wall was torn down. Shepherd knew nothing about her family situation but she was one of the first to start work each day and one of the last to leave. It was after eight o’clock at night and she was clearly in no rush to go home.


MI5 director Giles Pritchard was sitting at his desk, his attention flicking between two computer monitors. His shirt collar was done up but his White’s tie was at half mast, always an indicator that his stress levels were rising. He smiled when he saw Shepherd, ran a hand through his greying slicked-back hair and nodded at the two chairs facing the desk. He took his metal-framed glasses off his hawk-like nose and began to twirl them. ‘How did it go with McKillop?’ he asked as Shepherd sat down.


‘He’ll cooperate. And Ciara will have no problems handling him. He’s a sucker for a pretty face. She and Amar will fix him up with the phone and set him loose.’


‘He’s still passing Afghan names to the Russians?’


Shepherd nodded. ‘He swears blind that he thought she was just a German researcher and I believe him. He’s given her all the names on the ARAP database, which is why the Taliban managed to get hold of so many of the translators the UK left behind. The database has everything – names, addresses, fingerprints and photographs.’


‘Luckily we managed to get most of them out,’ said Pritchard. ‘There’s still about a hundred trying to get on to the airport. The problem is, the Taliban checkpoints almost certainly have the ARAP files.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I don’t understand why the MoD didn’t have a higher classification on the files. We had a duty to protect those people and their families. And what about the ACRS database?’


‘We’ve removed it from the MoD mainframe and are adjusting it as we speak. We’ve got a team removing the details of anyone at risk and once that’s been done we’ll add to it details of Taliban fighters and organisers that we’d like to see disrupted.’


Pritchard smiled thinly. ‘That’s a tactful way of putting it.’


‘It should work, for a while at least. So far all the intel the Russians have been feeding to the Taliban has been kosher. It’ll be some time before they realise that the well has been poisoned and by that time hopefully they’ll have killed dozens of their own people.’


‘And what happens to the Russian agent then? Her bosses will realise that McKillop has been feeding her false intelligence and the Russians have a tendency to be ruthless with their people when they make mistakes.’


‘It’ll be a good opportunity to turn her,’ said Shepherd.


Pritchard nodded. ‘The timing will be crucial. They’ll probably ship her to Moscow the moment they realise she’s been blown. We’ll need to keep a close eye on her.’


‘I’d suggest not having her followed,’ said Shepherd. ‘If she’s Moscow trained there’s a good chance she’ll spot a tail. Best to monitor her conversations with McKillop. Once she realises there’s a problem her manner will change. She’ll be less trusting and we should be able to spot that.’


Pritchard nodded. ‘At which point we pick her up and make her an offer she can’t refuse. Work for us or take a one-way trip on Aeroflot.’ He nodded again. ‘You’re right. She isn’t Russian-born, I think she’ll be easy enough to turn when the time’s right.’


‘And what about McKillop?’ asked Shepherd.


‘What do you mean?’


‘A lot of people died because of what he did. Including women and children who were raped and murdered.’


‘But he didn’t know that would happen, did he?’


Shepherd shrugged. ‘I don’t think ignorance is reason enough to give him a pass.’


‘You want to put him on trial? The Guardian will have a field day.’


‘So it gets swept under the carpet?’


‘If McKillop does what he can to put this right, and if he’s open and honest about everything, then I don’t have a problem in giving him a clean slate.’ Pritchard leaned forward. ‘I can see you’re not happy about this.’


Shepherd grimaced. ‘There isn’t much to be happy about, is there?’


‘I disagree. If a senior army officer out in Kabul hadn’t realised that our former interpreters were being picked up by the Taliban we’d never have discovered the data leak. And you were able to link McKillop with the Russian agent in double-quick time, which means we can now plug the leak. And we have the opportunity to do some damage ourselves.’


‘It’s an ill wind …’ 


‘Try to look on the bright side, that’s all I’m saying,’ said Pritchard. He leaned back in his seat. ‘Anyway, there’s a reason I needed you back here ASAP. You worked with MI6’s man in Marbella, a few years ago. Tony Docherty.’


‘Yeah. Good guy.’


‘Well Docherty has come a cropper in Afghanistan.’


‘Afghanistan?’


‘He’s been based at the embassy in Kabul for the last two years.’


‘He’s married with three kids.’


‘Four.’


‘Then what was he doing out in a war zone?’


Pritchard shrugged. ‘That was my first question, too. One that has yet to be answered. Anyway, he left the embassy to pick up his translator and his family who have been approved for resettlement in the UK. Docherty arrived in their village at the same time as the Taliban and they had to take cover in a basement. They’re not armed so someone has to go in and get them out.’ He smiled. ‘And by someone …’


‘Surely there are people on the ground in Kabul?’


‘You’ve seen what’s happening at the airport? The regular troops can barely hold the perimeter and those that do go out aren’t venturing out of Kabul. The SAS is stretched thinly and are flying in all the men they can as we speak. There’s a flight leaving Brize Norton in two hours with four SAS guys on board. The plan is for you to take them to Docherty and to bring him to the airport with his translator and the translator’s family.’


‘Where is he exactly?’


‘He’s in a village outside a town called Charikar, a ninety-minute drive north of Kabul. Charikar is on the main Afghan ring road that links Kabul to the northern province, and the Taliban swept through there two days ago. He was on the way there when the Taliban appeared but managed to get into a shophouse and lock himself in a basement with the translator and his family. We have his location but his sat-phone ran out of power yesterday and there’s no mobile phone signal where he is, so we’ve no way of contacting him.’


‘That’s awkward.’


‘Well, yes, but we have his location and he won’t be going anywhere. He’ll stay put until extracted.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We have a C17 Globemaster on standby to fly to Kabul as part of our evacuation plan. The SAS men on board will offer you every assistance and Major Gannon is arranging for you to be met in Kabul by an SAS trooper on the ground. Hopefully he’ll have a helicopter ready by the time you land.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘So the plan is that I fly in, extract Docherty and his translator and family, and get them to Kabul Airport?’


‘Exactly. You can get on the next flight back to the UK with them. If all goes to plan you’ll be back here within forty-eight hours.’


‘Flying into an airport surrounded by Taliban fighters, what could possibly go wrong?’


‘So far they haven’t been shooting at anything – people, choppers or planes. They’re just making it difficult for people to get on to the airfield. It looks worse than it is.’


‘I hope so,’ said Shepherd. He looked at his watch. ‘I’d better be going.’


‘The traffic’s not great heading to Brize Norton, so I’ve arranged police bikes to get you there. Wheels up the moment you’re on board.’


Shepherd nodded and stood up. ‘I’ll need Docherty’s exact location.’


‘The SAS guy in Kabul will have everything you need by the time you land.’ He flashed Shepherd a smile. ‘Break a leg.’


There were three police motorcyclists waiting outside Thames House. Two were on their bikes, the third was standing by his and holding a white full-face helmet with a tinted visor. Shepherd walked over. ‘I guess you’re my ride,’ he said.


The officer handed him the helmet. ‘Our instructions are to get you to Brize Norton ASAP, sir, so it’ll be blues and twos all the way.’


Shepherd put on the helmet. 


‘There’s a radio in there so you’ll hear what we’re saying,’ said the officer, sitting astride the bike. ‘The airport is seventy-two miles from here and we’ve got a pool going. I’m reckoning on fifty-eight minutes.’ Shepherd sat behind him and put his arms around the officer’s waist. ‘You’ve been on a bike at speed before, sir?’ asked the officer.


‘A few times,’ said Shepherd.


‘Great. Just lean into the turns and we’ll be fine.’ He gunned the engine. ‘Take the lead Alpha One. Alpha Three to follow.’


‘Alpha One taking the lead,’ said a voice in Shepherd’s helmet.


The three bikes moved off, along Millbank. Almost immediately their sirens and blue lights kicked in.


They reached the gates of Brize Norton in fifty-two minutes and the pool was won by Alpha One. They had cut through the London traffic, using their sirens to zoom through any red lights, to get to the A40. They had spread out along the outside lane and their sirens and lights had everyone pulling over to the left, which meant they could reach speeds of close to ninety miles an hour. Once the A40 became the M40, they upped their speed and for most of the way were above a hundred miles an hour. They’d had to slow as they approached Oxford, but they were still able to keep their speed above seventy over the last few miles to the airport.


The airport security people were clearly expecting them. As they approached the main entrance the barrier lifted up and two armed guards waved them through. They drove past the main terminal towards a parking area where a massive C17 Globemaster was waiting with its rear ramp down. It was much bigger than the Hercules that the SAS generally used to transfer men and equipment around the world, with a fifty-two-metre wingspan and four huge Pratt & Whitney turbofan engines.


Shepherd climbed off the back of the bike, took off his helmet and handed it to the officer. ‘Thanks, that was … exhilarating.’


‘Just glad we got you here in one piece, sir,’ said the officer. He nodded at the plane. ‘Good luck.’


The three bikes drove away as Shepherd walked towards the plane. The loadmaster was standing at the top of the ramp. He was barely out of his teens with close-cropped red hair and a sprinkle of freckles across his nose, and was wearing a headset with a microphone. He waved for Shepherd to come up.


As Shepherd walked up the ramp, the plane’s engines burst into life.


‘Better late than never!’ somebody shouted from inside the plane.


‘Yeah, there’s always one, isn’t there?’ shouted another voice. ‘Probably overslept.’


Shepherd reached the top of the ramp and grinned when he recognised the two men. One was Matt Standing, whose anger-management issues had seen him twice lose his sergeant’s stripes. The other was Terry ‘Paddy’ Ireland, a broad-shouldered bruiser of a man wearing a quilted jacket and jeans. Both were sitting with their backs to the fuselage. Ireland stood up and fist-bumped Shepherd. ‘How are they hanging, Spider?’ he said in his strong Norfolk accent.


‘Straight and level, Paddy,’ said Shepherd.


‘You never did turn up for that drink.’


‘Yeah, sorry about that.’ The two men had worked together in London as part of an operation to thwart a jihadist drone attack on the capital. The SAS team had been victorious, but it had been a close call. Shepherd had given the celebratory drinks a miss.


Standing got to his feet and fist-bumped Shepherd. ‘Good to see you again, Spider. I should have guessed you’d be our VIP on this mission.’


‘Is that what they said? VIP?’


Standing grinned. ‘Words to that effect. And you obviously dressed for the part. Is that Savile Row?’


‘Guys, I need you to fasten yourselves up!’ shouted the loadmaster. He pressed a button and the ramp began to withdraw into the fuselage.


‘I was keeping your seat warm for you, Spider,’ said Standing. He moved to the next seat along and dropped down. Ireland also sat down and fastened his harness.


‘The good news is that Penny is no longer the oldest member of the team,’ said Standing. He gestured at a grey-haired man in his forties who was wearing a North Face fleece over a black polo neck sweater. He was stretched out on the opposite side of the fuselage, his arms folded and his head down. Shepherd grinned when he realised who it was.


‘Bloody hell, Penny, are you still going?’ said Shepherd. ‘You’re like the Energiser Bunny.’ Andy ‘Penny’ Lane had been with the Regiment for more than twenty-five years. He had joined six months after Shepherd and they had been on several missions together. He was a talented linguist, fluent in several European languages along with Russian, Arabic and Kurdish. Whereas Shepherd had left the Regiment to join the police and eventually MI5, Lane had stayed where he was and had served with distinction in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and half a dozen other war zones.


‘Penny’s the unit’s signals specialist,’ said Standing. ‘He tells me that big bulge in the front of his pants is the sat-phone.’


‘Sir, please buckle up!’ shouted the loadmaster. ‘We’re on a tight schedule here.’


‘Sorry,’ said Shepherd. He dropped down on to the seat and fastened the harness.


The ramp clicked into position. Shepherd looked over at the fourth member of the team, who was sitting two seats along from Lane on the other side of the fuselage.


‘That’s Karl, Karl Williams, the group’s medic,’ said Ireland.


Williams gave Shepherd a laconic wave. He was in his late twenties, tall with a close-cropped beard. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ said Williams. ‘Living legend.’ He had a strong Bristol accent and large slab-like teeth.


Shepherd laughed. ‘If it’s Matt who’s been talking, he’s not a reliable source,’ he said.


‘Nothing wrong with a little embellishment if it adds to the story,’ said Standing. ‘Karl used to be a dairy farmer, which accounts for his milkmaid complexion. He’s new to the Regiment so this is his first time in Afghanistan.’


‘You picked a good time to pop your cherry,’ said Shepherd.


‘I’m a long way from being a sandpit virgin, I’ve been to Iraq twice and did a month in Syria,’ said Williams.


‘Kabul is a whole different ball game at the moment,’ said Standing. ‘We’re flying right into the lion’s den.’


‘I’ve always thought of the Taliban as hyenas rather than lions,’ said Lane. ‘They only fight in packs and they run the moment they face any real opposition.’


‘How much have you been told about our mission?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Just that it’s an extraction, outside the airport,’ said Standing. ‘And that you’re calling the shots.’


‘We’re meeting one of your guys in Kabul, he should have the heli sorted,’ said Shepherd.


Standing nodded. ‘Yeah, that’ll be Clint. Brian Heron. He joined the year before me. Good guy. He’s the spitting image of Clint Eastwood. The Dirty Harry years.’


‘“Are you feeling lucky, punk?”’ said Lane. ‘That was a great movie.’


The engines started to roar and the plane edged forward. It was too noisy to talk so Shepherd settled back. They had a long flight ahead of them. As the crow flew, Kabul was just over 3,500 miles from Brize Norton. Massive jets didn’t tend to fly in exactly the same way as crows and had to stick to approved flight paths, so the true distance would probably be closer to 4,000 miles. The plane had a cruising range of about 2,800 miles, so it would have to refuel at least once on the way. Incirlik Airbase in Turkey was just about midway, but that would mean arriving in Kabul with tanks less than half full, which wouldn’t be ideal. Presumably the pilots had done the necessary calculations. 


With a cruising speed of just over 500 miles an hour, they’d be in the air for about eight hours, plus whatever time was needed for refuelling. Possibly an hour in all to get the 30,000 gallons of fuel into the tanks. So nine hours in total to reach Kabul. Shepherd looked at his watch. It was just after half past nine. Kabul was three and a half hours ahead of London, which meant an arrival time of about ten o’clock in the morning. Shepherd wasn’t happy about mounting a rescue operation during daylight but the clock was ticking and they might not have the luxury of being able to wait until dark.


He looked around. The Globemaster came with fifty-four sidewall seats, twenty-seven on each side. The interior could be left empty and used to carry vehicles and cargo, but for this mission it had been filled with another eighty seats. That meant a total of 134 passengers, a big improvement on the ninety-two that could be carried on a Hercules. Shepherd had been on several missions where the much larger Globemaster had been used and he had become a fan. It could carry larger loads than the Hercules, and was able to operate with a much smaller aircrew – two pilots and a loadmaster, compared with the two pilots, navigator, flight engineer and loadmaster needed to crew a Hercules.


The biggest improvement so far as soldiers were concerned was the fact that the Globemaster had an actual toilet with a sink and lockable door. The Hercules only had a urinal and toilet hidden by a curtain, tucked away in the cargo area, and most soldiers preferred to hold it in rather than suffer the torrent of abuse aimed at anyone who went behind the curtain. There were also bunks behind the Globemaster cockpit so that the crew could catch some sleep, along with an oven and a fridge. All the comforts of home.


The C17 came to a halt. After a few seconds the engines went to full power and the plane rolled forward. They were taking off. The plane powered down the runway then the nose lifted and they were in the air. Standing and Ireland had their heads close together and were deep in conversation, but Lane and Williams were already fast asleep. The loadmaster had his head bent down over a tablet and was tapping on it. Shepherd leaned back and stretched out his legs. 


He began planning the forthcoming operation, running through a list of kit they would need. They would pick up weapons and communications gear at the airport, courtesy of Brian ‘Clint’ Heron. The SAS had plenty of equipment in Kabul so they’d be spoiled for choice. But for a simple extraction, carbines and sidearms would hopefully be all they’d need, with a few grenades as back-up. The big question – still to be decided – was whether to go in during the day or to wait until nightfall.


As Shepherd was considering his options, the plane levelled off. Ireland and Standing opened their eyes as the engine sound changed. The loadmaster put his tablet into one of his jumpsuit pockets and unfastened his harness. He made his way over to Shepherd and flashed him a reassuring smile. ‘Right, guys, we’re at cruising altitude. We’re now en route to Germany where we’ll refuel inflight, and from there will be flying into Doha to refuel on the ground.’


‘Doha?’ said Ireland.


‘A deer,’ said Standing. 


‘A female deer,’ added Ireland.


‘Far, a long long way to run,’ they chorused.


The two men laughed. It was clearly an old routine for them. Even the loadmaster couldn’t help but smile.


‘Why the inflight refuelling?’ asked Shepherd.


‘They’ve been wanting to practise Globemaster refuelling for a while so this will kill two birds with one stone. You probably won’t even be aware of it happening, though the airspeed will maybe drop a bit.’


‘And Doha rather than Incirlik?’ said Shepherd.


‘Apparently the Qataris have been really helpful and Incirlik is getting backed up with American planes. Distance-wise there isn’t much to choose between them. The problem is that even full tanks won’t be enough to get us from Doha to Kabul and back, especially if we’re fully loaded on the return trip. That means refuelling in Kabul.’ He grimaced. ‘No one’s happy about that prospect, obviously.’


‘I was told the Taliban haven’t been firing at planes,’ said Shepherd.


‘Not yet, no,’ said the loadmaster. He looked at his wristwatch, a chunky Breitling. ‘Our ETA at Kabul is approximately 0720 Zulu time, but that could well change. I’ll keep you updated as we go. While we’re cruising feel free to stretch your legs. There’s no inflight entertainment but there are soft drinks, water and sandwiches in the fridge. Please don’t take anything that’s been labelled, the crew are really touchy about that. Other than that, just help yourself. The toilet’s over there.’ He pointed at the closed door. ‘Don’t put anything other than paper down, it has a tendency to block and it’s a long flight. Any questions?’


Lane raised a hand. ‘It’s okay to shit in there, right? When you said only paper, you didn’t mean only paper, did you? Turds are okay?’


The loadmaster shook his head contemptuously. ‘That probably depends on how big your turds are,’ he said. ‘I’m guessing yours would be the size of a small dog.’


The SAS men laughed as the loadmaster walked back towards the rear of the hold.


Shepherd was woken from a dreamless sleep by the loadmaster shaking his shoulder. He blinked a couple of time to focus his eyes, and grinned. ‘Was I snoring?’


‘Quiet as a mouse,’ said the loadmaster. ‘Which is more than can be said for your colleagues.’ He gestured over at Lane and Williams who were both stretched out with their heads back, snoring loudly. A trickle of saliva had run from Lane’s mouth and dribbled down his jacket. ‘Just to let you know we’re going to be starting our approach to Doha in about five minutes. They’re geared up for a quick refuel so the pilots would prefer everybody to stay on board.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘Not a problem.’


‘Flight time from Doha to Kabul is about three hours, so we’re still on track for a 0720 Zulu arrival. The pilots are worried about a possible missile attack at Kabul, even though everything appears to be quiet around the airport. The plan is to keep high on the approach, then to come down fast and hard with a couple of corkscrew turns, then to lose the power and put on full flaps. It can be a bit disconcerting.’


‘I’ve done it a few times,’ said Shepherd. ‘In Afghanistan and in Sarajevo.’


‘If you like I can wake you guys up about ten minutes before landing so that you can prepare yourselves.’


Shepherd grinned over at his sleeping colleagues. ‘That’s okay, I’ll handle that,’ he said.


The loadmaster flashed him a thumbs-up and went back to his seat at the far side of the plane. He strapped himself in and began talking through his headset.


Shepherd settled back in his seat. After a few minutes he felt the plane bank to the left and start to descend. He felt his ears pop and the engine roar quietened a little, and after a few minutes he heard the flaps grind into position for landing, then the thumps of the landing gear coming down.


The massive airplane weighed close to 130 tons, but the landing was so soft that Shepherd was barely aware of the wheels touching the tarmac. They taxied for a few minutes and then came to a halt. Almost immediately he heard a truck outside and commands being shouted. He unbuckled his harness and went over to the fridge. He opened it and peered inside. The loadmaster hadn’t been joking about the crew labelling their refreshments. There was even a handwritten note – DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT IT – taped to a Tupperware container filled with sandwiches.


Everything on the lower three shelves was label free so Shepherd helped himself to a bottle of water, a pack of cheese sandwiches and a banana. Standing joined him and grabbed ham sandwiches and a Coke. ‘This is a step up from the old Herc, isn’t it?’ said Standing. 


‘Travelling in style,’ said Shepherd.


‘I can’t get over the fact that they actually installed a real toilet. I might even give it a go.’


‘First time on a C17?’


‘Yeah. Though I hear they’re phasing out the Hercs so the C17 will be the norm.’


The loadmaster joined them and helped himself to a bottle of water. ‘We’ll be wheels up in about fifteen minutes,’ he said. ‘Just to confirm, we’ll only be on the ground in Kabul for about six hours.’


‘You won’t be waiting for me?’ asked Shepherd.


‘I’m afraid not,’ said the loadmaster. ‘The airport is under American military control. They’re assigning departure slots as planes arrive and the planes have to stick to those times. Zero flexibility. We had one flight out with just one passenger on board and I’m told other countries have been forced to fly out planes empty.’


‘Fucking Yanks,’ said Standing. He popped the tab on his can of Coke and drank. A loud groaning sound filled the fuselage, like an animal in pain. ‘What the hell’s that?’


The loadmaster laughed. ‘It’s the pressure relief vents,’ he said. ‘As the fuel goes in it forces the air out. The Yanks reckon it sounds like a moose on heat so they call the C17 “the Moose”.’


‘What’s the story with the evacuees?’ asked Shepherd. ‘They’re at the airport waiting to be flown out, right?’


‘The ones who have been processed are good to go,’ said the loadmaster. ‘Then there are others who are being processed, and more outside trying to get in. It’s a major cock-up. We can only take people who have been fully processed. Doesn’t matter who they are or what their circumstances are; no paperwork, no flight. That’s why we’ve had near-empty planes flying out.’


‘This isn’t your first Kabul evac flight?’ asked Shepherd.


‘It’s my third. On the first we only had twelve passengers, all embassy staff. There were Afghans waiting to be processed but we weren’t allowed to take them. The second time we managed to get more than four hundred on.’


‘You’re joking.’


The loadmaster shook his head. ‘Four hundred and thirty-six souls. Three times our regular capacity and a new RAF record – the biggest-capacity flight in the RAF’s history.’


‘That’s impressive,’ said Shepherd. ‘And dangerous.’


The loadmaster sipped his water. ‘We had to rip all the seat palettes out. But the Yanks did even better. They managed to cram eight hundred and twenty-three on to a C17. Eight hundred and twenty-three.’ He shook his head. ‘They must have been crammed in like sardines. I can’t imagine how they managed to get that bird in the air.’


‘The pilots probably told them to lift their feet off the floor,’ said Standing. ‘Lighten the load.’


The loadmaster opened his mouth to reply but then realised that Standing was joking. ‘You are funny guys,’ he said, as he walked back to his seat.


Standing took a bite of his sandwich.


‘How have you been, Matt?’ asked Shepherd.


‘All good. Back up to sergeant, which is nice. We’ll see how long it lasts.’


‘Anger management still working?’ Standing had a reputation for flying off the handle, especially with incompetent officers, but was one of the Regiment’s best combat soldiers.


Standing grinned. ‘Yeah, I’m good.’ He took a swig of his Coke. ‘This Afghanistan thing is a bloody mess.’


‘Yeah.’


‘That’s where you took a bullet, right?’


Shepherd nodded and felt a sudden twinge in his shoulder as if the wound was reminding him that it was still there.


‘So many good soldiers died out there, and for what?’ said Standing. ‘The Taliban were controlling things when we went in, and twenty years later they’re still in charge. Nothing has changed.’


‘We took out a lot of bad guys,’ said Shepherd.


Standing grinned. ‘Yeah, we did that.’


‘That has to count for something. But I take your point. This is a defeat no matter how you look at it. And no soldier likes a defeat.’ He peeled his banana and took a bite. ‘What are your orders on this?’


‘To help you get this MI6 spook on to a plane back to the UK and then protect the ambassador and his people until they’re ready to fly out. With any luck we’ll be on the plane with him because I really wouldn’t want to be left behind.’


‘Just walk to the border and write a book about it,’ said Shepherd. ‘It could be a whole new career for you.’


‘I think they’ve put a stop to memoirs like that,’ said Standing. ‘But there’s no way they’ll be leaving me or my guys behind.’


‘You’ll be fine,’ said Shepherd.


They went back to their seats and strapped themselves in. They had just finished their food when the engines restarted and the plane moved forward. Ten minutes later they were back at cruising altitude, heading for Kabul.


Shepherd yawned, stretched, and checked his watch. They must be getting close to their destination. He looked over at the loadmaster who was talking on his headset. The loadmaster nodded at Shepherd and held up his hand, fingers splayed. ‘Five minutes,’ he mouthed.


Shepherd flashed him an ‘okay’ sign. He turned to see Standing looking at him.


‘Shall I wake the guys?’ asked Standing. Ireland was snoring and Williams and Lane were stretched out, their eyes closed. Saliva was again dribbling from Lane’s mouth.


Shepherd shrugged. ‘They’re professionals, they’ll be fine.’


Standing grinned. ‘Exactly what I was thinking.’


They tightened their harnesses and checked that their rubbish was stowed. The descent started a few minutes later. There was a slight change in engine noise and then the plane went into a steep dive. The engines began to scream and the whole plane vibrated.


Ireland’s feet lashed out and his eyes sprang open. ‘What the fuck!’ he shouted.


The dive steepened and Shepherd felt the harness bite into his shoulders.


Lane and Williams both woke up and began flailing about. At that moment the Globemaster went into a steep right turn that slammed Shepherd back against the bulkhead. Lane and Williams were thrown forward. As Lane had his harness loose his backside slipped off the seat and he yelped in pain. 


The two men looked across at Shepherd and Standing who were both laughing. ‘You bastards!’ shouted Lane. ‘Some warning might have been nice!’


‘Caught me by surprise, too!’ Shepherd shouted back.


Lane pushed himself back into his seat as the plane came out of its tight turn. It was still in a steep dive.


The loadmaster was laughing and Lane threw him an angry look. ‘Next time I’m flying easyJet!’ he shouted.


The plane levelled off for ten seconds, then it began to dive. The engines roared as once again it went into a tight turn and again Standing and Shepherd were flattened against the bulkhead. ‘Are we being shot at?’ asked Ireland.


‘I think it’s just better safe than sorry,’ said Standing. ‘Either that or the pilots just like fucking with us.’


The tight turn continued for almost a minute, then the nose came up and the engines throttled back. As soon as the speed had slowed there were loud thumps from both wings. The flaps. They were coming in to land. A few seconds later the landing gear rumbled into position, then there was a bump as the wheels hit the tarmac followed by the squeal of rubber as the brakes were applied.


They turned off the runway and taxied, then turned right and slowed. The moment they stopped, the loadmaster was on his feet. ‘That wasn’t so bad,’ said Standing, unfastening his harness.


‘I’ve had worse,’ said Shepherd. He released his harness, stood up, and stretched. The ramp was lowering, giving them their first glimpse of the Afghan sky, bright blue with just a few wisps of cloud. The hot air billowed in along with the smell of aviation fuel.


The loadmaster came over. ‘Pleasure having you guys on board,’ he said. ‘Good luck with whatever you’ve got planned.’


‘You too,’ said Shepherd.


Lane and Williams were already at the bottom of the ramp where a tall, thin man in desert fatigues was waiting for them. Shepherd knew immediately it was Brian Heron – he really did look just like a young Clint Eastwood.


Lane and Williams bumped fists with Heron, who then turned to look at Standing. ‘You can’t stay away from the sandpit can you, Matt?’ he said.


‘Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in,’ said Standing, in a half-decent Al Pacino impression. He nodded at Shepherd. ‘This is Spider, he’s running the show.’


‘I’ve been expecting you,’ said Heron. He bumped fists with Shepherd and nodded over at Ireland. ‘Good to see you back, Paddy. You can pay me that fifty quid I lent you.’


‘You’ll take a cheque, yeah?’ said Ireland.


‘Short arms, long pockets,’ Heron said to Shepherd with a grin. ‘I’ve managed to requisition a room for your briefing and I have a Puma on standby. The crew are from 230 Squadron so they’re used to special ops missions and are up for anything. What’s your time-frame?’


‘Still to be decided,’ said Shepherd. ‘But I’m thinking the sooner the better.’


‘I’ll take you straight there,’ said Heron.


Lane and Williams stepped off the ramp on to the tarmac and Shepherd, Standing and Ireland followed them. A plane took off to their right. It was another Globemaster, with American markings. There were more transport planes lined up by the terminal, some of them in the process of being refuelled, and half a dozen civilian jets.


They ducked instinctively as they heard a rattle of an AK-47 in the distance. Heron smiled tightly. ‘The Taliban fire into the air every now and again to keep the crowds under control,’ he said. ‘There are thousands of men, women and children outside trying to get in.’


There were groups of Afghans sitting on the tarmac close to the planes in ordered lines. There was no shade and most of them had their heads covered. US Army personnel were distributing bottles of water. More soldiers stood around in full battle gear, their carbines at the ready. Shepherd did a quick count – there were a dozen groups, each of several hundred evacuees. 


‘Would you look at that,’ said Williams.


‘I’m looking,’ said Standing. ‘And what I’m seeing is mainly men of fighting age who should be out there defending their country. And where are the women and children? It’s ninety per cent men.’


Lane laughed. ‘You’re surprised? You’ve always known what the Afghans are like. They’re not great fighters, never have been.’


‘There were ninety thousand men in the Afghan Army,’ said Standing. ‘Last I heard the Taliban had fewer than thirty thousand. And the Taliban had twenty-year-old AK-47s and the Afghans had billions of dollars of state-of-the-art equipment. Yet these bastards are running away without firing a shot.’ He waved his hand at the crowds around the terminal. ‘Look at that. There’s thousands of them. They should be out there fighting for their country. Pricks.’


‘Relax, Matt,’ said Shepherd.


‘It just annoys me, Spider. We’ve had mates die out here, and for what?’


‘Ours is not to reason why.’


‘Yeah, I know. We just do what our masters tell us. But this is fucked up. Imagine if this lot were in England during the Second World War. They see Germany preparing to invade England, what do you think they’d do? Pick up a gun and defend our country? Or grab a dinghy and paddle over to Ireland and demand asylum?’


Shepherd patted him on the back. ‘Let’s stay focused on the job in hand, yeah?’ 


The group followed Heron across the tarmac to a line of buildings separate from the main terminal. There were several SUVs lined up outside. ‘Clint, what happens to all the kit?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Most of it is being left behind,’ said Heron. ‘We’re only evacuating people.’ He grinned. ‘Though the Afghan president has flown to Dubai with 170 million dollars packed up in crates.’


‘So the captain isn’t going down with the ship?’ asked Standing.


‘He was one of the first rats to leave,’ said Heron. ‘That’s really when the rot set in. When the Afghan troops heard he’d done a runner they figured there was no point in fighting.’


‘Probably more worried that they weren’t going to get paid,’ said Standing.


Heron took them to a door and opened it. They were immediately hit by a blast of cold air. Heron had left the aircon running. ‘I don’t think anyone’s going to be worried about the electricity bill,’ he said.


Shepherd went in first. It was a large room that had obviously been an office. Four desks had been pushed against a wall along with filing cabinets, a large photocopier and an industrial-sized shredder. There were several black garbage bags stacked on the desks. One of them had ripped open and a stream of shredded paper had spilled out. ‘The RAF used this for admin but all the clerks have shipped out,’ said Heron.


Ireland was the last in and he closed the door. There was a single table in the middle of the room with a large-scale map and half a dozen aerial photographs taken either from a satellite or a drone. More aerial photographs had been taped to a wall. One of them was an overhead shot of the airport. Shepherd went over to look at it. Two shipping containers had been placed at the entrance to the airport, blocking the way in but for a small gap just a few feet wide. Beyond the containers were thousands of people, obviously desperate to get to the planes. ‘The army put the containers there,’ said Heron. ‘The crowds were crushing against the gates and there was a danger of them collapsing.’


Shepherd looked closer at the photograph. There were dozens of Afghan men with guns standing by the containers. ‘The Taliban are controlling the entrance? They say who gets in and who doesn’t?’


Heron nodded. ‘They’re in control outside the containers. They decide who goes through. Then there’s a sort of no-man’s land between the containers and the gate and fence. That’s controlled by the US Army. It’s a bit surreal because they’re sometimes just a few feet away from the Taliban and everyone is armed to the teeth. Just a few days ago they’d have been shooting each other, today they’re cooperating. And the Taliban have checkpoints on all the roads leading to the airport. Basically they’re in charge of everything outside the perimeter.’ Heron tapped on a photograph where three pick-up trucks flying Islamic State flags had blocked the road and bearded men with guns were checking cars and pedestrians. Most of the civilians were waving sheets of paper. ‘They probably have to get through four of five roadblocks just to get to the front of the airport.’


‘How do they choose who to let through?’


‘They need paperwork from the relevant embassy, plus cash or jewellery or maybe a blowjob. It’s a jungle out there. And even if they do make it through the checkpoints there’s no guarantee that they’ll get into the airport and on to a plane. It’s a mess.’


Shepherd surveyed the photographs, then turned to look at the map on the table. ‘Thanks for this,’ he said. ‘I know it’s all been kick-bollock-scramble.’


‘It’s getting worse by the hour,’ said Heron. ‘So far Terry Taliban has only been shooting into the air, but if he decides to have a pop at us, we’ll be sitting ducks. They already had RPGs but the Yanks have left behind a shed load of missiles. If they start taking pot-shots at the helis or God forbid the planes, then everything changes.’


‘Is anyone talking to them?’ asked Shepherd.


‘The rumour is that MI6 and the CIA are in contact, trying to put some sort of deal in place.’


‘What sort of deal?’


Heron shrugged. ‘It’s way above my pay grade. But there’s a rumour that the CIA is saying they’ll leave behind all the guns and equipment, undamaged, if the Taliban allow everyone out.’


‘They’re bribing them with Humvees and M4s?’ said Standing. ‘I can’t see how that’ll end badly, can you?’ He shook his head. ‘That bastard Biden has a lot to answer for. What the hell was he thinking?’


Ireland laughed scornfully. ‘You’ve seen him, right? The guy’s got late-stage dementia, he’s not thinking about anything.’


‘The prime minister is no better,’ said Lane. ‘It wasn’t that long ago that he was telling Parliament there was no military path to victory for the Taliban.’ He snorted scornfully.


‘How could they not have seen this coming?’ said Williams.


‘Guys, there’s no point in asking how we got here,’ said Shepherd. ‘All that matters is getting the job done.’ He turned to Heron. ‘How long to reach the target?’ he asked. 


‘Fifteen minutes in a heli.’ He pointed at the map on the table and they all gathered around it. They heard the roar of engines as another plane took to the sky. ‘This is Charikar, a town on the Afghan ring road. It’s on the main route to Kabul from the north, so it’s chock-a-block with Terry.’ He ran his finger across the map and tapped again. ‘The spook is here in a small village. Just a few dozen houses, a school, a few shops and a medical centre. It’s about three miles to the east of Charikar. The surrounding area is mainly agricultural.’


He reached over and picked up one of the satellite photographs. He placed it on the map. ‘This is a satellite image taken yesterday,’ he said. There was a two-lane dirt road running through the middle of the picture, with a building and a large yard at the bottom and a long building with a paved area in front of it. Smaller single track roads led off the main road. He tapped the long building. ‘The spook was in the area to pick up his translator and his family. They live outside the village but when they got to this street they saw Taliban in the area and left the vehicle. He managed to get into a shophouse and lock himself in a basement with the translator and his family. We have his location but his sat-phone ran out of power yesterday and there’s no mobile phone signal where he is, so we’ve no way of contacting him. We are pretty sure he’s in the third shophouse from the right but there’s a possibility it could be one either side.’


Shepherd narrowed his eyes as he looked at the photograph. ‘I don’t see Taliban in the area.’


‘The Taliban that are there are mobile,’ said Heron. He pulled over another photograph. It showed a pick-up truck with two men and a heavy machine gun in the back driving down the road. ‘There aren’t any checkpoints in the area and most people seem to have fled from the village itself. But Taliban fighters are driving around and will be an ongoing problem.’ He tapped his finger on the building at the bottom of the picture. ‘There’s a school opposite but that’s shut now. There’s a sizeable playground in the school where the heli can land, but I wouldn’t recommend hanging about.’


‘Do you think a day or night extraction would be best?’ asked Shepherd.


Heron shrugged. ‘Six of one,’ he said. ‘The heli pilots are happy to fly at night, more than half their missions are after dark. And they’re familiar with the area.’


‘Enemy fire?’


‘So far no helis have been shot at and they’re arriving and leaving all the time. The Yanks are mainly using Chinooks to fly in their people so they’re all buzzing around. But I can’t guarantee what will happen if the Taliban catch you on the ground.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘What’s the moon situation?’


‘There’s some moon and the skies are fairly clear,’ said Heron. ‘But you’ll still need night vision gear – there’s no street lighting out there.’


‘Never been a fan of night vision,’ said Standing. ‘Too easy to trip over something in unfamiliar territory.’


‘Looks like there’s a lot to trip over, too,’ said Lane. ‘All sorts of crap littered about and potholes everywhere.’


Shepherd nodded. Night vision goggles did what they were supposed to, but they limited vision to what was directly ahead of you, which meant no peripheral vision and no way of seeing where you were placing your feet. The trick was to check the ground a few yards ahead of you and remember where any obstacles were. It was perfectly doable but it slowed you down in combat. ‘Is everybody happy with a daytime extraction?’ asked Shepherd. ‘Because with the way things are going I reckon that’s the better option.’


All the men around the table nodded.


‘A daytime extraction means that we can do a fly-around and check for opposition,’ said Ireland. ‘At night we won’t know who’s there waiting for us.’


‘Daytime it is,’ said Shepherd. ‘What about you, Clint? Are you coming with us?’


‘I’d love to but I’m under orders to stay on the airfield,’ said Heron. ‘I’m in charge of the ambassador’s close protection team.’


‘Shitting himself, is he?’ asked Standing.


Heron laughed. ‘And some. At the first sign of the collapse, he abandoned the embassy and was about to get on a plane to the UK. The PM phoned him and ordered him to stay put so long as there were British citizens at risk and visas to be processed. The ambassador tried to refuse but they compromised by agreeing that he could stay at the airport with round-the-clock SAS protection. The moment it looks as if the airport is being breached, our orders are to get him and his staff on the next plane out.’


‘So it’s the five of us. How are we fixed for equipment?’


‘Anything you want, within reason.’


Shepherd studied the map. ‘Looks to me like the best place for the heli to land is in the school grounds. There’s plenty of room and no obvious obstacles. We cross the road and head into the building. I’m presuming Docherty will open the door when we knock. He’s in the basement, right?’


Heron nodded. ‘Last message we had, yes.’


‘I’m thinking in and out within ten minutes,’ said Shepherd.


‘Assuming no opposition,’ said Standing.


‘We’ll know from the recce if there’s Taliban around,’ said Ireland.


‘What if there is?’ said Lane.


‘Depends on the level of opposition,’ said Shepherd. ‘If it’s just a couple of guys with AK-47s, we can handle it. If there’s more in the vicinity we can look for a drop zone further away and come in on foot. But from the pictures, the area looks pretty clear. Assuming we don’t see any problems, the heli can land in the school grounds and wait for us.’


‘And if Terry turns up while we’re in the basement?’ said Lane.


‘The pilots can retreat and come back for us when it’s clear,’ said Shepherd.


‘I’m not comfortable with the idea of us being out there with no transport at hand,’ said Lane. ‘What do we do if the shit hits the fan? Run for it?’


‘If there’s an RPG in the vicinity and they shoot down the heli, we’d be in the same position,’ said Shepherd. ‘But we’d have a dead heli crew too. Better they go back up and stay out of range of any possible enemy fire.’


‘If they hover above the school, even a thousand feet or so above it, they’ll attract more Taliban,’ said Heron. ‘They either stay put on the ground or get well away and return to pick you up.’


‘How about this?’ said Ireland. ‘Get the guys we’re picking up to come to us. They can meet us at the school, we swoop down and pick them up laying down whatever fire is necessary. Job done.’


‘Except we have no way of contacting them,’ said Shepherd. ‘Their sat-phone is dead. We literally have to knock on their door.’


Shepherd wasn’t the least bit fazed by the questions. It was standard practice before an SAS mission, a procedure known as a Chinese Parliament. Every member of the team was encouraged to speak and to offer up suggestions and reservations. It didn’t matter how much experience they had or what rank they were, everyone was listened to. The final call would be Shepherd’s – it was his op – but everyone had their say.


He looked down at the map again. ‘Okay, maybe I’m being too pessimistic about the timing. Let’s suppose we hit the ground running. We get to the school gate in ten seconds. Cross the road in less than five. Straight into the shop and find the basement door. Another ten seconds? I bang on the door, Docherty opens it and sees it’s me. Another five seconds. We get them out and run back to the heli. If it goes like clockwork, we could be in and out in a minute. Sixty seconds.’


‘Yeah, but when does it ever go like clockwork?’ asked Standing.


Ireland nodded. ‘Best laid plans.’


‘Yeah, but if we’ve done the recce properly there won’t be any Taliban within range during that time. So the heli can wait for us with instructions to take off if we’re delayed and Terry’s approaching.’ He tapped the school gate on one of the photographs. ‘Paddy, you can stay here and keep an eye out for Terry.’ He nodded at Heron. ‘We’re okay for comms?’


‘Standard SAS kit. Plus I’ve got a sat-phone for you.’


Shepherd looked back at Ireland. ‘Paddy, you keep watch. We cross the road and go into the house. He nodded at Karl. ‘Karl, you stay outside the shop. You and Paddy will have a full view of the road and you can tell us if there’s a problem.’ He looked at Standing and Lane. ‘Matt, you and Penny come to the basement with me.’


Both men nodded.


‘Unless there’s a problem, the heli stays. Anything more than a stray jihadist or two and the heli can fly off and RV with us later. All good?’


The men nodded. ‘Excellent. Now in terms of kit, carbines and handguns should be enough.’ He looked at Heron. ‘Grenades?’


Heron nodded. ‘All you want.’


‘I’m thinking just a few in case we meet an armed truck.’


‘They’ve got Humvees already,’ said Heron. ‘The Yanks are leaving everything behind.’


‘If they come in a Humvee, we’ll see them for miles,’ said Shepherd.


‘I’d feel happier with a grenade launcher,’ said Ireland. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’


Shepherd looked at Heron. Heron smiled. ‘I’ve got M203s and all the HEDP rounds you can use.’


Shepherd nodded. The M203 grenade launcher could be fitted underneath the barrel of an M16 assault rifle to fire a wide range of grenades, including CS gas, smoke and the high-explosive dual-purpose round that Heron had mentioned. The HEDP could penetrate five centimetres of armour plate when aimed at a vehicle and had a kill radius of five metres when fired at personnel. ‘Paddy?’


‘Perfect,’ said Ireland. ‘I’m a big fan of the M203. It’ll ruin anybody’s day.’


‘You should be able to take out any contact on wheels,’ said Shepherd. ‘Just make sure you don’t point it at the heli.’ He looked at the faces of the men around the table. ‘I think we’re good to go, guys,’ he said. ‘Any questions?’


All the men shook their heads.


‘When can we go, Clint?’ asked Shepherd.


‘The Puma is fuelled and ready when you are. The Yanks are being more flexible about helis so you can go when you want.’


‘Let’s get kitted up,’ said Shepherd.


The Puma’s twin turbines roared and the helicopter lifted into the air. They had left the doors open on both sides to improve visibility. Shepherd and Standing were sitting towards the front. They were both carrying Heckler & Koch 417 assault rifles. Next to them was a crew chief in an olive jumpsuit and a helmet with a microphone.


Ireland, Williams and Lane were further back, peering out of the open doors. Ireland was cradling an M16 with the M203 grenade launcher attached and had three nylon pouches containing the HEDP grenades on his belt. Lane was cradling his favourite weapon for close-quarter combat, a Mossberg 590M pump-action shotgun with a magazine holding twenty shells. Like Shepherd, Williams had chosen an HK417. They all had Glock 17s and their holsters of choice. Standing had his on his left hip. Shepherd had his on his right thigh, as did Lane and Ireland. Williams had his under his arm. Standing and Lane both had two fragmentation grenades and Lane had the sat-phone clipped to his belt. They were all wearing Afghan clothing – long jackets and baggy trousers, and black-and-white scarves around their necks. There were no foreign troops outside the airport so there was no chance of friendly fire, and the local clothing would confuse any contacts, at least until they got close enough to see that they were Westerners. 


They all had headsets connected to transceivers on their belts and they had tested them before getting on board. Heron would be listening in, but once they were out of range they would use the sat-phone to stay in touch.


Shepherd’s jaw dropped as they approached the airfield perimeter. There were tens of thousands of men, women and children trying to get in, with more pouring in along the roads. It was like a scene from a zombie apocalypse movie. The higher they climbed, the more people they saw, most carrying bags or pushing trolleys containing what few possessions they hoped to take with them. Most of them were trying to get to the main entrance but there were desperate people all around the perimeter.


The crowd trying to get into the main entrance was more than a hundred deep, with more arriving all the time. Shepherd could only imagine what it must feel like to arrive with a family and see a crowd that big between you and safety. 


The helicopter banked to the right, heading west. Down below, two men were fighting, clawing at each other’s faces, surrounded by screaming onlookers. 


‘Survival of the fittest,’ said Standing.


‘How did it get to this?’ said Shepherd. ‘They’ve known the troops were pulling out since the Doha Agreement in February 2020. They’ve had more than enough time to get everybody out.’


‘The Afghans just gave up,’ said Standing. ‘Even the Taliban were caught by surprise. They were assuming they’d be in Kabul by the new year but it’s August and here they are.’


The helicopter straightened up and headed west, still climbing. Two Chinooks passed them, a thousand feet above them and heading towards the airport.


All the roads leading to the airport had been blocked with checkpoints and there were lines of cars and trucks waiting to be processed. Many had been abandoned at the roadside, the occupants obviously deciding they’d be better off on foot.


The Puma banked to the right again, heading north and still climbing. Shepherd peered down through the open door, the wind tugging at his hair. The streets below were surprisingly regular with a grid plan that resembled an American city. There was a single flat-roofed house on each plot, many of them dotted with satellite dishes and washing lines, and mosques everywhere. More than 4 million people lived in Kabul but the streets away from the airport were practically empty, and the only vehicles Shepherd could see appeared to be carrying Taliban fighters.
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