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About the book


Embedded with the British Army in Afghanistan, recording the devastation that the war on terror has brought to the country, photo-journalist John Wallace’s endurance is about to be put to the ultimate test.


A planned assault on an insurgent compound has gone wrong with devastating consequences.


Now Wallace has only one option if he is going to get justice for those involved. He can expose those responsible. But to do that, he will have to RUN . . .


The noose is tightening . . .




For Solly




1


Wrapped in a white womb, blind, deaf and numb, Wallace felt strangely calm. The world had ceased to trouble him. Past and future had no meaning; there was only now, and in the deadened present, he lost all sense of himself. Robbed of history, ambition and desire, he believed he might be at peace, but at the very instant he began to savour the blissful serenity, it was torn from him. The protective shield of the transient womb was the first thing to go, and the white dust cloud thrown up by the explosion began to dissipate. Like a slumbering baby hauled into the world for the first time, he struggled to cope with the sudden rush of feeling as his senses were assaulted by the unfamiliar chaos that surrounded him. The sweet aroma of gunpowder mingled with the heady scent of burning oil, but both were quickly overpowered by the acrid stench of scorched flesh.


He realised that the blast had blown him onto the soft sand that surrounded the walled compound. He rolled onto his front and pushed himself to his knees, invigorated by a sudden burst of survivor’s glee: he was alive. He could see wraiths running through the dust and smoke, shadowy figures moving with deliberate urgency. Soldiers, he realised, the word suddenly filling his mind. Sabre Platoon . . . J Company . . . Fourth Battalion . . . Lancaster . . . Marwand. His thoughts were slow and disjointed, as though they too had been thrown into disarray by the grenade. Camera. That single word connected everything, and Wallace sparked to life with a sudden recollection of his place in the world. He checked his chest as he got to his feet, but his camera was gone, blown clear by the blast. As he staggered through the swirling dust, scouring the ground, he realised that his hearing hadn’t returned. He had the vaguest sense of a world of sounds, but everything seemed distant, muted by a swollen pressure.


He saw his D800 lying in the dust, the Nikon’s strap torn free. When he picked it up, he saw that one of the eyelets had snapped, so he unclipped the other end of the strap and dropped it in the dirt. When he checked the lens, he was relieved to see that the ND filter had taken the brunt of the blast; the 35mm’s glass was unscathed. He unscrewed the shattered filter and put the camera to his eye, the world suddenly taking on a familiar, comforting perspective. Events seen through the viewfinder seemed unreal, and Wallace felt safely isolated from them, removed to the role of voyeur, unable to participate any more than someone watching a movie. He focused, tracking a shadow through the dust cloud. As it drew closer, the form took shape: a man in the familiar tan and brown camouflage of the Fourth. Wallace recognised the dust-encrusted face that glanced back at him: Piney, the jovial Mancunian who’d so willingly posed for photos with the SA80 machine gun that he now held in front of him. Piney yelled something, and although the words were indistinct, the gesture wasn’t: he was signalling Wallace to stay back. Wallace hesitated and watched as Piney ran alongside the wall before disappearing through the hole where high gates had once stood. Another shape followed him through the gap, and Wallace realised that the Delta fireteam was now racing into the insurgent stronghold.


Wallace started moving, following in Piney’s footsteps, running next to the painted white concrete. As he neared the gate, he saw that the explosion had sheared away some of the wall, revealing the steel struts that lay beneath. When he reached the splintered remains of the heavy gates, he peered into the large courtyard and saw the fifteen soldiers who made up Sabre Platoon. Beyond the men lay a long, squat house with a flat roof, constructed of the same material as the wall that encircled it. Years of dusty abrasion had ground away the colour of the building, but as he looked through the viewfinder, Wallace was convinced he could see the faintest hint of blue.


He tracked the soldiers, snapping at random, until he found Captain Nash, the relief officer who had stepped in to cover for Lieutenant Bowyer, the unfortunate platoon leader, who’d been stricken by Q fever. Nash’s short brown hair, his uniform and his boots were white with dust, as was his face, which bore an unfamiliar expression. Instead of the pre-mission confidence, which had bordered on arrogance, Wallace saw uncertainty. He changed perspective, and followed Nash’s gaze down to the ground, where he saw the twisted body of a child splayed in the dust.


He lowered the camera and took his first proper look at the scene. Lying between the soldiers and the house were dozens of bodies, most of them small, the motionless remains of children. Wallace had been present for the company commander’s briefing. Major Hoyle had told Sabre Platoon that intelligence indicated this was an insurgent base, a stronghold from which operations were run against the British Army and Afghan forces. But there were no fighters here. Instead, as Wallace raised his camera and continued taking pictures, he saw the splintered pieces of a trestle table, scraps of cake, and scorched, bullet-ridden gifts: the platoon had raided a children’s party.


The click of the shutter was the first proper sound Wallace’s ears had registered since the explosion, and it snapped furiously as he took pictures of the dead: the frozen faces of a handful of Afghan parents and at least a score of their children, all lost to violence. He photographed the shocked soldiers as they tried to comprehend what had happened. He had enough combat experience to know that Nash had been overly reliant on the intelligence assessment, and hadn’t reconnoitred the compound properly. He’d split the platoon into two squads: Charlie Fireteam had been assigned to frontal assault, while Delta had been tasked with providing cover and bringing up the rear. Wallace had seen doubt on the faces of the soldiers, and suspected that if Lieutenant Bowyer had proposed such a simplistic assault, Beatrix, the grizzled platoon sergeant, would have challenged him. But Nash was new to them all, and he’d been given a glowing, almost heroic introduction by Major Hoyle. Beatrix lacked the confidence to undermine the golden captain’s orders on his first combat deployment with the platoon, and Nash didn’t know the men well enough to read the subtle signals that they weren’t happy with his plan.


As he looked through the viewfinder, Wallace could see hindsight filling the men’s faces with regret. Those who weren’t immobilised with dismay were trying to help the badly wounded survivors, whose screams and cries filled Wallace’s ears as his hearing returned. He focused on movement in the doorway of the house. A young woman burst into the courtyard, her hijab falling away to reveal her jet-black hair, but she didn’t care; her attention was locked on a tiny figure lying in the dust, a little girl of ten or eleven whose glassy brown eyes stared directly at Wallace. The woman ran across the courtyard, and collapsed in the dirt, her tearful lament echoing off the walls as she pawed ineffectually at the child’s lifeless body. Wallace photographed every agonising moment, his fingers trembling as he changed the camera’s exposure, his body shaking as though he was about to be swept into the terrible storm of sadness that was emanating from his subject.


‘Imdad.’


The word was so quiet, at first Wallace thought he’d imagined it.


‘Imdad,’ a voice repeated softly.


Wallace had spent enough time in Afghanistan to recognise the Pashto word for ‘help’, and lowered his camera to look around. To his left, about ten yards from the gate, he saw what appeared to be a pile of ragged clothes, but as he looked closer, he realised it was the crumpled figure of a little boy, his face turned away.


‘Hey!’ Wallace yelled, trying to attract the attention of the soldiers who stood nearby. He hurried towards the child. ‘This kid’s alive.’


As he reached the boy, he dropped to his knees. Dressed for a party, the child wore a fine white khet partug, but the puffball trousers and embroidered tunic were covered with dirt and blood. His shoes had been blown off and his feet were pale with dust. Wallace touched the boy’s chest, and felt a small heart thunder erratically beneath his fingertips, skipping like a rapidly spinning, badly scratched record. When he caught sight of the child’s face, he forced himself to smile in an effort to stifle the urge to cry out. The kid’s right eye looked normal, but his left was full of blood, and a bright red trail ran down his lacerated cheek and pooled in the grey dirt. The good eye turned to look at Wallace, and he felt the boy’s heartbeat quicken.


‘Sah tasmiya?’ He asked the child his name. ‘Someone help!’ he cried towards the soldiers.


‘Elam,’ the boy replied between rapid, shallow breaths.


‘Ta ye khah,’ Wallace lied, his voice faltering as he told the boy he was going to be okay. He wanted to run screaming into the street at the horror that lay before him. This tiny boy, this child, Elam, was dying.


‘Let me take a look at him.’


Wallace glanced up to see Nash running towards them, but when he returned his attention to Elam, he saw that the boy had fallen still, and realised that he could no longer feel the child’s erratic heartbeat beneath his fingers.


Nash crouched down and looked at the boy. Wallace felt a swell of rage rising within him, making his face flush. He tried not to think about the hubris of the man who’d taken command of a platoon when he was so clearly unprepared for combat. He knew little of Nash’s background, save for what he’d heard during Major Hoyle’s introduction. The company commander had referred to Nash’s achievements in the field, but Wallace had no idea whether the deployments were recent or the accolades deserved. During his limited time with J Company, he had only known Nash as one of the coterie of officers who formed part of Major Hoyle’s staff and seemed to trail him everywhere. He attempted to ignore the failures, the violence and injustice that had led to this child’s death, but it was impossible: Elam was laid out before him, his lifeless body contorted unnaturally, his one staring eye fixed on Wallace as though accusing him over his role in this carnage.


‘He’s dead,’ Nash observed, and Wallace wanted to lash out, to inflict pain on the man who had brought them to this place and unleashed such horror, but when he looked up, he saw the captain’s eyes welling with tears, his expression that of an uncertain child encountering grief for the first time.


It was a brief moment of vulnerability. Aware that Wallace was watching him, Nash assumed his familiar mask of brash confidence, wiping his eyes as he stood.


‘Our intelligence was faultless,’ he observed, and Wallace got the sense he was talking to himself, trying to shift the ugly blame that lay at his feet. He turned and yelled towards his men: ‘I want this place searched until we find the people we came for! And get the medics in here!’


Nobody moved, until Beatrix echoed Nash’s command. ‘You heard the captain. Get moving!’


At the familiar sound of their sergeant’s barked orders, the soldiers snapped out of their shock and sprang into action, searching the main house and surrounding outbuildings, while Marko, the platoon’s gangly radio operator, hurriedly relayed Nash’s order for medical support.


They’re going to pretend nothing’s happened, Wallace thought furiously as he stood and stared Nash in the eye. His anger must have been palpable, because the captain couldn’t hold his gaze and looked away. Wallace didn’t know what to do. He’d lived with J Company for weeks, and regarded some of these men as friends, but what he’d seen, the frozen eyes of dead children . . .


‘I’m going to need that camera,’ Nash observed quietly, gazing at the battered device.


Wallace looked down and suddenly realised the significance of what he held in his hands.


‘I’m requisitioning it under the terms of your agreement,’ Nash continued, referring to the contract Wallace and the newspaper had signed with the military.


Wallace tried to recall the dense, complicated document, and was certain that the right of seizure only applied in circumstances where a military operation might be compromised. He was sure it didn’t cover situations like this.


‘Hand it over,’ Nash insisted. ‘Please, John,’ he added, attempting to make his request sound reasonable.


Apart from a couple of men vainly trying to help the wounded, most of the soldiers were inside the house or surrounding buildings. The courtyard was blighted by the lifeless bodies of more than two dozen dead children and a handful of adults, and the distraught young mother weeping over her daughter’s corpse was paying no attention to anything around her as her whole being shuddered with grief. Wallace realised that he and Nash were effectively alone, the only ones who understood what the camera signified. Nash was asking him to hand over evidence that would enable him to cover up what he’d done and deny the dead justice. He felt anger surge again, and this time a flicker of fear, too. Was Nash’s hand moving towards his holster?


‘Don’t make this more difficult,’ the captain cautioned.


‘Captain!’ Piney yelled from the doorway of the house. ‘We need you inside! Right now, sir!’


‘I’m on my way,’ Nash shouted, glancing towards the building.


The momentary distraction was all Wallace needed. He sprinted for the gate and had a five-yard head start before Nash registered what was happening.


‘Stop him!’ the captain yelled, but there were no soldiers within striking distance.


As he raced through the gate, Wallace glanced over his shoulder and saw Nash and a couple of other men, Beatrix and Piney, pursuing him. Beatrix was a hard man from Moss Side, whose real name was Potter. Everything about his oversized, forceful personality suggested he’d been born a platoon sergeant, and Wallace could imagine him as a boisterous child bossing his playmates and taking gleeful pleasure in meting out punishments for any perceived infractions. Piney was a bulky, jovial man who liked to talk cameras with Wallace, but their rapport had been forgotten the instant Nash made him a target. Both soldiers were fast, demonstrating the benefit of hard physical training as each stride saw them gain on both Wallace and Nash.


The street was now filling with angry, agitated locals as word of the atrocity spread. An armoured personnel carrier roared to Wallace’s left, and he narrowly avoided being hit as the driver positioned the vehicle across the gaping gate in an effort to block the view of the courtyard, soldiers spilling from the back to control the increasingly vocal crowd. The manoeuvre bought Wallace precious moments, and as Nash, Beatrix and Piney skirted the large vehicle, he sprinted towards the crowd.


Sabre Platoon had been the point of the spear, and the rest of J Company was now moving in. More vehicles rolled up, and Wallace saw Major Hoyle, the craggy-faced company commander, and veteran of so much violence, step out of a Land Rover. His shoulders were always slightly hunched, and his eyes weary, as though he carried the burden of each and every dead soul. Wallace wondered whether he’d already been made aware of what awaited him in the compound.


‘Secure the perimeter! Get those people back!’ Hoyle yelled, and the soldiers of J Company sprang to action.


‘IED!’ Wallace yelled, drawing the attention of the nearest soldier. ‘Nash says we’ve got to evacuate!’


Confusion swept over the soldier’s face. He looked beyond Wallace for confirmation, and saw Nash, Piney and Beatrix running towards him. ‘Get back! Disperse!’ the soldier shouted at the swelling crowd. ‘Eista!’


The crowd resisted the soldier’s attempts to shift it, but the man’s efforts created a small gap in the sea of angry faces, and Wallace pressed into it.


‘Stop him!’ Nash yelled. ‘Major Hoyle, Wallace has stolen ComSec material!’


Such a simple lie, Wallace thought as he pushed his way through the crowd: Nash had just accused him of stealing sensitive military data, which made him a target for everyone.


‘Stop that man!’ Major Hoyle commanded, taking up Nash’s lie and lending it his power.

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472244758_FC.jpg
%

A

THE @TENING.
?,I{li"

>

ADAM HAMDY





