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For those who have served and remain serving in the military the world over. Your sacrifices, bravery and dedication are unrivalled. 




I am in debt to my four military advisors for their openness, support, and constructive advice as I carried Battle Born into the light. Mick, Troy, Keamo and Adam you truly walk this earth as men and legends. Thank you. 




To the force multipliers and battlefield space enablers who are Combat Controllers.  




For Steph, always. 




Everyone knows everyone’s business
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CHAPTER ONE 


Rainer Toussaint 


Northern Waziristan 


Afghanistan/Pakistan Border 







Blinking his eyes slowly, Rainer peered at the grey landscape through the lens’ of the L3Harris AN/PVS031A night vision binoculars strapped over the top of his head. Hidden behind a stand of boulders at a bend in the dirt road to his front, Rainer felt secure in the early dark of the night. As dusk fell, he had slipped an anti-infrared hood and cloak over his camouflage uniform and settled in to wait for his contact to arrive. Rainer’s six foot two frame was folded among the rocks with his knees resting on the hard surface. Rainer was used to long hours of discomfort from not moving and the aching pain it induced in his body. He had learnt to turn that pain into a light thrill of pleasure. Rainer felt a surge of self-pride that he was able to maintain his resilience at a high level. The only movement he allowed himself was to ripple his lips and adjust his jaw slightly. 


At 30 years old, Rainer Toussaint was an experienced combat veteran turned contractor; a purveyor of very specialised skills.


Spotting movement in the distance on the road, Rainer stiffened and waited. A figure came into focus in the binoculars. Rainer intently scanned the outline of a man walking towards him along the rocky path. Following behind were two horses and three donkeys. The animals looked unhappy but obedient. Tensing for action, Rainer reached slowly down to his right hip and slid a Wildsteer WING Tactic knife from its sheath. To make his passage through Pakistan hassle free he had travelled without carrying a primary or secondary weapon. The main weapons of his trade were safely protected and loaded in packages behind him. That left the knife. The Wildsteer was the only weapon he could quickly bring to a fight. 


Reversing his grip on the blade, Rainer seemed to coil into himself like a snake waiting for prey. His eyes hardened and he prepared himself to make a kill. A small grin of satisfaction crept across his mouth. 


Abruptly, the man stopped 20 metres away. Pausing for a moment, he raised his hands high in the air and held out three fingers on the left hand and two on the right. From his right hand hung the lead for the first horse and it pulled against it. A soft curse in Pashto floated across the still air and reached Rainer. 


Rainer waited a second longer to scan the terrain beyond for any movement, then rose from his hide and cleared his throat. The man jumped in surprise and the horses shuffled their hooves nervously behind him. Pulling himself up to his full height and squaring his shoulders to intimidate the man, Rainer moved quietly out on to the road and walked across to where the man stood. Rainer constantly scanned from side to side for any signs of an ambush. As he moved, he slid the knife back into its sheath, but kept its locking strap freed. 


‘Salaam Alaikum,’ said Rainer, pulling away the binoculars and blinking his own night vision into place. Rainer’s accent was heavy with his French birth and the words were mashed and slow. He hated speaking Pashto and had never been able to master it. He had other languages to communicate with. 


Frowning in the darkness, the man tilted his head to one side, unsure of what he was being asked. 


‘Salaam Alaikum,’ repeated Rainer opening his body ready to attack the man. He moved his right hand down on to the hilt of the knife. This person may not be his contact. 


A soft chuckle drifted across from the man. 


‘English is okay if you like, my friend. You are very hard to understand,’ said the man. 


‘English it is. I speak other languages if you are more comfortable,’ offered Rainer, carefully watching for any reaction which would give this man away as someone other than who he was expecting. 


‘My friend, English is the only other I can speak if you do not have Pashto.’ 


‘English then. Who are you?’ said Rainer. His tone was hard and offered no friendship at their meeting. 


‘I am Abdul Anwar. I will be your translator and companion until your task is finished. I am to escort you to Abd al-Malik,’ said the man, licking his lips and peering uncertainly at Rainer’s dim figure. 


‘I need to load my equipment. How long will the journey take?’ enquired Rainer. The man had made the correct pass sign and provided the correct name – Anwar was his contact and escort. 


‘One and one-half days if we do not sleep,’ replied Anwar.


‘Then we do not sleep,’ commanded Rainer. ‘Do you have anything for me?’


‘Yes, but I could not get all you asked for. I have the best I could find. I will get it for you,’ replied Anwar walking to the last donkey in the train. 


Rainer walked back behind the pile of rocks he had been waiting in and began pulling bags of equipment out and onto the road. A long narrow bundle was the last one he pulled clear; he placed it carefully on top of the pile. 


‘You have a lot of equipment, my friend,’ pointed out Anwar as he closed the flap on a saddle bag and returned to face Rainer.


‘Your chieftain is paying for a specialist, Anwar, not a common mercenary.’ 


‘Yes. Here,’ replied Anwar, eyeing the bundles. He handed Rainer a worn chest rig full of magazines, a Russian Makarov 9-millimetre pistol in a holster and a stubby AKS-74U rifle, which gleamed in the dark. 


‘I did not ask for any of this Russian ordure,’ said Rainer, almost spitting out the words and using the French word for garbage or shit. ‘I asked for German weapons. I only use the very best to defend myself. You had my list. You had my requirements.’ 


Angrily, Rainer removed his anti-IR cloak and stuffed it into the nearest bag. He dropped the chest rig over his body and attached the pistol to his belt. Pulling the pistol free he racked back the slide, feeling the workings as best he could in the darkness, slapped in a magazine and dropped it back into its holster. Turning the AKS-74U over in his hands, Rainer shook his head, pulled back the cocking handle and listened to its movement. At least it had been oiled and cleaned in recent history. He pulled free a magazine from his rig, clicked it home and slung the rifle over his right shoulder. 


‘I know, my friend, but I could not get those. I can get these. It is all I have for you,’ replied Anwar nervously. He had been told to be wary of this man who came with many talents. Rainer’s reputation was for violence and aggression, and he thought nothing of killing. He made a good mercenary for the cause. Abd al-Malik had paid a high price for Rainer to undertake the mission assigned to him. 


‘Help me load the equipment,’ replied an annoyed Rainer. He moved past Anwar with two bags and hitched them over the last donkey’s back. 


‘You have rifles?’ 


‘Two. That rifle case has my HK MSG Ninety, and the long bundle is my primary rifle,’ answered Rainer absently, vaguely waving his hand at the bags. Everyone was always interested in his rifles. They were unique. 


‘The big one is for the job?’


‘Yes. And the MSG Ninety, if things get too close.’


‘I have organised protection for you also. Four men will be your bodyguards.’ 


‘Are they any good?’ probed Rainer. He always worked alone, but often an employer would supply area protection while he conducted his work. 


‘They are the sons of men who fought the Russians. They are good and have seen many battles. Good men.’ 


‘We will see.’ 


‘All is arranged as Abd al-Malik has planned. It will be good. Allah will guide us to victory.’ 


‘I’m sure he will,’ responded Rainer, concentrating on securing his baggage. He was not a religious man. 


‘You do not believe?’ asked Anwar pointedly. He followed his faith as he needed to and as it suited the situation.


‘I do not judge, Anwar. I am happy if you believe,’ countered Rainer. 


‘Very well, my friend. I will believe for us both.’ 


‘If you wish.’ 


After loading the last of the bags and strapping the long bundle to the side of the first donkey, Rainer slid on the binoculars and scanned the night sky above them.


‘Nothing to fear. We have checked. Our Pakistani friends assure us no-one is watching this part of the border until tomorrow night. We are safe,’ said Anwar, following Rainer’s gaze as he tracked the sky. 


‘Someone is always watching, Anwar, and I am never safe,’ responded Rainer, continuing his scan. Satisfied, he looked around and made to mount the first horse. 


‘You cannot travel dressed like that, even in the dark. Please, put these on,’ said Anwar, staring at the black shape of Rainer’s French Army T4 Serie 2 arid combat fatigues. 


Rainer turned around and accepted the Afghani clothes Anwar handed to him. He slipped out of his chest rig and pulled the standard Afghani perahan tunban over the distinctive camouflage he wore. The scuffed Haix Airpower P9 boots he wore looked out of place. He wrinkled his nose at the strong stink of the clothes as he fitted the pashteen hat to his head. 


Anwar chuckled. ‘They are not washed.’ 


Ignoring him, Rainer mounted the horse, settled himself, wheeled around and started down the road into Afghanistan.


Shaking his head in the dark, ensuring Rainer could not see him, Anwar mounted his horse and pulled the donkeys along behind him. Anwar could feel that his time with Rainer was going to be strained at best.



Damien Hunter 


Tarin Kowt (TK) 


Uruzgan Province 


Afghanistan 


Australian Special Operations Command 








Hot water filled Damien Hunter’s ears, muffling the thunder of helicopters as the machines flew low over the building heading for the landing pad. The roof of the accommodation block shook and rattled as they passed over through the early evening air. The Australian base of operations at Tarin Kowt was a continuous and unrelenting hub of activity and noise. There was never a time when silence settled over the thousands of people who lived, worked and fought in this slice of Afghanistan. Part of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), the Australian special forces teams conducted operations in the surrounding mountains against the Taliban and foreign insurgents drawn to the cause. 


Damien opened his eyes under the curtain of water streaming over his face and sighed. His heart felt heavy in his chest and his shoulders sagged. 


‘What am I doing here?’ he muttered as a deep tiredness gnawed at his body and jaded pain flashed through his mind. Too many missions, too many near misses, too many friends lost.


Damien struggled to remember a time when he used to feel relaxed and at ease. It was a blurred memory he could not quite grasp. There was a time, and he was sure there had been, when he was happy every hour of the day, enjoying life and everything it had to give. He was not sure when it had all changed. Maybe who he was now had snuck up and taken over when he was not looking. 


Damien was a shell of the man he had been 20 years earlier. When he had enlisted in the Royal Australian Air Force as an eager and bulletproof airfield defence guard, the world had opened for him and life became an adventure. The scars covering his body and the pain in his joints reminded him that he was no longer that fresh faced 18-year-old. He was now rushing towards 40 and life was grinding his body down. It was only his mind’s ferocious grip and dominance over his body that kept him going. 


The military had hacked, honed and grown his natural aggression and intelligence. Driven by a constant need to be the best and to push his boundaries, Damien quickly grew bored with the normal life of an airfield defence guard. He volunteered to join 4 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force. As he progressed through the pipeline, Damien found his niche in life and entered the dangerous world of a Combat Controller. Seeking more excitement, he qualified as a Joint Terminal Attack Controller (JTAC). JTAC qualified combat controllers were the first special forces the Royal Australian Air Force had raised since World War II. As a combat controller he constantly thirsted for more action, more adrenaline, quickly establishing a reputation for taking on any mission with any level of risk. He angled to be part of all Special Air Service and Commando missions and took on work with other governments, expanding his skills and experience, becoming a door kicker. Damien embraced the battlefield experience and spent as little time back in Australia as he could. He was in the dreamlike world of foreign soil operations, and he was addicted. 


Six years earlier his life had changed. The Air Force had decided to rotate him off operations and into training. Damien felt his world start to collapse. He was no trainer. He was a door-kicking combat controller. He needed to be in combat, saving lives and killing the enemy with the weight of air and fire support assigned to him. 


Damien cast around his network for a new opportunity, chasing the heroin high of combat. Word drifted out that he was available, and he was approached by the Taipan Organisation, a shadow company contracted to undertake missions outside of the Australian Government’s mainstream operations in  Afghanistan. Taipan took contracts from any entity that paid the fee. Formed to undertake clandestine operations in the Congo in the 1960s, Taipan had its roots in Australia and South Africa, but took operators from all nations to provide its unique services. 


Damien had signed on immediately when the offer came and entered the world of a Taipan operator. He did the 12 months intensive training to iron out any deficiencies, then emerged on the other side of what Taipan termed ‘going dark’ as a highly trained and skilled operator. Now fluent in languages and skills beyond anything the Royal Australian Air Force had provided him, Damien had become a polished killing machine. 


He was given the job of commanding a Taipan crew, assembled a small team of men known as Taipan One Six and landed in Tarin Kowt with Special Operations Command. He was well known among the other operators and aviators in SOCOMD at TK for his callsign, ‘Chainsaw’. That was something Damien refused to give up when he had transitioned to be a contractor. Chainsaw was part of his personality. 


Damien breathed deeply, letting the water wash away the tension bunching the thick muscles of his body. He sighed again, hoping to expel the feeling of doom and disaster which plagued his thoughts. He willed the water to scrub his short hair and the stubble on his face clean of all the pain. Nothing seemed to work. Nothing ever seemed to dull the gnawing emptiness and feeling of distant disconnection which rotted his soul. 


Stay on mission, he thought. He commenced his mantra to prepare himself for the mental and physical assault of the coming operation. The ritual had kept him focused and functioning for many years. Four deep breaths and find the spinning ball in his mind. Focus on turning it faster and faster until his mind cleared and he came online. The crushing anxiety which constricted his mind was safely tucked away for the time being. 


A fist slammed against the stall door, jolting Damien from his thoughts. 


‘Yep?’ answered Damien, moving his head out from under the water and staring defensively at the cubicle door. His left hand closed over the Gerber folding knife he had clipped onto his towel. Damien never went anywhere without a weapon. 


‘It’s Stayer. Hurry up, mate, we’re turning blades in fifty and doors in sixty. Final briefing is in five,’ said Paul ‘Stayer’ MacLean, a member of Damien’s three-man team. Stayer was the first man Damien had recruited to the unit. He had found Stayer wasting away and looking for action in 2 Commando. Stayer was due to rotate back to Australia and searching for reasons to stay in the country. He was a good fit for the missions they had to undertake. A solid and professional operator, Stayer was one of three men who Damien had come to rely on to keep him alive. 


‘Okay, I’ll be there,’ sighed Damien, ducking his head back under the water. 


He waited for the sound of Stayer’s boots to fade out of the ablution block, then turned off the water, paused a second and reached for his towel. 



Reaper 39 


General Atomics MQ-9 Reaper 






The steady rumble of the Reaper’s Honeywell TPE331-10 turboprop was lost to the still, clear air as the drone orbited 30,000 feet above the jagged mountains surrounding the Chora Valley. Oblivious to the rapidly cooling air, Reaper 39’s sleek body sliced through a dying thermal, its heat lost as the sun dropped below the horizon. The Reaper rocked gently, its wings flexing as it passed through and out into still air. Impassive, its sensors scanned the valley floor and villages searching for any sign of movement outside of parameters. 


Swivelling slowly under the Reaper’s chin, the sensor housing which protected the Raytheon AN/AAS-52 multi-spectral targeting sensor suite locked on to the centre of Rakkiak village. Shifting to infrared, the sensor watched the movements of the inhabitants as they went about their last business before settling for the night. Rakkiak was a known seat of power for the warlord Abd al-Malik, so was a regular target for the Reaper and Predator drones as they patrolled in search of opportunities and did ISR – Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance. Traditionally, Rakkiak showed little activity, which was not normal for a village its size, and Abd al-Malik was well known for not giving anything away to the drones he knew were orbiting above. 


Able 39 levelled its wings momentarily and then dropped its right wing slightly and initiated a shallow turn to the south, reacting to input from its pilot sitting comfortably on Cannon Air Base in the continental United States of America. As it approached the end of its loiter time, the drone came off-station and was handed over to the pilot sitting in a cabin on Tarin Kowt Air Base for its final leg before landing. 


For the first time in 12 hours, the sky above Rakkiak was empty of ISAF aircraft and drones. Immediately, car lights flickered on throughout the village and a steady stream of vehicles sped through the gloom and down the valley roads, free of harassment.



Damien 






Damien glanced around his bunk, scanning the shelves mounted above the bed for anything he had missed. His locker was empty and cleaned out. His eyes settled on a book nested at the back of the third shelf. Grunting grunted unhappily to himself, he reached out and grasped it in his left hand. Shaking his head at almost forgetting his good luck charm, Damien slipped his treasured signed first edition copy of Matthew Reilly’s Contest into his pack and strapped it closed. 


Damien could hear faint sounds of life as he made his way down the long corridor of the accommodation block. Operators were playing Call of Duty on PlayStations in the common room. Another tried to read among the noise of animated gun battles. An operator looked up and waved vaguely to him as he passed, lost in the heavy metal music which pumped into his ears through a pair of small headphones. Damien smiled in return and moved on. He had no idea who the man was. 


Dressed in a well-worn and loose-fitting multi-cam uniform, Damien had his HK 416A5 battle rifle slung over his back, PLATATAC SMAC armour in his left hand and pack in his  right. The weight felt good. He had taken a few seconds longer dressing to get his game face on and a hard darkness had descended over him as he focused forwards. The mid-topped tan GORUCK MACV-1 boots he wore moved him silently along the corridor and into Taipan’s briefing and operations room. 


Technically, he was late and the last person to enter. He ignored the other occupants, and turned just inside the door to hang his gear up on a spare hook. He kept his rifle slung down by his left side and turned to take in the space. 


The wood-panelled walls were dominated by screens which would normally be displaying information for the mission but were blank. Damien was surprised. The table in the centre of the room had a large map of Chora Valley laid out on it and was held in place by cut-down 40-millimetre cases as paperweights. The table normally displayed an electronic map which they used to fly on to a target. Another surprise, thought Damien. He felt the spectre of anxiety rise in his throat and he choked it down. This final briefing was not following the normal pattern. 


Everyone nodded as he walked up to the table and scanned it for information. 


‘You’re late, Damien,’ pointed out Don Murphy, Taipan  16’s handler. Don was a former member of the British Special Boat Service in the 1980 and 90s and had been with the Taipan organisation for the last 20 years; he had the runs on the board to control Taipan 16. He had dropped over the cliff of 50 and was well on his way to 60 years of age. Don carried himself with uncompromising authority. It was the only way to keep a lid on teams like Damien’s. The experience and skill these operators brought to the table led to additional management problems. Don tried to maintain the hard, physical shape of his youth but was losing the battle. A line of fat was forming around his waist and his arms no longer had the strength they used to. A deep tiredness lined his face under his eyes. Don did not feel the fatigue which bit at his body. His mind was sharp and focused. There was a mission on the ready line. 


‘Not late, Don, just not here when you wanted me to be,’ responded Damien without looking at him. His tone displayed his annoyance at being in the room. 


Damien moved closer to stand between Stayer and the third man of his team, Warwick ‘Wuz’ Davies. Dressed in the same multi-cam uniform as Stayer and Damien, Wuz filled it out with a heavily muscled frame. A thick black beard streamed down the man’s face, and he nodded a greeting to Damien and smiled broadly. His unkempt black hair pushed out from a cap  jammed onto his head. Damien had recruited Wuz from the ranks of the Royal Australian Navy Clearance Divers. Wuz had recommended because of his experience, lethal dedication and attention to detail. He was also looking down the barrel of a dishonourable discharge due to a temper which flashed and fired at the slightest provocation. Maintaining his amused smile and carefully reading his boss’s stubbled face, Wuz handed Damien a clear plastic bottle of water. 


Damien took it and tilted it to the right to look at the colour of the water. Seeing a faint pink hue, Damien nodded his thanks. Damien drank the tasteless purified water of TK with a very weak dose of grape-flavoured Gatorade powder. 


‘You got your Warfighter?’ asked Wuz quietly, ignoring the annoyed looks of the other men in the room as he spoke. 


‘Yep, in my brew pouch like always,’ replied Damien. By long tradition, Damien reserved a pouch on his rig to hold a thermal cup, a Jetboil and his favourite coffee. Damien never went on a mission without it. Coffee had carved out a specific place in how Damien conducted operations. 


‘Which one you got for us?’ 


‘Caffeinated Violence, the bag says. It is quite strong,’ Damien replied, smiling. 


‘Fuck, yeah. I’m up for it.’


Stayer coughed quietly to grab their attention and darted his eyes towards Don. Stayer wore his beard and hair much like Wuz, but it was a light strawberry red and looked out of place in Afghanistan. He had a camouflage bonnie hat on his head and his eyes stared out from behind a pair of clear lens Wiley X SG-1 glasses. Stayer wore the glasses everywhere. If the merest speck of dust was going to hit anyone in the eye, it was always going to happen to Stayer. Like Wuz and Damien, he maintained a very high level of fitness and the team worked out in the gym together every day they were not on operations. Their bond was tight and uncompromising. 


Don shook his head and looked around the room.


‘Okay. Damien, for your benefit this is Flying Officer Matthew Wright – he’ll be doing the final intel briefing – and Major Jon Hartcliffe, US liaison officer. This is Captain Darren Jacobson, Blackhawk LO. And…’ He looked over quizzically at the tall man standing by himself. The man remained aloof and stared back with an irritated expression on his face. Don nodded as his memory kicked in. 


‘This is Lieutenant Jansen, of the hundred and third company, Korps Commandotroepen,’ said Don in perfectly accented Dutch. ‘He will lead the Dutch team on the ground who will conduct the mission.’


‘Wuz, Stayer and I’m Damien,’ supplied Damien with a nod, indicating his team in turn. ‘And your name?’ He had caught sight of the patch with a red dagger on a black background on Jansen’s uniform and had already known who the man worked for. 


‘Lieutenant Jansen,’ he replied with a confused expression on his face. 


‘No, mate, your name, what’s your first name? We use first names here,’ said Damien pointedly. Damien knew he was coming across as arrogant but he didn’t care, he did not want to be on this mission. It was a waste of his team’s talents. 


‘Ah, Bram,’ he replied uncertainly. ‘I don’t understand…Wuz and Stayer?’ 


‘Wuz, short for Warwick; Stayer, because he’s always the first to go home when we’re on the piss. Okay, Bram, let’s polish this turd that you’ve dreamt up,’ said Damien quickly, looking back down at the map. 


‘Damien, this is the final brief before step-off. This is going to happen,’ said Don. 


‘You’re pouring water down our lungs on this, Don. You’re going to drown us here. I strongly protest the waste of my team as a resource for this mission. Get someone else to do it. Get a JTAC certified combat control team in there,’ argued Damien, ignoring Don as the man’s face grew red with anger. ‘My job is to look after my boys, and I don’t want them danger-close on this Mickey Mouse mission the Dutch have going on. I’m responsible for their safety. This is unsafe.’ 


‘Noted, again. There is no-one else available and the control team assigned has been moved to another mission. It’s a Dutch snatch-and-grab of a high value target. It’s political. Taipan have accepted the contract. That’s the way it is; so, end of discussion.’ 


‘This is what we do, and we’re very good at it, Don. Not these Dutch pricks. We’re the specialists here. I don’t do politics, Don; you are well aware of that.’ 


‘You were a JTAC certified combat controller before you came to me and you’ll be what I tell you to be, so just get on with it. The time for discussion was during the main briefing at lunch.’ 


‘I registered my protest then as well.’ Damien held Don’s angry stare. 


‘And I ignored it in return. You have the background, the reasons and why this is going to happen. Look, Chainsaw, it’s a Dutch op and you three are going to be the overwatch team, end of story.’ 


‘Don’t use my callsign like it’s my fucking name, Don,’ spat Damien. ‘Three men is not an overwatch team.’


Damien could feel the frustration and anguish which choked his mind suddenly rushing up. He almost lost control of himself and just managed to keep himself together. Wuz bumped against his arm lightly to bring him back down. His team were always there for him. 


‘This time it is.’ Don gritted his teeth but chose not to continue the argument. This was the side of these men he hated. Constant challenge and disrespect for his position. The other men in the room shifted uncomfortably during the exchange. A deep line of worry creased Bram’s forehead. ‘Lieutenant Jansen, can you give a final overview of the operation please?’ 


‘Nothing has changed since the last briefing for Operation Veroveron. Your overwatch team goes in here and supports us. My thirty man team in armoured vehicles dismounts here, and then we follow the stream up into the village of Rakkiak, locate and capture Abd al-Malik.’ Bram pointed to each area on the map in turn, his finger like a knife stabbing the ghost of Abd al-Malik against the paper. ‘He is reported to be in a period of non-combat operations, and he is depleted from our previous missions against his stronghold. My commander has taken enough causalities. This is to be finished now.’ 


‘Okay, Wright, give the updated intel.’ 


‘Right, so umm, who’s in charge?’ responded Wright. His nervousness and lack of experience were evident to everyone in the room. 


‘I am,’ responded Damien rolling his eyes. ‘So, I guess we get whoever is left over in the intel section as well. Where the hell have you come from?’ 


‘Sorry, no rank, I wasn’t sure.’ 


‘No-one here wears rank, mate. Taipan One Six is not a military unit; we use names.’ 


‘Okay and yes, I am the only one available to give the situational update so I’m all you have,’ replied Wright, feeling the weight of his position. The men surrounding him were silent and waiting for him to carry on. ‘Current information on the overwatch position itself is all quiet, no movement. As mentioned in the main brief, ISR has been on-station for the last seventy two hours over Rakkiak village and Chora Valley in general. Nothing out of the ordinary or unusual has been observed. For the mission, you will always have a Predator or Reaper on-station and the possibility of a Wedgetail or Sentry depending on availability. An MC Twelve will be on-station for the closer-in work. The Dutch operation is seen as high risk, and snatching the warlord Abd al-Malik is not going to be a walk in the park. Lieutenant Jansen is across his part of the mission.’


‘What air assets do we have to call in?’ asked Stayer, his mind churning through options and looking to take some of the heat out of Damien’s attitude. 


‘Americans will supply Warthogs, Eagles and Falcons racked for your use, but this is weather and tasking dependent.’


‘And the weather situation?’ asked Wuz. 


‘It’s forecast to close in over the next few days, almost in time for the mission to start,’ replied Wright nervously – no-one was ever happy with a weather report. 


‘Helo and gunship support?’ asked Damien. 


‘Apaches on standby along with a quick reaction force via Chinook if it goes poorly,’ replied Don. 


‘So, no gunship support for the actual mission execution? Only if needed?’ queried Damien, frowning at Bram.


‘We feel we have enough firepower in our armour to enable the success of the mission.’ 


‘Fair enough, if you’re sure, Bram. You have to look after your men. They come first. An Apache or two will give you more options if it goes wrong,’ said Damien, softening his tone. 


‘We have assessed the risk and my command is happy with the arrangements,’ added Bram. 


‘Okay. Anything heavier? If it all goes to shit? Like a Lancer?’ asked Damien.


‘I don’t have it on the ready list, but I’ll find out if they are available for you.’ 


‘It’s fine; if they’re available then they are, but I want one on-station for use as soon as the Dutch dismount,’ continued Damien, indicating for Wright to record it in his notebook. 


‘Jacobson’s Blackhawks will drop you at your start point, ten clicks from the OP. You pick your own route to get there as per the norm. Just be on time, Damien. Normal multi-decoy set-downs before you get off. You will be the only team on board,’ relayed Don. 


‘Don, we didn’t have time to get the cam right for the hide. It’ll have to go to another team or be delayed,’ argued Damien. He sensed a shift of attitude in the room and felt the weight of everyone’s eyes on him as he forged back into arguing the team’s unsuitability for the mission. 


‘Your hessian has been coloured and any more you need is in the pack beside the door. I had it matched to the last ISR pictures of the location. It’s all been sorted.’ 


‘We don’t let anyone else do our work for us,’ Damien stabbed back. Beside him, Wuz and Stayer stiffened. This was not normal practice. An ominous look settled across Stayer’s face. 


‘Well, this time you’re going to,’ returned Don.


‘Has this position been used before?’ asked Wuz, trying to swing the conversation back to the mission. 


‘No,’ responded Hartcliffe, shifting forwards to indicate the overwatch position on the map. He stabbed it confidently with his right index finger. 


‘Are you sure? That area has seen a lot of activity over the years.’ 


‘We’re sure,’ replied Hartcliffe. 


‘When was the last ISR run over it?’ asked Wuz. 


‘A specific pass was made two days ago. The weather was closing in and we had issues keeping ISR in the air,’ supplied Wright confidently. 


‘A lot can happen in two days,’ said Wuz, grinding his teeth. As a team they always backed each other, and this was turning into a mission with enough holes to allow something to go wrong. Taipan 16 would be the first boots on the ground; Wuz did not want them to be the first ones to get killed. 


‘It will be fine. It’s green field,’ replied Bram. He watched Damien carefully, unimpressed by the lack of courage and professionalism on the overwatch team’s part. He did not understand that Damien’s crew were not combat controllers but a completely different kind of operator. The Taipan 16 operators killed and captured and rescued for a living.


‘Nowhere in this country is green field, mate. Don’t you read history? Every inch of this place has blood spilt on it,’ said Wuz.


‘I do not want these men supporting my mission,’ said Bram firmly. He rounded on Don and stared directly into his eyes.


‘Well, it’s who you are going to get. We have the contract. It’s been paid,’ responded Don coolly, holding the stare. 


‘Get me someone who is actually professional and not crying about having to do something they don’t want to,’ replied Bram, turning to look at Damien. 


Smiling softly, Damien dropped his head for a second and then snapped it up to look at Bram. As he lifted his head, Damien’s left arm snaked out and flashed to a stop in front of Bram’s eyes. Hovering millimetres from the Dutch man’s left eye was the point of Damien’s Yarborough knife, hard won in a poker game with American Green Berets years earlier. Bram stared down the blade and at Damien, not moving, but not intimidated either. ‘You won’t get better than us, Bram.’ Damien’s tone was low and menacing. Stayer and Wuz looked at him uncertainly. This behaviour was out of character for the boss. 


‘Enough, Damien, enough. Just leave it. The place is clean if they say it is,’ interjected Don. Damien kept his eyes on Bram, folded his arm back and slid the knife into its scabbard. He gave Bram a quick smirk and turned to address Don.


‘What assets do we have for E&E?’ asked Damien, returning to the briefing. 


‘There are no assets in the area,’ responded Hartcliffe with certainty. 


‘Don? So, we don’t have any assets?’ pressed Damien.


‘That is not entirely correct, Hartcliffe. We keep a few secrets from our friends. We have an inactive asset, thirty kilometres from the target location. That’s as close as we have. Never been activated, and we don’t want to unless we have to,’ responded Don. 


‘Which village?’ asked Wuz. 


‘Peshika,’ responded Don. 


‘Standard marry up and ID?’ asked Damien. 


‘Yep, plus you will need to be discreet. He has a family. We need to protect them and maintain the link. There are not a lot of friendlies to our cause in that stretch of Afghanistan. Keep it in mind if you need to use him.’ 


‘Okay. If we need to, we will,’ asserted Stayer shifting on his feet. 


‘We’ve organised for Jacobson’s guys to lift you out when the mission is complete. The pick-up location is in your brief along with the E&E points. If it all goes badly it’ll be the Germans and their Super Stallions,’ said Don.


‘Good. If it goes poorly, I’m more than happy for the Nazgul boys to come and pick us up. Good solid team,’ responded Damien, nodding his head. 


‘It’s a simple operation, gents. There is no intel that they are even aware the mission is planned. And Abd al-Malik is still in place,’ responded Bram. 


‘It’s never simple in the Chora Valley, never,’ pointed out Damien, taking a sip of water. 


‘Any more for any more? Right. Get your gear and on the helos. You depart in fifteen minutes. Numquam in Genibus, gentlemen,’ ended Don. 


‘Never have been, Don,’ replied Damien. Wuz and Stayer nodded absently. 


Damien turned, picked up his gear and left the room with Wuz and Stayer trailing behind. Bram turned to Don and shook his head, then left saying nothing. Hartcliffe stared at the map for a few more seconds. 


‘What was that last thing you said to them?’ he asked.


‘Numquam in Genibus is the Taipan motto. It translates to ‘Never on your knees’. That’s how we run things,’ said Don, holding Hartcliffe’s curious gaze. 


‘Latin?’ 


‘It is. Do you have an issue?’ asked Don.


‘That guy’s wound up tighter than a spring. He needs to be taken offline,’ Hartcliffe said to Don. 


‘He stays here as long as I need him to. It was his choice to join my outfit. I set the rules.’ 


‘Did you notice he has a bone zip tied to his rifle?’


‘He always does.’ 


‘That isn’t normal.’ 


‘It is if you know what it means. Damien is a deep, intelligent man and well read. He ties a bone to each rifle he uses. It comes from the Australian Aborigines. To point the bone at someone puts a curse on them. Damien figures a bit more badness heading the way of anyone trying to kill him can’t go astray.’ 


‘I’d say he’s due for a psychiatric discharge.’ 


‘They all leave when I say they can. That’s the deal.’ Don stalked out of the room. 


As he walked out to the idling Blackhawk, Damien was assaulted by the thick clogging smell of the burn pit, TK’s permanent fixture. The smell was a mixture of all the rubbish which could be burnt, including medical waste. Damien was sure he could smell the blood from bandages burning off. He hated the smell. As the night started closing in, the base was a hive of activity. Helicopters launched and recovered in a seemingly endless stream of machinery. 


A Lockheed C-130J Hercules transport aircraft lined up at the runway threshold and revved its engines up for a fast and low escape from the battle zone. Damien watched the pilot release the brakes and the aircraft, with its precious human cargo, slowly lumbered down the runway. Gaining speed, the nose gear lifted clear of the runway and the Hercules staggered into the night sky, a black shadow heading for Kandahar. Damien ducked under the turning rotor disk of their assigned Blackhawk and nodded to the army aircrewman. The man looked like Darth Vader with his oversized helmet and HGU-56/P face armour in place for the mission. The crewman’s night vision was stowed on top of his helmet. 


Out of the corner of his eye, Damien saw a flash of light in the distance. He turned to see a streak of fire arc up from the ground. Instantly, a string of flares appeared in the night as the departing Hercules detected the missile launch. The surface-to-air missile tracked off into the distance, with no accompanying explosion announcing a hit on the aircraft. Damien rolled his eyes to look back into the dark interior of the Blackhawk. 


The aircrewman jumped out, handed each a headset to wear and pointed to the spot he wanted Damien and his team to sit. The team would be tactically seated on the right side of the helicopter in the open doorway. 


Damien loved the thrill of the air and ground rushing past. The open door gave them freedom of movement. Nodding, Wuz took a seat next to Stayer and Damien. They had put their packs behind themselves on the Blackhawk’s deck. The aircrewman would help the men climb into them just before their landing. No sense in wearing them for the transit. It just used up energy they would need for the hike in. Damien looked down at the Samsung S21 strapped to the top of his chest rig, ensuring it was turned off. His mood had only darkened further when Don had handed him the S21 unit at lunch and advised him again to get on with it and stop complaining. Damien would use the S21 to display the ATAC application used to coordinate the air support for the operation. Don had only one unit to give them. He shrugged at Damien’s condescending look. 


Don’s parting shot had been to advise Damien that this was the team’s last mission for the tour, and they would rotate out by the end of the week. Home to Australia. The last place Damien wanted to be. 


A wave of burned aviation fuel washed over the team as the crewman handed them headsets and climbed in behind his M134 minigun for the insertion. 


‘We have a go for the mission,’ called the aircraft commander,  and commenced the final aircraft checks before take-off. Three other Blackhawks, the decoys, came light on their undercarriage and pedal-turned towards the runway. 


‘Roger. Let’s get on with it,’ replied Damien. Wuz shifted with the excitement he felt before every operation, and Stayer pretended to nod off with boredom. 


The aircraft commander applied more power and the Blackhawk lifted off the ground. Pedal-turning to the left, he lined the aircraft up with the tails of the other helicopters moving slowly along the taxiway. 


Damien breathed deeply and focused his eyes on the concrete taxiway moving a metre below him. Tapping his HK 416, he adjusted the bone fixed to the left side of the foregrip and smiled. He ran his hands over his armour, performing the ritualistic check of equipment he carried out at this time for every mission. It was too late to go back and get anything he had forgotten, which was the point of the check. Damien treated it almost like a punishment for not being professional and forgetting something. It had happened before, and Damien had gone without for the length of the mission. 


Abruptly, the Blackhawk slowed to a hover and held station just short of the runway. 


‘Sorry, gents. Your mission has been scrubbed. We are heading  back to park. Sorry, fellas,’ advised the aircraft commander as he turned back to their slot. 


‘Fine by us, mate,’ replied Stayer and slapped Damien’s right thigh happily. Damien returned the gesture with a smile. Wuz looked forlornly at the night. He had worked up a steady stream of adrenaline and now it had nowhere to burn itself off. He would be heading for the gym as soon as he could. 


The Blackhawk’s blades started to slow as it rolled back into its slot; groundcrew walked out to commence servicing and checking the airframe. Beside it the three decoy helicopters dropped into their assigned positions. 


‘Food?’ asked Stayer as he handed off his headset and released his safety tether. 


‘Yep,’ replied Damien, doing the same. 


‘Remember the KBR mess on Victory?’ reminisced Wuz over the noise of the Blackhawk winding down. Wuz, almost without fail, reminded them of the Kellogg, Brown and Root mess facility at Victory Barracks in Iraq. They had happened on it when looking for the Oasis mess late one night. The food was 10 times better and the women, being contractors, did not wear uniform. A little piece of normality. 


‘We all do,’ replied Stayer, rolling his eyes in mock pleasure. This was an old story.


‘Remember those girls, those fine girls we met?’ said Wuz, his grin widening. 


‘Oh, yes,’ groaned Stayer, chuckling to himself. 


‘Let’s go,’ instructed Damien, pulling his pack off the Blackhawk’s deck and walking away across the hard stand back to the accommodation. 


Rainer 






The smell of Afghanistan had not changed since he had last been there as a member of the 2nd Foreign Parachute Regiment, of the French Foreign Legion. Rainer had loved the Legion, its traditions and the friends he had made. Operations in Afghanistan had changed that for him. He had become disillusioned with the actions and decisions of the regular army commanders who sent him off to kill the Taliban and insurgents. Never holding ground, always looking for a body count and not much else. As soon as they returned to base, the Taliban took back control of the ground they had just cleared. It was a never-ending grind. 


The way of the Legion felt lost to him, so he had completed his final tour and applied to discharge. As the clerks processed his paperwork his commanding officer had spoken to him  softly, praised his efforts as a trooper in the true way of the old Legion. Stealthily, he had handed Rainer a piece of paper with a phone number on it. His now ex-commanding officer left him with a parting comment that if Rainer was in need of employment, he was to call that number and he would be looked after. Twenty minutes later, Rainer was a civilian and walking the streets, wondering what he was going to do. A highly trained professional soldier with skills and experience to match – everything the civilian world either had no interest in or was scared to death of. 


Within a week and out of work, he had called the number and been directed to a small café off the river in the medieval town of Dinan in Brittany, with a day to get there. He arrived on the train, carrying his world in a small bag, and headed for the café. He had taken a seat against a wall, 10 minutes before the arranged meeting time. From the moment he had sat, Rainer had taken in his surroundings and noted that the three other patrons were not what he would consider usual. They all overtly stared at him over the tops of their coffee and watched every move he made. Shrugging, Rainer had ordered a latte from the waiter and settled into his seat to wait. 


His latte arrived at the same time as his contact, a large Russian with a thick, poorly repaired scar running down the left side of  his neck. The man sat across from him, saying nothing. Rainer continued to sip his coffee and stared back. After five minutes of silence the man asked if Rainer was happy to take any work, anywhere. Rainer thought it over and advised the man that he was. With a happy, deep Russian laugh, the man welcomed Rainer to the team, and advised him that his experience and background had already been checked. There was a job waiting for him in the jungles of Belize. As an ex-Legionnaire he knew the hell of the Belize jungle. The Russian explained how the contracts and payment worked, gave him another mobile telephone number to call and stood up to leave. 
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