

      

         

            

         

      


   





Chris Ryan was born near Newcastle in 1961. He joined the SAS in 1984. During his ten years there he was involved in overt and covert operations and was also sniper team commander of the anti-terrorist team. During the Gulf War, Chris Ryan was the only member of an eight-man unit to escape from Iraq, where three colleagues were killed and four captured. It was the longest escape and evasion in the history of the SAS. For this he was awarded the Military Medal. For his last two years he was selected and trained potential recruits for the SAS.


 


He wrote about his experiences in the bestseller The One That Got Away, which was adapted for screen, and since then has written three other works of non-fiction, fifteen bestselling novels and a series of children’s books. He lectures in business motivation and security, and is a consultant for a security organisation.










Chris Ryan Extreme: Hard Target


 


 


Chris Ryan


 


 


[image: CORONET_LOGO1]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2012 by Coronet


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Chris Ryan 2011


 


The right of Chris Ryan to be identified as the Author of the Work


has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright,


Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ISBN 9781444776928


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










acknowledgements


To my agent Barbara Levy, publisher Mark Booth, Charlotte Hardman, Eleni Lawrence and the rest of the team at Coronet.










one


Mardan, Pakistan. 03.00 hours.


The car was a Toyota Land Cruiser and the gun on Joe Gardner’s lap was an AK-47. Outside, the full moon flashlit the street and surrounding desert the same shade of grey, like a pool of floating ashes. Forty-five kilometres due north of Peshawar, smack bang in Taliban country, and the four-man team in the Cruiser was about to get surgical. 


Gardner killed the engine and unfolded himself from the driver’s seat. He was the last operator to debus the Cruiser, his Gore-tex Timberlands softly crunching against the stone-baked ground. A wad of forty-eight-degree heat blistered his face and choked his lungs. Gardner tightened his fingers around the AK-47 grip. His left hand was stippled with mozzie bites and he had to suppress the urge to itch them. 


The Cruiser was parked up at the side of a ragged road that cut through the south-west of the Pakistani city. The Khyber mountains dominated the western horizon, baring their jagged black teeth to an asphalt sky.


John Bald manoeuvred next to Gardner and said, ‘Forty metres. Last house on the right.’


He was pointing south down the road. Gardner gazed beyond the bulky shoulder of his best mate and studied the building Bald was gesturing at. It was an unlit, two-storey structure flanked on its right by scrawny trees, drab grass and acacia shrubs. A row of electronic and mobile-phone shops stood to its left. The shops were closed but their displays dispensed a thin light over the street. 


‘You’re sure this is it?’ Dave Hands whispered hoarsely, nodding at the ECM tracking device Bald was holding. 


‘Hundred fucking per cent.’


The flashing red light on the tracker reflected on the hard ridges of Bald’s face. He and Gardner had been mates ever since the day they had both passed Selection. At the end of the brutal simulated-torture exercise Gardner had been ushered into a room with the other candidates, and Bald had winked at him and said, ‘Piece of piss, that.’ The man had more Scots in him than a crate of Irn-Bru and a smile permanently poised somewhere between amused and crafty. Now Gardner looked intently at the tracking device in Bald’s hand. It was the size and width of an iPhone but in his mucker’s giant, calloused grip it looked as if it had shrunk in the wash.


Dave Hands screwed up his face at the building. 


‘Looks fucking empty to me.’


‘Tariq Afridi’s the leader of the Pakistani Taliban,’ replied Bald, tucking the tracking device into the pocket of his salwar trousers. ‘He’s a big deal, Davey boy, and we know exactly where he is. Right inside there.’


All the Blades were dressed in local clothes. But hidden under his kameez coat each man had a Viper special forces assault vest with four pouches for spare ammo clips and three utility pouches loaded with survival gear: compass, map, lighter, gold coins, water-purification tablets, penknife, para cord.


They were now fifty metres away from the building on the other side of the road leading to Ragesh, a strip of rutted asphalt that was ninety per cent potholes and mud. Bald led the way, Hands second and Gardner third. The fourth man in the team was a Yank. Anthony Shaw was a Navy SEAL with a dead-eyed expression that made him look colder than an ice-cold beer and pencil-thin lips that only parted when he was quoting Corinthians. The Regiment lads weren’t religious and had taken the piss out of Shaw the moment he started Bible-bashing. Preacher Man, they called him. To be fair, the Yank took it in good spirits. He’d been assigned to the team because the op was a joint US–UK effort, but Gardner and Bald had privately wondered if he might prove a liability to the mission. Rumours had been flying about that Shaw hadn’t made the cut for the bin Laden gig because SEAL commanders considered the six-foot-six, 300lb African-American to be a hothead under fire, prone to rushes of blood to the head. 


‘Christ,’ Bald had said to Gardner when the two of them were alone and preparing for the op. ‘If the bloody Yanks think he’s too gung-ho, imagine how trigger-happy the guy must be.’ 


They were moving fast, passing a field of ripe rapeseed that stretched towards the hilly north-eastern side of Mardan. Each man maintained an irregular distance from the man in front – a uniform distance between four moving objects would be instantly noticeable to the human eye.


Twenty metres to the building. The four-man team collected in the shadow of a clump of blue pine trees eighteen metres down from the building. The pine needles drooped in a breeze that offered little respite from the heat. They also provided the lads with valuable cover. From where they were positioned none of Afridi’s goons in the building would be able to get a mark-one eyeball on them. 


The lads were carrying variant AK-47s of the type used by the Albanian counterterrorist unit. The ASH-78 Tip-3 model had three firing modes: single-shot, three-round burst and fully automatic. Hands had a grenade launcher fitted to the underside of the barrel of his weapon. Gardner’s weapon had a six-inch crack on the wooden buttstock and duct tape wrapped around the ammo clip to stop the rounds from spilling out. 


Gardner gestured to Hands and Shaw. 


‘Flank around to the rear,’ he said. ‘The signal will be our attack from the front. Once you hear us hit them, get in through the back door and slot any fucker dumb enough to get in your way.’


‘What if there isn’t a back door?’ Hands asked. 


‘Then choose a window, you bastard. John and I will clear the ground floor. You and Everton make your way up to the first floor.’


Gardner led the way out from behind the pines. The team went into silent-running mode. No one was to speak. They didn’t want to disturb Afridi and his toughs. A voice in the back of Gardner’s head warned, Don’t cock this up. This was a high-stakes op. Because inside the building was Tariq Afridi, leader of the Tehrik-i-Taliban terrorist group. 


The Pakistani Taliban was the evil twin brother of the Afghan franchise. It was responsible for directing a spate of cross-border attacks on coalition forces along the Durand Line. AfPak, the pen-pushers at the MoD called it: the blurred line between Afghanistan and Pakistan that had become a safe haven for the Taliban. 


At that moment, Gardner knew, Afridi’s personal security detail would be ushering a TV news crew into a sparsely decorated room with a dirt floor. After months of negotiating, Afridi had agreed to an interview with a local news station sympathetic to the Taliban cause. 


What Afridi and his crew didn’t realize, however, was that the cameraman was an MI6 plant. Secreted inside the shotgun mike of the Sony DSR-300 camcorder was an ECM transmitter. And at that very moment it was leading Gardner’s team straight to the big prize. 


Twelve metres between the Blades and their target. Gardner glanced over his shoulder at Hands and Shaw. He motioned for them to break right and manoeuvre down to the side of the building. Though they knew about the TV crew, the bottom line was the lads were going in half-cocked. They had no idea how many guards Afridi had on his security detail, so they had to adopt a cautious approach. 


Hands and Shaw spun off and made their way past a shuttered tobacco shop. Meanwhile Gardner and Bald made a beeline for the door. Now Gardner increased his stride and surged on ahead past Bald. Twelve metres became ten. 


Then they saw the front door swing open. Gardner flung himself out of sight, into the ornamental porch of the store next to the building, Bald doing the same a split second later. They hunkered down low in the criss-crossed shadows and observed a guard emerge from the building. He closed the door behind him. 


Nine metres between him and Gardner. The guard was stumpy. Blobby features, no shoes. He slung his RPK assault rifle over his shoulder and cupped his hands to his face. The tip of his cigarette glowed like an ember. He was facing away from Gardner and Bald, oblivious to their presence.


Slowly, carefully, Gardner unsheathed the Fairbairn-Sykes combat knife from the utility belt hanging beneath his kameez. He could feel Bald’s breath on his shoulder as it came in shallow, tepid waves. Knife in his right hand, he edged out from the porch and crept towards the guard. 


Six metres. The guard scratched his elbow. Smoke wafted from his nostrils. Gardner was four metres from him . . . Three . . . Blood was rushing in his ears, his warm breath seeping out. Still the guard seemed unaware of Gardner. He flexed his gnarled toes. 


Two metres . . . 


Gardner caught his breath in his throat. It formed an icy block.


One . . .


Silently straightening up from his crouching position until he was almost vertical, with his knees slightly bent and his back slightly arched, Gardner twisted his thumb and forefinger so that the tip of the smooth, slim blade was pointing away from him and at the target. 


The moonlight reflected on the blade. The word ‘ENGLAND’ was stamped on the crosspiece. 


Do it.


In one smooth motion Gardner plunged the knife up and hard into the base of the man’s skull. 


The incision was deadly. The tip of the blade pierced beneath the bottom of the skull and forced its way up into the cerebral cortex. Gardner could feel the tip strike something hardish yet pliable, like putty. He clasped his left hand over the guard’s mouth. He flicked his wrist to give the knife a twist. The guard’s body trembled. Blood oozed out of his head wound like crude oil. Gardner eased the body to the ground, rolled him over on to his chest, then wrenched the knife from his skull. Bits of brain matter clung to the blade. Gardner wiped it on the topsoil but blood still smeared the grooves. 


Bald was with Gardner now, taking up a position to the right of the door. Gardner re-sheathed his knife and slid to the opposite side of the door. He caught his breath in his mouth. The door was wooden with a beam slanted across the divide. To Gardner it looked flimsy. Bald nodded at him, thinking the same. Gardner flashed three fingers at him. 


Three seconds . . . 


Bald adjusted his legs, spreading them out to a little beyond shoulder width to give himself a solid, sturdy firing stance. Then Gardner stepped out into the open and faced the door head-on, shifting his weight on to his left foot. He hoisted his right leg up and back and flicked it at the door at chest height. 


The rubber sole of his Timberland was an inch from the door when the explosion rocked his world. 










two


03.17 hours.


The door shot off its hinges and slammed into Gardner like a two-ton truck. Flying backwards, he landed on his back four metres from the entrance. Splinters from the door needled his hands and face. A red-hot wind blitzed him. His ears were ringing like a tuning fork.


Booby trap, he thought as he lay there. But then he scraped himself off the ground and peered into the fog. Bald was already charging through the door. Gardner staggered through a second later. The ca-rack of single-round gunshots riddled the hot air. Someone inside was shouting.


Gardner manoeuvred through the heavy smoke, his eyes watering. But he could see rugs on the walls, a stockpile of ammo belts and RPGs in one corner and a simple tandoor oven in the other. 


Blood streaks on the dirt floor, mixing in with shrapnel. 


The smoke thinned a little. Gardner spied a hand on the floor. The smoke thinned a little more. The hand was attached to the arm of an Arabic-looking man lying face down in the dirt. Gardner grabbed a clump of the man’s black hair, lifting up the head. He found himself face to face with the MI6 guy. Except now the guy had no face. There was a glistening black hole where his eyes should have been, as if someone had scooped them out. Somehow he was still alive, his chest inflating and collapsing spasmodically, his spittle-flecked mouth snatching for air. He was trying to say something. Gardner kneeled beside him and detected a soft flopping sound in his chest. 


‘Who did this?’ Gardner said. 


‘Afridi,’ the guy throated. ‘He killed . . . every . . .’ He didn’t finish the sentence. Choking, he hocked up thick black goo. Gardner left him to gargle his way to the dark side. He caught more gunshots – a single shot followed by an urgent three-round burst. 


‘Fuck!’


The voice belonged to Hands. Gardner pushed on towards an arched entrance that led out from the back of the room, and entered a dark corridor so narrow his shoulders were scraping against the walls. At the end was a plain wooden staircase. He hurried down the corridor, two more ca-racks sounding in the air. These gunshots were getting louder. Upstairs, Gardner figured. He raced towards the staircase. But then, to his left, he noticed a low opening – more like an alcove than a room. Sparkling, snowflake-sized dots studded the floor. Diamonds. And Bald. His mucker was on one knee beside the diamonds, raking them in with his free hand. Bald had his back turned to Gardner. 


‘What the fuck, John?’


Bald froze. Gathering himself, he shot to his feet. 


‘I was just—’


‘For God’s sake,’ Gardner snapped, cutting him off. ‘Where are our mates?’


‘You should see the stash Afridi’s got here,’ said Bald, kicking dirt over the diamonds and pretending not to hear Gardner’s question. ‘It’s like fucking De Beers.’ 


‘Forget it. We’re taking the stairs.’ 


Gardner led the way, clearing the steps two at a time. He reached the landing in six long strides, Bald a couple of metres behind him. Sweat formed at the nape of Gardner’s neck and waterfalled down his back. 


‘Hands? Shaw?’ he called. Nothing but silence – along with the sulphurous smell of a discharged weapon that thriller writers always mistook for cordite. It tasted like burnt chlorine on his tongue. 


Gardner swept right, his index finger applying slight pressure to the trigger mechanism, primed to slot any fucker in his sights. 


The landing was room-sized. Against the far wall was a cache of AK-47s, RPGs and a stack of grenades. A door to his left. Corpse in the mouth of the door. Hole in the back of his head, big and deep and round. The kind of hole you could nestle an orange in. A second body lay slumped by the weapons. His brown kameez was punctured with bullet holes, the wall peppered with half a dozen more, spent brass littering the floor by his naked feet. 


Dave Hands was to the right of the X-rays slapping a fresh thirty-round clip into his assault rifle. Shaw stood next to him, his mountainous frame dominating the window that looked out on to the Ragesh road. 


‘No sign of Afridi?’


‘Not a bloody peep.’ Hands shook his head ruefully. 


Bald clicked his tongue. ‘He knew we were coming.’ 


Gardner said nothing. 


Shaw turned away from the window to face Gardner. ‘We’ve got company.’










three


03.27 hours.


‘How many X-rays?’ said Gardner. 


‘Twelve,’ Shaw replied.


Gardner blinked gritty sweat out of his eyes and checked out the situation on the street for himself. The X-rays had dispersed as quickly as Shaw had identified them. Gardner could just make out three silhouettes flitting between the shadows of the buildings and a row of Daihatsus and Nissans parked sixty metres to the east down the street. The silhouettes were using the vehicles for cover. They were hunched behind the vehicles’ wheels, which told Gardner they weren’t amateurs. Only experienced fighters with proper training would have known that the front and rear tyres were impervious to bullet penetration. Anywhere else on the chassis and the target risked having a round pass straight through the car and rupturing his flesh. 


‘What do you see?’ Bald asked. 


Gardner watched one of the silhouettes peel away from the vehicles and sprint down the street on a parallel course from the building. He was gunning for a side street thirty metres east of the building. Because he had studied satellite images and Google Earth blow-ups of Mardan before insertion, Gardner knew that that little street gave access to the rear of the building they were in. And if the Taliban managed to hit the rear, the Blades would be fighting on two fronts. They’d be fucked. 


‘They’re going to mount a flanking attack,’ said Gardner. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second and worked out their options. The metallic grip of the AK-47 felt hot and sticky in his hand. Twelve X-rays. Maybe more in reserve. Versus four Regiment operators. 


They had four clips of ammo each, which amounted to 120 rounds total per man, and their only getaway was the Land Cruiser. If they’d been in the Afghan Gardner would squash this attack in a finger-click. He’d get on the comms and put a request to the head shed for fast air, then wait for the F16s to flatten the place back to the Stone Age. But this was Pakistan. This was a deniable op. He couldn’t request fast air because, as far as the pen-pushers at Whitehall were concerned, Gardner and his mates weren’t even in Pakistan. 


So what’s the plan, Joe? he wondered.


He turned to Bald. The Scot’s eyes were trained on the approaching Taliban forces. 


‘Put suppressive fire down on the bastards. Keep them rooted to the spot. Can’t let them flank us.’


Shaw immediately discharged a torrent of three-burst rounds at the targets. The sound was hypnotic, deafening. Shaw had it covered. On the third burst Gardner turned and made for the stairs, Bald and Hands at his back. 


Back to the front room. The air was thick with the putrid smell of burnt flesh and hot brass. The doorway was charred black. Debris littered the dirt floor, clumps of mortar and stray cartridges. The MI6 guy’s face was locked in the weird look of the newly dead – not scared or distressed, but mildly surprised, like a man standing outside his house who suddenly realizes he’s lost his door key. Gardner sidestepped the trashed camcorder and took up a position at the front-facing window, dropping to one knee to give himself a stable firing position with the window at chest height. They had a clean line of sight down the Ragesh road. At their ten o’clock stood the vehicles the Taliban were using as cover. 


Bald drew up alongside Hands at the side of the doorway, thumbing the fire selector on his AK-47 to semi-automatic. Hands gripped the GP-25 underslung grenade launcher. The UGL was a Russian variant addition fitted on a rail system beneath the barrel. They were carrying Russian firearms for the same reason they were decked out in local clobber – because it was a false-flag op. The war needed to be won, and the bad guys were the wrong side of the Khyber Pass. 


Of course, the Regiment had to defer to Whitehall and cover its tracks in case the shit hit the fan. So they carried nothing to identify them as SAS operators. They didn’t use Regiment equipment, guns or gear. 


The GP-25 had a grooved surface with a trigger mechanism at the rear of the unit and a quadrant sight fixed to the left side of the mount. Reaching into a Russian military-issue pouch secured around his waist, Hands pulled out a VOG-25 caseless grenade and shoved it into the launcher. The mount made a clicking sound as it locked the round into place. The VOG-25 had an effective range of 150 metres and upon impact created a lethal kill zone of five metres. Hands was packing the ‘P’ version of the grenades. These were loaded with a special charge in the nose so that they bounced up from the ground and exploded at the target’s mid-section, slicing and dicing their guts like a supercharged cat o’ nine tails. 


Figures were now scuttling down the road towards the side street. The road was unlit at that point and Gardner counted six blurred, indistinct shadows. Their only identifying features were the barrels of their AK-47s. The nearest X-ray, he saw, was shouldering an RPG.


Gardner peered down the iron sights of the AK-47 and tucked the buttstock tight into his shoulder. The grip felt good. The guy with the RPG was running towards the side street. He was fifteen metres from reaching cover and disappearing. His mates weren’t far behind. 


Gardner depressed the trigger. 


The gun jolted in his grip, lighting up the fetid darkness and issuing an ear-splitting ca-rack. The round thunderbolted through the air and smacked into the X-ray’s neck. He jerked, flinched, stumbled. Momentum propelled him a few metres further. Blood sprayed out of his neck. The 7.62×44mm bullet had severed his jugular vein. Then the guy dropped. 


His mate to the left was throwing a grenade. Bald promptly discharged three rounds into his torso. The grenade rolled out of his hand.


‘Get down!’ Gardner shouted. 


The grenade kicked off with a crump. Scorched earth and stones came flying through the windows and doorway. A second later Gardner popped his head above the wall and looked out of the window. Another X-ray was standing upright a metre to the right of the detonated grenade. The explosion had lacerated his torso. His bowels were hanging out like the inner tube of a sliced car tyre. The X-ray dumbly tried shoving his innards back into the gaping wound. Gardner watched out of the corner of his eye as Bald issued a single round. The throat of his AK-47 barked and the round punched a bolt-hole through the X-ray’s forehead. 


Three more fighters dashing down the Ragesh road. Hands unleashed the UGL at them. The VP-205 round made a satisfying whump as it landed at the feet of the middle X-ray. He watched the grenade bounce up into the air. It seemed to be suspended for a long time, hovering in front of the X-ray’s chest. Then it erupted. All three Taliban disappeared behind a ball of smoke. When the smoke had cleared, Gardner found himself looking at a bunch of limbs and blood and fabric. The X-ray on the right was doused in his mates’ blood and guts and howling at his severed torso. His legs were beside him, feet level with his shoulders. His entrails uncoiled on the ground. 


‘That’s six down,’ Bald said, his voice interrupted by the relentless noise of Shaw putting down suppressive fire on the half-dozen Taliban fighters who remained hunkered behind the vehicles. Their zapped mates had made them wary about charging out of cover. But Gardner knew it would only take one or two to make it to the back of the building for the Blades to be in the soup big time. 


Distracted by movement to his right, he shot a look over his shoulder at Bald. He could barely believe what he was seeing. Bald had turned around and was patting down the pockets of Afridi’s personal security guard. 


A pair of hands shoved Bald back so he lost his balance and hit the floor. Shaw was staring daggers at Bald. The vein on his shaven head was pumped and prominent, like he had a length of garden hose beneath the skin. He said, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’


‘Get your hands off me,’ yelled Bald, kicking away the reams of spent brass and empty clips. ‘I could ask you the same question. You’re supposed to be upstairs.’


Shaw shot Bald an arctic stare. The Scot returned the look – with interest. 


‘Stealing is a sin,’ Shaw said. ‘Exodus 20:15.’


‘Mind your fucking business.’


Shaw glared at Bald for a moment longer. Then he angled his head at Gardner and said, ‘I’m out of ammo.’ 


‘Here,’ Gardner replied, chucking him one of his two spare clips. ‘Take mine. Better make those rounds count, mate.’ 


Shaw rushed back up the stairs. 


‘Pious prick,’ Bald said, wiping blood from his mouth after the Yank was out of sight. 


‘What now?’ Hands shouted to Gardner from his position at the front window. ‘We’ve still got six of those fuckers left to deal with, and I reckon they’ll have sounded the alarm to their Taliban buddies. We’re not gonna be able to hold them off for much longer, Joe.’


Gardner saw Bald stash something into his pocket and then return to his position at the window. Something was going on with him, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it. 


‘Hold position here,’ Gardner told Hands. ‘When I give the word, we’re bugging out. John, come with me.’


He shuttled down the corridor and up the stairs. Bald paced alongside him. They hit the landing. Shaw had stationed himself back at the window. He didn’t turn to acknowledge either man. Instead he was staring down the sights of his AK-47. He was completely absorbed in the business of acquiring targets. Gardner and Bald joined him at the window. Shaw’s line of sight overlooked the street below and the six remaining Taliban fighters, conscious of his firing position, had squatted down behind the vehicles so as not to present him with an easy shot. Gardner could make out a foot trailing out from behind a wheel. Another fighter’s head was visible behind the windscreen of a battered old Corsa. Shaw was training the sights on the second figure’s skull. 


Good luck hitting that fucker, Gardner thought. The AK-47 was said to have an effective range of 300 metres in semi-automatic mode but he’d always reckoned that was too generous. The AK-47 wasn’t famed for its accuracy. It had been designed with an emphasis on rapid fire and close-range kill potential. It wasn’t the kind of firearm used by snipers. He doubted Shaw could register a hit on a difficult target fifty-plus metres away in poor visibility. 


Then Shaw discharged a single shot – the figure’s head burst like a pumpkin – and Gardner was forced to reconsider. He swapped a look of admiration with Bald. 


‘You’re kidding me,’ he said to Shaw. 


‘Finished first in my class at sniper school,’ Shaw replied. ‘Should have been me putting one through Osama’s head.’


Gardner watched the other five Taliban fighters crawl deeper behind the vehicles. 


Shaw switched to his next target. A Taliban fighter had sprung out from the vehicles and was sprinting towards the side street in a zigzag fashion, head low and moving fast. Shaw struck the guy in the neck at the first time of asking. Blood spurted from his throat. Bald looked at Gardner. The crafty smile that Gardner knew so well. 


This guy can shoot, Gardner thought. ‘Still four targets left,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to abort the mission, and get out of here. There’s no way we’re finding Afridi now.’


Then Gardner saw Bald staring into the doorway. Gardner followed his gaze. There was a window at the back of the room overlooking the streets behind them. Breeze-block buildings with corrugated-iron roofs, courtyards with dogs and goats tethered to wooden poles. Tangles of electricity cables and phone lines sagging from poles more slanted than the tower of Pisa. And, on the nearest rooftop, a figure scrambling into the distance. 


Bald got the word out before Gardner could open his mouth. 


‘Afridi.’ 










four


03.38 hours.


‘Displace out the back door,’ Gardner told Shaw as Bald shot out of the window. ‘Relay that to Hands. RV point is the mosque south-west of our location. Now fucking go!’


Gardner followed Bald through the window. It yawned out into a cracked-tiled balcony suspended nine metres above a litter-strewn backyard. Bald was in front of him and poised on the balcony ledge. Afridi was fully twenty metres beyond Bald, brandishing an AK-47 and clambering across a wide, low roof cluttered with half a dozen satellite dishes. He didn’t pause to look back at his pursuers. Gardner thought he saw a diamond drop from his pocket. Then something glimmered on the roof like a fallen star. 


Bald started to hoist himself up on to the roof of the adjoining house, directly opposite the balcony. The edge was two metres above his head, yet somehow he made it look easy. His forearms were tense and sinewy like a pair of coiled steel cables. His thickset fingers clamped themselves around the edge of the corrugated iron and his lats and shoulder muscles did the heavy lifting. The roof he was hauling himself up on to formed part of a grid of tin and tile roofs that covered the city. 


Bald was nearly there. Then he suddenly lost his grip. His right hand slipped, his legs dangled like slack rope. He summoned all his strength to thrust his right hand back up to the edge of the roof. But it fell agonizingly short. He tried again. This time his fingertips reached it and grasped it. He grunted as he pushed his body up. Once he had slid his Timberlands over the edge of the roof, he rolled on to his front and offered Gardner a gimme. 


Gardner went to clasp his left hand around Bald’s, then remembered how much it was stinging from the mozzie bites. He thrust his right up at Bald instead, resting the balls of his toes on the balcony’s edge, pushing himself up first with his calves and then with his lats. Blood pumped into his dorsal muscles, swelling them. It felt like each muscle was being shredded with the tension. 


At last he was up. Bald spun around and raced across the rooftop, then Gardner picked up the chase. Their boots clanked against the corrugated iron. Afridi was already two rooftops down the line, at least twenty-five metres away, his silhouette framed on top of a ramshackle structure, all exposed breeze-blocks and glassless windows. Bald slowed to a quick walk and tucked the AK-47 stock tight against his shoulder. 


He took aim at Afridi. 


Slot him now, Gardner thought, and it was mission accomplished. 


The barrel of Bald’s rifle kicked up as he discharged a single round. Sparks flicked up on the roof. He’d missed. The Taliban leader stopped in his tracks and stared back at Bald. Then he lifted his AK-47 and sprayed a wild volley of rounds at both men. The muzzle flash briefly illumed his face. His skin was stretched and wrinkled like tanned leather. 


Bald and Gardner picked themselves off the ground in time to see Afridi leaping off the roof. Disappeared from view. 


‘Fucker’s dropped down,’ Bald said. ‘Someone forgot to tell him that we always win, Joe.’


With that Bald ran to the edge of the roof and without seeming to look, jumped down to the ground below. Gardner peered over the brink. No sign of Afridi. The drop was deeper than he’d anticipated. Had to be twelve metres, he figured. Bald was scraping himself off the ground. Gardner clamped his eyes shut and lowered himself from the rooftop. He landed with a bump, collapsing on his hands and feet, then rolling over on to his side. A plume of dust belched up from the ground and into his eyes. 


‘Quickly.’ Bald gestured to a sequence of fresh footprints stamped into the dirt. They were in a backstreet that snaked between a dozen courtyards. The ground was bare except for patches of dry grass, the occasional puddle and tin bottle tops. The footprints tapered off to the south, leading out of the backstreet and into a warren of alleyways. 


Gardner was running on Bald’s shoulder, passing scabbed walls and gutters overflowing with raw sewage. They soon reached the end of the street. 


‘I see him,’ said Bald, his voice impatient, hard as frozen gravel. 


Afridi was slipping into the shadows down the alley at their three o’clock. He had a long stride on him and instead of slowing down he seemed to be sprinting further ahead. More like forty metres now between Afridi and them. 


‘One thing the Talibs are good at,’ grinned Bald. ‘Running like hell.’


They chased as Afridi sped down the alley. Thirty-six hours in-country, no sleep and hard tabbing and Gardner’s eyelids were heavy as hockey pucks. A vicious stitch speared his right side and crawled up to his armpit. He was sure Bald was flagging too, even if he wasn’t showing it. He knew they had to push themselves all the way on this mission if they wanted to slot Afridi and decapitate the Tehrik-i-Taliban. 


Exposed rubbish festered in the streets, and Gardner fought his gag reflex. Afridi was already at the next alley turn, twenty-five metres away. He threaded his way along the rubble-strewn passage. But soon that rubble was blocking his path, forcing him to slow down and pick his way around it. They were gaining on him at last. 


Moonlight flooded the alleyway, turning the ground into a purple ribbon. Gardner paused to peer down the sights of his AK-47 and train the cross hairs on Afridi’s temple. One headshot to strike a fatal blow to the Pakistani Taliban. 


He breathed out. 


Pulled the trigger. 


A round slapped into the wall behind Afridi. 


Missed.


Forget it, Gardner told himself. It was a one-in-a-hundred shot. Keep going. Don’t stop now. He was sucking in deep breaths and trying hard not to focus on the countless pains queuing up at his pain receptors, demanding to get their tickets punched every last fucking one of them. 


Now they were into a square and twenty-five metres away, on the other side of it, was the mosque, its minaret picked out against the sky, the moon suspended above it, bathing the building in white light. 


But Afridi was nowhere to be seen. 


‘Where the fuck is he?’ growled Bald, slowing his stride. 


Shadows wormed out of the mosque’s courtyard. They drew closer and closer until Gardner could make out the features of Dave Hands. That broken nose, the ears that looked like a dog had chewed on them, the blemished skin: an unmistakable package. Shaw was next to him, sweat teeming down his enormous figure. Shoulder to shoulder, the two men looked like the opposite ends of a set of Russian dolls. 


‘Afridi?’


Hands jerked his shoulders. ‘Thought you boys were taking care of him.’ 


Distant catcalls of gunfire interrupted them. 


‘Fucking great,’ said Bald, pricking his ears. ‘More Talibs on the way by the sounds of it.’ He nodded at Gardner. ‘We don’t have much time. Joe, you and Dave go get the Cruiser.’


Gardner nodded his agreement. Bald’s plan made sense. They had to nail Afridi, but they also needed to plan how they’d bug out from Mardan before the next wave of Taliban arrived. 


‘Preacher Man, you and me are going Talib hunting,’ said Bald, resting a hand on Shaw’s shoulder. ‘Joe, our RV will be the Maktoub road. We’ll see you there once we’ve given Afridi the good news.’


Bald and Shaw paired off, tracing a route down the alley leading away from the mosque. Gardner and Hands began marching in the opposite direction. The mosque faced the Maktoub road, which ran north-west of the Ragesh road they had originally travelled along in the Land Cruiser. They navigated to the left of the mosque, skating around its courtyard. 


Then they took a left, past a procession of low, flat houses, the road as dry as the bed of a drained river. The heat was oppressive, smothering their faces like hot towels. 


‘Maybe the cameraman couldn’t keep his gob shut?’


The air, already thick, filled with the stench of incinerated human flesh. 


‘He worked for MI6,’ Gardner said, ‘and those guys are heavily vetted. And anyway Afridi zapped him too.’


At the Maktoub–Ragesh intersection, Gardner hung another left. Forty metres up the street stood the building or what was left of it. The immediate area was carpet-bombed with twelve Taliban corpses. They were sprawled unnaturally, mottled arms and legs twisted at unusual angles. The soil was coated a darker shade of brown. Gardner scanned the street, looking for any signs of live X-rays. He couldn’t see any movement.


As he headed straight for the Land Cruiser, he spotted an X-ray dragging himself towards the roadside. Black, bubbly flesh covered his face. His skin looked like the lungs of a sixty-a-day smoker. He was nine-tenths dead and from the look of things the other tenth wasn’t far off. Gardner turned away and picked up his stride. 


They neared the Land Cruiser. Gardner prised open the driver’s door and dumped his AK-47 on the dashboard. Hands threw himself on to the rear passenger seat. There was the satisfying thump of car doors being slammed. 


Then Gardner heard a metallic clatter. He looked down at his feet. His last spare clip had somehow slipped out of his tactical vest pouch. He bent down to pick it up, planting his left hand on the driver’s seat to support him. He straightened up and put the clip back in his pouch, making sure the button was properly fastened this time.


But then there was another noise. Something was hissing. 


A pain flared up in Gardner’s left hand, sudden and excruciating. Gardner’s eyes flicked down and settled on a snake uncoiled on the front passenger seat. The fucker was sinking its teeth into the back of his hand. The slitted eyes and sharp fangs marked it out as a pit viper. 


Gardner went rigid with terror. Then Hands spotted the snake too. He leaned forward and hit it sharply with the stock of his AK-47. The half-metre-long viper whipped its tail, loosening its jaw from Gardner’s hand and directing its rage on to Hands, who responded by jabbing his stock at it repeatedly. As the snake slid towards the driver’s door, Gardner sprung open the latch. The viper hissed again as it slithered out of the Cruiser and into the darkness. 


Gardner breathed out. A pair of bite marks had sprouted on his hand. They were red and sore, like needle pricks. A tingling sensation worked its way from his pinkie to his thumb. Gardner shook it off, twisted the key in the ignition and shunted the Cruiser into Drive. 


‘You see them diamonds inside?’ Hands said above the engine’s growl.


‘The ones Bald had his mitts on?’ Gardner said. ‘Yeah, I saw them all right.’ 


‘Must be worth a lot of money.’


‘So?’


‘Just saying.’


Gardner kept his foot to the floor as they neared the turn-off leading to the mosque. Hands was in his ear again, saying that the house where they’d seen Bald scraping up the diamonds was two minutes’ drive away. But Gardner was distracted by an object winking in the rear-view mirror. It was coming from the far end of the road. The lighting was poor but Gardner could make out the outline of a Toyota Hilux pickup truck 140 metres back. It wasn’t catching up with them, despite the fact that Gardner had the Cruiser doing eighty kilometres per hour. 


Three guys were clinging on to the rigging on the cargo bed. Something was resting there between the guys. It was metallic and shaped like an aircraft turbine. In the darkness Gardner couldn’t quite identify it. 


‘Taliban reinforcements,’ he said. One of the figures on the cargo bed was firing an assault rifle into the sky. 


‘Hope you’re a better driver than my ex-wife,’ Hands said.


‘This is before or after she tried to run you over?’ Gardner said as he headed on to the Maktoub road, wrestling the wheel all the way to the right. The cab swerved around the bend. The tyres squealed like dying rabbits. For a second Gardner thought they would smash into a convenience store. But in the next instant they were straightening out, and the tyres stopped screaming and the cab stopped shaking. 


‘I see John,’ Hands said. 


Gardner saw him too. He was twenty metres ahead. 


‘Where’s Shaw?’


Bald was racing out from the mosque courtyard on roughly the same course that Gardner and Hands had just taken. He froze in the middle of the road and waved his hands at the Land Cruiser. Bald didn’t appear to have seen the Hilux to the rear of it. 


Gardner had to slow down on the approach to Bald, and the sudden drop in the Cruiser’s speed allowed the Hilux to get to within eighty metres of it. Now Gardner and Hands could see more clearly the metallic, engine-shaped object mounted on the rear cargo bed. 


‘Fuck me, it’s a Minigun,’ said Hands. 


The GAU-17/A Minigun was mounted on a specialized gun pod. The guy who’d been firing his assault rifle into the sky had ditched his weapon and was seizing the handles at the rear of the barrel. Gardner’s bowels did a somersault as the barrel began to rotate and whine, warming up to deliver its 3000 rounds per minute of hot 7.62-51mm-calibre devastation.


Stay way ahead of the Hilux, Gardner thought. Allow the Minigun to train its sights on you and you’ll be punched with more holes than a box of Krispy Kremes.


Looking ahead, Gardner saw that Bald had only just clocked the Hilux. The Cruiser headlights jumped and glided around him.


Ten metres became seven. Gardner reached across and flung open the front passenger door. Bald was lacquered in blood. His face, his arms, his neck. Slick and wet and varnished, from a distance it almost appeared like war paint, except Gardner had seen too many pints of the red stuff to mistake it for anything else. 


Gardner slowed down to thirty-five. Bald sprinted the last few metres to the front passenger door and grabbed hold of the door frame. Gripping the underside of the roof, he eased his left foot on to the seat. Then his right. The Cruiser lurched over a pothole and shuddered, causing the door to thump shut and flinging Bald fully into the Cruiser.


‘Fucking drive!’ he roared.


‘Where’s Shaw?’


‘No time, Joe.’


‘Where’s your weapon?’


‘Just get us out of here!’


Gardner gunned the engine. The Cruiser growled. They started chewing up road. The speedometer clawed its way past the fifty mark. But the Hilux was still on their backs and any second now, Gardner knew, that Minigun would erupt. 


‘Fucking hell,’ Gardner muttered.


With Gardner at the wheel and Bald bloodied and battered, Dave Hands took control of the situation. He rolled down his passenger window and rotated himself so his back was pushed against the front seat and his feet planted against the rear seat. Then he leaned his profile out of the open window and levelled his AK-47 at the Hilux. He rattled off a three-round burst. The rounds hit the dirt around the Hilux. The Cruiser was jerking and shuddering. Hands was struggling to get a stable shot off. 


‘Hurry the fuck up!’ Gardner shouted. 


Hands let off another three rounds. The first shot was wide, but the second and third struck the front-left tyre and the rubber came off like the peel off an orange. The Hilux buckled and screeched. Gripping the wheel, the driver looked like he was wrestling with the hind legs of a dog. Too fucking late, thought Gardner as he glanced in the mirror. The Hilux veered off the road and crashed head-on into the wall of the mobile-phone shop. Impacting the building at 110 kilometres per hour, the front end of the Hilux was crushed like a Coke can. Two figures were flung through the windscreen and slapped into the wall. Noxious smoke billowed out of the bonnet as the engine sputtered and died. 


‘Still got it,’ said Hands, easing back into the rear seat and kissing the stock of his assault rifle. 


The Blades left the Hilux for dead on the horizon, the pickup truck melting into the blackness and followed fast by the buildings and scar-tissue roads of Mardan. Six minutes later they reached the cold silence of open country. No one said anything for the longest time. 


Finally Gardner said, ‘What happened to Shaw?’


‘Dead,’ Bald monotoned, his face blank, unreadable. ‘Afridi got him. There was nothing I could do.’


Gardner hit the brakes. The Cruiser lurched, shuddered, stopped. 


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Bald eyeballed Gardner as he shunted the Cruiser into reverse. 


‘We have to go back for him,’ said Gardner.


‘With half the Taliban on our case? Fuck that.’


‘John’s right,’ Hands put in, pulling himself upright. 


The Cruiser sat on the road for a long second while Gardner weighed up what to do. On the one hand, the Regiment never left its own behind – that was the code. But the lizard part of his brain told him Bald and Hands had a valid point. It would be a virtual suicide mission to head back into Mardan. The place would be crawling with Taliban reinforcements. Reluctantly Gardner put the Cruiser into drive and hit the accelerator. He slammed the palms of his hands against the steering wheel in frustration.


Bald screwed his eyes shut. They sped west towards the final RV point, a field on the outskirts of a tiny village called Aparzi, forty-three kilometres due west of their current location. Forty-three kilometres to freedom. In two hours and eight minutes’ time, at precisely 06.00 hours, a Chinook would arrive at the RV and evacuate the lads back to Camp Bastion, the British military base deep inside Helmand Province. 


As he ratcheted the Cruiser up to 130 kilometres per hour, Gardner allowed himself the small satisfaction of thinking that the extraction was about the only part of the plan that hadn’t turned to a complete clusterfuck.
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04.12 hours.


Gardner had his foot pressed all the way down. The speedo was twitching at the 140 mark. Mardan had been replaced with a barren landscape populated by a few threadbare shanty homes and interspersed with the occasional bland mosque. 


No one said a word. 


Hands worked the radio transmitter. The unit’s comms gear consisted of a secure radio, Iridium 9555 satellite phone with an internally stowed antenna, and the GPS unit that allowed the command centre to track their every move. 


The secure radio ran on an Ultra-High Frequency (UHF) encrypted line and was designed for Low Probability Intercept and Recognition (LPIR), using a burst transmission capability. This allowed messages to be compressed into short transmissions and made them harder to detect by enemy SIGINT. The signal provided an encrypted line back to the command and communications centre for special operations based at Bastion. 


The blood on Bald’s face had dried into thin smears, as if someone had used his face as a thumbprint. 


‘I’m sorry, Joe.’


Gardner said nothing.


‘Afridi jumped out of nowhere. He came at me. Knocked my AK clean out of my hands. Then he went for Shaw. Had this big fucking knife – speared his heart.’


Gardner gripped the steering wheel so hard he thought it might snap in his hands. 


‘I went for Afridi but it was already too late for the Yank. I killed Afridi with my bare hands. You should’ve seen the look on his face, Joe.’ He cleared his throat. ‘We took him down. That’s what we came to do, and we bloody well did it.’


Gardner still said nothing. 


But he was thinking: all my years in the Regiment, every shithole part of the world I’ve fought in, every operation I’ve taken part in, I’ve never once lost a man. 


Until now. 


‘Tell you what,’ Bald said. ‘At least we won’t have to put up with Shaw quoting fucking Bible passages any more.’ He smiled weakly. First at Gardner, then at Hands. Neither man returned the smile. The atmosphere was too grim even for Hands. Bald dropped the smile and stared at Gardner’s left hand. 


‘What happened to you, Joe?’


Gardner bit his tongue. He couldn’t focus. A pressure was building in his skull, pain humming inside his temples. 


‘Looks like a snake bite,’ Bald added. 


The pressure swelled behind Gardner’s eyes. 


‘Pit viper bit him,’ said Hands. 


‘I’ll be fine,’ Gardner snapped. 


But in truth he was feeling far from fine. His lips were numb, he was freezing cold despite the slow-cooked dawn heat, and he had a headache that felt like he had a colony of ants burrowing into his skull. Christ no, he didn’t feel fine at all, and he was sure as fuck he didn’t look it either. 


‘Let me take a look at it, Joe.’ As the designated first-aid specialist on the mission, Bald was responsible for treating any trauma wounds or infections. 


‘I said I’m fine.’


Bald shrugged and settled for staring out of the window at the ticker-tape landscape. He closed his eyes again. 


‘Fuck!’ Hands broke the silence and switched off the radio unit. He had a disgusted look on his face, like he’d been sucking on a bag of dicks. 


‘What is it?’


‘Well, the good news is that the Chinook’s on its way.’


‘And the bad?’


‘Head shed says Camp Bastion is coming under heavy attack from the Talibs. Sounds like we’re to help repel the fuckers. It ain’t gonna be an easy ride home.’


‘And I was really looking forward to that fucking pint,’ said Bald. 


Gardner tensed his forearms. A road sign announced that Aparzi was still twenty-four kilometres away. He chose not to share his dark thoughts with his muckers.
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Aparzi. 05.51 hours.


Dawn was breaking over a parched lunar landscape. Gardner brought the Land Cruiser to an abrupt halt 300 metres below the RV point. The RV itself was a raised, platform-like square of land located a hundred metres above the desert floor, on the sloping edge of a mountain shaped like a torn knuckle. At forty by forty metres it was big enough for a Chinook, but high and inaccessible enough to deter any curious passers-by. 


‘This is as far as we can go,’ Gardner said above the metallic tap-tap of the cooling engine. ‘Rest of the way we’re on foot.’


‘How long?’ Bald asked. 


Gardner checked his NATO-approved MX10 Nite watch. Hands and Bald were wearing the same model. They’d all synched their timepieces at the beginning of the mission. The PVD-coated stainless-steel case of Gardner’s watch was flecked with grains of sand. 


‘Nine minutes to the chopper ETA.’


Hands, fiddling with the sat phone, said, ‘I hope they ain’t fucking late because the head shed’s saying we’ve got about fifty Taliban on our case.’


Gardner scratched his sore hand. 


‘Where? I don’t see anyone.’


‘Other side of the mountains. Coming straight for us.’


Gardner frowned at the mountain range.


‘How long till they get here?’


‘Head shed reckons ten minutes.’


Bald tugged the latch of the passenger door. ‘We’d better get a fucking move on, then.’ 


The men debussed. Hands stashed the comms gear in a backpack and hoisted it over his back. Checking that they had left nothing behind, Gardner paced around to the boot and clicked it open. Inside was a go-bag containing four glow-stick markers and a flare gun for launching a distress signal. 


‘Shit,’ muttered Bald, drawing up to the boot and reaching for an object wrapped in newspaper beside the go-bag. ‘Almost forgot this bad boy.’


Gardner shook his head as his mate unwrapped the object. It was an Excalibur Exocet 200 hunting crossbow. The resin mould was painted in desert camo colours and was capable of firing its 20-inch bolts at a range of over fifty metres. Ever since he’d become a paid-in-full Blade, Bald had insisted on taking the crossbow with him on ops. It was like his lucky charm. He had modded the Excalibur to fire bolts whose tips were loaded with the primary explosive acetone peroxide, or TATP, operating on a two-second delayed reaction. 


Bald grabbed the case of explosive bolts and tapped the crossbow. 


‘I might not have a rifle,’ he said. ‘But this will do the job nicely.’ 


Gardner saw Bald eyeballing the car lights in the distance as they closed in. He was gripping the medieval-style crossbow in his right hand. Something about his face unsettled Gardner. There were streaks of blood at the corners of his lips, like a badly drawn clown’s smile. He faced Gardner and said, ‘Remember Selection?’


Gardner nodded at the memory. 


Phase One of Selection took place in the rugged Brecon Beacons in South Wales. The hardest tab of their lives was up the unforgiving Pen-y-Fan mountain, rain lashing down on the cold and hungry candidates as they strove to reach the next RV. Gardner had pushed hard all the way to the summit. When he finally made it, his lungs had turned to sandpaper and his quad muscles were mush. He beat Bald on that first phase. Beat him by a whole eight minutes. 


‘Piece of piss,’ Bald had said at the end of Selection. 


Now Gardner broke into a run. He began scaling the mountain. The going was tough. The soil was loose and he found it difficult to secure a foothold. It was like running up a salt deposit. Matchsticks lit his calves; he figured the incline had to be at least fifteen per cent. He leaned forward, groping around for rocks to grip on to. But the rocks were loose and crumbling like wet chalk, and visibility was poor in the grainy dawn. Bald was ahead of him, forty metres further up the side of the mountain. 


Gardner picked up the pace. He was exhausted and wondered how Bald was doing. 


And then he recalled the rumours that had done the rounds back home. Rumours that said no man could have waltzed through Selection like Bald did. That he must have cut corners along the way. One failed candidate swore he’d seen Bald taking blatant short cuts on the Brecon Beacons course. The head shed dismissed the candidate’s accusations out of hand. Bad blood from someone who wasn’t good enough to make the grade, they said. 


Gardner had just closed the gap between himself and Bald to twenty metres when a dull phtt ripped through the air. A faint star sparked on the upper edge of the mountain high above the RV. Dirt kicked up in front of Gardner. 


Sniper.


‘Get the fuck down!’ Bald shouted. The three operators instinctively hit the ground at the same time. Gardner was lying prone on his chest. He propped the AK-47 up in front of him. 


Gardner scrambled towards a clump of rocks at his ten o’clock. Bald was making his way to the same cover. Hands was at Gardner’s three, hidden in a low scrape. 


A second phtt. This shot zipped past Gardner. Close enough that he could feel the carriage of heat coming off the bullet. Soil erupted a few metres behind him. The sniper was adjusting his range. 


Getting closer. 


Gardner crawled as fast as he could towards the rocks. The sniper had been getting his range with the first two shots. The third, Gardner knew, would be on the money. He was seven metres from the rocks. Sweat percolated down his back, hot and sticky. 


The third shot came just as Gardner reached cover. The round smacked into the spot he’d occupied half a second earlier. 


‘Just in time,’ Bald grinned. 


The fourth shot came three seconds later. It thumped against the rocks, showering Gardner and Bald with granite shards. But they didn’t panic; they planned. Gardner pricked his ears and absorbed the sound of the shot. The phtt told him that the sniper had a suppressor fitted to the barrel of his sniper rifle. That also explained the lack of visible muzzle flash. 


‘I put him at our one o’clock,’ he told Bald. 


‘Do you hear how clear the shot is? Fucker can’t be more than 200 metres away.’


‘Maybe one-fifty?’


‘Yeah, maybe.’


Scanning the mountains, Gardner imagined where he would set up shop if he wanted to slot a bunch of X-rays. 


‘There,’ he said, keeping his voice low. ‘That smooth ledge with the large boulder.’


‘I see it,’ Bald replied, then spat on the ground. His phlegm was quickly absorbed into the scalding desert floor. ‘Good angle. Excellent cover.’


‘Perfect firing position.’ 


They stared at the spot and waited. 


Then they saw him. A coal-black silhouette moving out from the boulder and bounding towards another boulder to the west that offered a clear line of sight over the rocks behind which Gardner and Bald were hidden. 


‘We’ve got to take him down now,’ Gardner said. ‘Before the fuckers across the mountain get here. I don’t know about you, but I don’t fancy my chances against fifty of the pricks with a single clip.’


‘Save your ammo,’ said Bald. ‘I’ll handle the sniper.’


‘With that piece of shit?’ Gardner pulled a face at the crossbow. 


‘Watch and learn, Joe. Watch and fucking learn.’


Bald had consistently proved himself to be the top marksman in the Regiment. The standard range for a crossbow bolt was between forty and fifty metres, with the bolt travelling at some 300 feet per second. An expert operator, using the crossbow in perfect conditions, can hit a target at a hundred metres. Bald was aiming at a moving target in low visibility at a distance of 150 metres. 


Sinking to a prone firing position, Bald edged towards the rocks. His breath stilled. There was a long pause of silence as he tracked the sniper. The silhouette was almost at the next boulder.


Then Gardner heard a light pop as the crossbow fired its explosive arrow bolt. He traced the trajectory of the arrow. It rose high in the air, its tail fins spinning. Then it dipped sharply. 


The arrow’s tip pierced the shooter’s right leg. He gave a yelp and stooped low, pawing at the wound. He was trying to pull the bolt out when the TATP detonated. The sniper was swamped by smoke. 


Then his body imploded. 


Flaps of skin, bits of bone and gristle and burnt fabric were blown across the rock face towards Gardner and Bald. Even in the half-light they could see that there was nothing left of the shooter except the stub of his left leg and a bag of bones. 


Bald sprang to his feet. 


‘Always wanted to do that.’


Hands was approaching them, sat down, phone pressed tight to his ear. 


‘ETA in thirty seconds.’


‘How far away are the X-rays?’


Hands consulted the head shed on the phone once more. 


‘They’re closing in fast,’ he reported back to Gardner. ‘In fact we’ll get a mark-one visual on them any second.’ 


The three of them doubled their pace, scaling the mountain until they were nearly on top of the RV. The rising sun coloured the platform with purples and reds. Gardner had never seen such a stunning patch of land. 


The Chinook announced itself with a faint whump-whump that grew ever louder. Gardner cracked open the glow sticks and handed one to Bald and another to Hands. They arranged them in a W shape to signal to the chopper’s pilot that they were ready for extraction. The whump-whump grew so loud Gardner could feel his eardrums bleeding. He arched his neck up and saw the Chinook breaking through the slate-grey clouds grouped in batches on the horizon.


Gardner spied movement midway up the eastern side of the mountain, at their three o’clock. Ten silhouettes were framed against the sky. They were negotiating a rugged path on the mountain, climbing around the rocks and hollering at Gardner. He put them at 300 metres away. Two of the X-rays paused and unleashed sporadic bursts of semi-automatic fire at the Chinook. At a range of 300 metres they had more chance of winning the lottery twice in a row than downing the chopper. 


The Chinook circled impassively over the RV. Then it hovered directly above the SAS men, its blades blowing dirt and rocks into a giant whirlwind below. 


Gardner discharged six quick rounds on the silhouettes. On the sixth he winced and dropped the AK-47. His left hand was burning up. Then he scooped up the assault rifle in his right hand and inspected his left. He was no medical expert, but he understood that he was in serious fucking trouble. His hand was distended and purple. The two bite marks had turned black, like fish eyes. He could no longer feel his fingertips. His lips were numb and when he closed his eyes weird coloured spots danced in front of his eyelids. 


The viper’s venom was working its way through his bloodstream. 


The Chinook lowered its Marlow rope. They were bugging out using the new RPX system. Rapid Personnel eXtraction relied on a super lightweight rope with an ascender attached to one end and used a two-loop integrated safety system. The rope was deployed from the Chinook, then hauled the operators up in a sort of reverse rappelling action. Gardner let Hands latch himself on to the rope first and indicated to the crew to begin winching him up. 


The X-rays were too late. They discharged a few futile, wayward bursts at the Chinook. But the Blades were getting out of Dodge and there was fuck-all the Taliban could do about it. It was game over. 


Gardner just hoped to God that there was an antidote at Camp Bastion. 
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Camp Bastion, Afghanistan. 09.12 hours.


As they landed on the outskirts of the base, the rear-loading cargo ramp on the Chinook opened up like a whale’s mouth. 


Gardner stood at the edge of the lowered ramp and surveyed the surrounding area. The Chinook had descended a hundred metres west of Camp Bastion, as close as it dared to get to the firefight kicking off at the base. Gunfire cracked and popped above the incessant drone of the Chinook engines. Frag smoke formed a kind of clinging, dirty fog above the camp. Home to more than 10,000 squaddies, Bastion was a hunched enclave of field tents, shipping containers and prefab military barracks hemmed in on all sides by HESCO blocks. Separate from these was the field hospital. The camp’s airfield consisted of a row of aircraft hangars and a 2350-metre-long concrete runway scorched in places from perpetual mortar attacks. Gardner remembered reading somewhere that Bastion airfield was the fifth-busiest UK-operated airport in the world. But landing at the runway was impossible now: Taliban forces had breached the runway’s perimeter and were taking potshots at the coalition soldiers entrenched in the shadow of the hangars. 


‘This is as close as I can get her,’ the pilot said over the intercom. As if to emphasize the message, an RPG detonated in the air directly above them and shock waves from the blast shook the Chinook. 


‘Jesus Christ, it’s hot,’ the pilot added. 


‘Just the way we like it, mate,’ Bald shouted back. 


Gardner was first down the ramp. His Timberlands crunched hot dust. The chopper’s blades kicked dust up into the air, reducing his visibility. Bald and Hands quickly shadowed him off the ramp. The Chinook didn’t waste any time fucking about. It was thundering towards the horizon faster than a Blade could work up a hot brew. 


The dust frothed and evaporated. Gardner established his bearings. He could make out the jagged line of HESCO blocks at his three o’clock, backgrounded by gnarled mountains. The clatter of AK-47 gunfire was spliced with louder single-shot ca-racks which he suspected were the squaddies inside Bastion putting down rounds. The land separating them from the base was littered with the carcasses of burnt-out jeeps and chunks of shrapnel shaped like shark teeth. 


Gardner saw a figure rushing towards him. He was decked out in the squaddie get-up of digicam in desert colours, the sleeves rolled up to his biceps. He moved clumsily, weighed down by his Modular Tactical Vest and his lightweight helmet. Gardner reckoned the kid was all of nineteen. 


‘Private First-Class Danny Grant, 1st Battalion, Royal Anglian Regiment,’ said the squaddie, gripping Gardner’s hand in awe. ‘You’re the SAS guys, right?’


‘Tell me what the hell is going on,’ Gardner said, shaking the kid out of his stupor.


The squaddie looked surprised. Then he turned serious. ‘The Talibs have been bombing us since 03.00 hours. Had us properly under the cosh. We’re used to the mortars, but they’ve been coming at us on the ground now too.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s a bloody mess.’


‘Who’s in charge on the ground? We need to talk to them.’


‘Colonel Turrell,’ the kid said, eyes flicking from Gardner to Bald and back again. ‘We’ll have to take a short cut around the airfield. The Talibs are bombing the crap out of the front gates. Hope that’s OK.’


‘Fine, take us there.’


They paced east, parallel to the airfield, Gardner maintaining a four-metre distance to the rear of Grant, Bald and Hands. It was more of a habit than anything else – just wider than the kill zone of a landmine or IED. 


‘You know, I was thinking of trying Selection myself,’ said Grant.


‘Just concentrate on getting us to Turrell.’


‘Yeah, all right. But maybe after you could give me some tips about passing through?’


Gardner sighed inwardly. If he’d had a quid for every squaddie who thought himself worthy of wearing the famous dagger crest, he’d be living in a gold-painted mansion and wiping his arse with Egyptian silk. He felt sorry for Grant. The kid was bright-eyed and green. Probably been in-theatre for a few weeks at most, he thought. 


But Gardner had bigger worries on his mind than the wet-behind-the-ears private. He was beginning to doubt whether he was in a fit condition to fight. He was feeling feverish and lame. The discoloration on his hand had spread up his forearm all the way to his elbow. His pulse seemed weak and irregular. Merely keeping pace with Grant left him feeling dizzy and exhausted. 


Rounds whistled past his face. The Taliban assaulting the airfield had obviously spotted them. Gardner hit the deck. He clocked Grant standing upright and blinking at the volley of bullets raining down on them. The confused look on his face told Gardner that the private hadn’t grasped they were coming under heavy fire. 


Gardner launched himself at Grant, about to shout at him to get the fuck down. 


He got no further than ‘Get—’


They were being hit by a tidal wave. A throat-burning, ear-lancing tidal wave. The world turned ten shades darker than midnight. 


Gardner was knocked for six. He saw Grant being tossed through the air like a rag doll. Then Gardner was lifted off his feet too. The landscape unravelled in an ochre blur. He didn’t know which way was up, which way was down. He felt something punch him in his left hand. A dozen blows pounded on the small of his back. A wave of pain exploded down his spine. 


The world silenced and stilled. 


Gardner opened his eyes. He was lying flat on his back. The silence faded. It was replaced by a cry, guttural but human, high-pitched but glottal. Who was screaming like that? Someone’s injured, he thought. His leader’s instincts kicked in. He glanced over his shoulder in an effort to see who’d been wounded. 


Then Gardner realized the screams were coming from his own mouth. 


The pain in his left hand had gone. He blinked grains of soil out of his eyes. Looked at his hand. He had no hand to speak of. His arm ended at the wrist. It didn’t even look like a wrist any more. Just a tangle of serrated flesh. Bones, muscle and sinew were jutting out of the hole. Like he’d shoved his hand into a meat grinder. 


Another scream. This one came from his right. Gardner looked across and saw Grant lying a few metres away. The kid had taken the brunt of the blast. His skin was punctured in a thousand places by ball bearings, his belly stitched by the same. His legs and groin had been blown away. All that was left was a pair of shattered femurs and a dark patch where his bollocks used to be. 
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