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    Glossary of Terms




    ORGANIZATIONS




    AQI: al-Qaeda in Iraq.




    BLA: Baluchistan Liberation Army. Militant group committed to the secession of Baluchistan province from Pakistan.




    CIA: Central Intelligence Agency. Civilian intelligence agency of the United States government.




    Delta Force: Special Forces army unit primarily responsible for US counter-terrorism operations.




    ISI: Inter-Services Intelligence. Pakistan’s most powerful intelligence agency.




    JSOC: Joint Special Operations Command. The command responsible for conducting US counter-terrorism operations.




    SAS: Special Air Service. The principal Special Forces Regiment of the British Army.




    22 SAS Regiment: Unit of the SAS responsible for counter-terrorism operations.




    SSG: Special Support Group. The principal Special Forces Regiment of the Pakistani Army responsible for counter-terrorism operations.




    SSB: Strategic Support Branch. Intelligence Agency created by the US Department of Defense.




    TTP: Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan. Militant Pashtun umbrella group committed to fighting the Pakistani state.




    WEAPONS




    AK 47: Russian-designed 7.62mm assault rifle (the most ubiquitous assault rifle in the world).




    Browning 9mm: Semi-automatic pistol with a standard 13-round magazine (US and Belgian design).




    CheyTac .408: US-designed sniper rifle.




    Dragunov SVD: Russian-designed 7.62mm sniper rifle.




    Glock 17: Austrian-designed semi-automatic 9mm pistol.




    Heckler & Koch G3: German-designed 7.62mm assault rifle.




    Heckler & Koch MP5: German-designed 9mm submachine gun.




    IED: Improvised Explosive Device.




    Lee Enfield: British-designed .303 bolt-action rifle used by British Empire and Commonwealth forces during World War I and World War II.




    M4 Carbine: US-designed 5.56mm assault rifle.




    RPG: Rocket Propelled Grenade. A shoulder-launched, handheld weapon that fires a warhead accurately to approximately 250–300 metres.




    SIG Sauer: Swiss-German-designed pistol preferred by many Special Forces units worldwide.




    Type 56 assault rifle: The Chinese version of a Russian AK 47.




    VBIED: Vehicle Borne Improvised Explosive Device.




    TV NEWS




    BGAN terminal: Broadband Global Area Network portable satellite terminal.




    B-roll: News footage.




    Cutaways: Extra b-roll shot after an interview for editing purposes.




    Fixer: A local producer/translator and general problem solver for foreign journalists.




    IFB: Earpiece worn by on-air talent that allows them to hear live programme feeds and control room instructions.




    Live Shot: A news story reported in real time.




    Minder: A government official who keeps a tight leash on foreign journalists.




    Stand Up: A monologue a correspondent delivers directly to the camera.




    OTHER




    COIN ops: Counter Insurgency operations.




    The Factory: JSOC Operations Centre in Balad, Iraq.




    OP: Observation Post.
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    Chapter 1




    Baghdad 2006




    The Delta lads were in good spirits. The rehearsals had gone smoothly that day despite the introduction of an outsider to their close-knit family. Matt Logan was integrating well with the twelve-man team. Waiting on a helipad in the Green Zone, there was little to distinguish the SAS soldier from his American Special Forces counterparts aside from his accent. Matt’s operational kit – an M4 Carbine assault rifle, SIG Sauer 9mm pistol, assorted assault grenades, night vision and other ancillaries – was virtually identical to theirs. He’d even opted for the same camouflage pattern. But the most important parallels had nothing to do with uniforms or firepower. Delta Force was proving to be as professional as the SAS and every bit as determined. The intelligence for the operation had fed through less than twelve hours before and the Yanks were hell bent on taking down the target before the trail went cold.




    A friendly blow landed between Matt’s shoulders. ‘Feeling good, Logan?’




    Matt nodded to the Delta commander. In the British ‘Green’ army, officers addressed subordinates by their surname to assert authority. Matt reckoned Captain Carter’s intentions were the exact opposite. The American was levelling the field. ‘Yeah, boss,’ he said, acknowledging Carter’s rank – a courtesy he routinely denied superiors back home.




    ‘You can hold the boss,’ said Carter. ‘We’re all brothers here. No one’s better than anyone else.’




    Matt embraced the fraternal spirit. ‘Whatever you say, Carter.’ The reply tripped off his tongue as if he’d always addressed officers so casually. That chameleon-like ability to blend into any social group had been a deciding factor in Matt’s selection as unofficial liaison to the Deltas that night. With many of Hereford’s old guard chafing against the integration of 22 SAS Regiment into JSOC – America’s Joint Special Operations Command – it was down to young soldiers like him to cement the new order. Matt was an ideal candidate for the sensitive mission. A newly promoted sergeant and six-year veteran of the Regiment, he could more than hold his own with the Yanks.




    ‘So, you a sports fan?’ asked Carter in his mid-Atlantic drawl.




    Matt played along. ‘I’m rugby daft – but that probably doesn’t mean much to you.’




    ‘Don’t be so quick to judge. I played rugby in college.’




    Matt was surprised. As a general rule Yanks ignored rugby. They were too obsessed with the fits-and-starts hybrid they mysteriously referred to as football. ‘What position?’




    ‘Scrum half.’




    ‘Good man. To be fair, I’ve never seen a country come on in a sport as quickly as you Yanks have in rugby. The American Eagles are flying. How far do you think you’ll go in the World Cup next year?’




    ‘It’s hard to say. We get paired with New Zealand, Oz or South Africa in the first round and I don’t see us progressing past the group stages.’ Carter nudged Matt. ‘I’m hoping we’ll catch a break and draw Scotland.’




    Matt took the jab for what it was; a good-natured attempt to bond. ‘I’m hoping we draw Japan.’




    Carter laughed. ‘So whereabouts in Scotland are you from?’




    ‘Crieff in Perthshire.’ The name drew a blank from Carter. Matt threw in the tourist board slogan to help him along. ‘ “The Gateway to the Highlands.” ’




    ‘So you’re a real Highland warrior,’ Carter enthused.




    Matt slid his helmet back. ‘I even have the ginger hair to prove it. What about you? Where’s your kin from?’




    ‘Virginia,’ said Carter. ‘But my family’s originally from Ireland.’




    As proud as Carter obviously was of his heritage, Matt didn’t see it. Lean and angular with shorn chestnut hair, dark eyes and pale skin, the Delta captain had a self-assured, all-American optimism that defied old world labels. ‘Which county in Ireland?’ asked Matt.




    ‘Cornwall.’




    Matt chuckled.




    ‘What’s so funny?’




    ‘Cornwall’s in England, mate.’




    A line surfaced on Carter’s forehead, cracking his invincible demeanour. The last thing Matt had intended was to undermine his commander’s confidence – especially on the cusp of an assault. ‘If it makes you feel any better, the Cornish breed great rugby players,’ he offered.




    The compliment shored up the Delta captain – and just in time. Three MH-6 helicopters were closing in on the landing zone. The wasp-like buzz of the single-engine ‘little birds’ was barely discernible beneath the throngs of heavier aircraft crisscrossing the skies over Baghdad.




    The heli pilots touched down, cut the engines and joined the Deltas for a final briefing. ‘You all know the drill,’ Carter began. ‘Blue One will lead the assault on Tango and prosecute from the east.’ He turned to his second-in-command; a black-haired, olive-skinned lieutenant. ‘Hernandez and Blue Two will prosecute from the north. Bazinsky and Blue Three will be hovering to the south, ready to take out targets should they attempt to escape and/or evade capture.’




    Bazinsky swung a CheyTac .408 sniper rifle around. The long barrel cut a menacing silhouette against the setting sun. ‘Don’t worry,’ the hulking blond caressed the name he’d taped to the weapon, ‘Baby Girl’s got your back.’




    ‘Don’t forget, the regular army won’t be far off,’ Carter reminded them. ‘Gulf will be in an over-watch position throughout the operation.’ He opened the floor to his second-in-command. ‘Hernandez?’




    ‘Gulf is our safety net should anything go wrong,’ the 2IC reiterated. ‘But so is the Lord. God willing, we won’t be calling in the regular forces until Tango is secured.’




    The religious reference caught Matt off guard. Invoking God before a mission was anathema to an SAS soldier. It was the first real culture clash he’d experienced with the Deltas.




    ‘Are there any questions?’ asked Carter. The Deltas were confidently silent. ‘I know this is all second nature by now, but let’s not get cocky. Keep the momentum up and don’t stop for anything until we’ve achieved our objective, not even to help a man down. Do that and the folks in The Factory will be in for one heck of a show.’ He turned to Matt. ‘Now as you all know, we have a guest star joining us this evening. You have anything you’d like to add before we head out, Logan?’




    All eyes converged on Matt. He knew what they were after; a rousing, pre-op rallying talk. ‘When I arrived here this morning, I had some idea of what to expect. Everyone knows you Yanks have tremendous assets. And believe me, my mates will be green with envy when I tell them about all the amazing kit you get to work with. But what’s impressed me more than anything is your soldiering. I’ve been blown away watching you lot in rehearsals today. You’re outstanding, all of you, down to a man. I consider it a real honour to be going on operations with you tonight.’




    Matt waited for the reciprocal nods. But the Deltas didn’t seem at all moved by his praise. Maybe he didn’t know them as well as he thought – that or his opinion meant fuck all.




    Carter resuscitated the moment. ‘You heard the man,’ boomed the Delta captain. ‘Now let’s go kick some butt!’




    Whoops and cheers filled the LZ. Matt gathered his gear and headed for his heli. He was halfway there before he realized the rest of the team had hung back.




    The Deltas were kneeling in a circle with their heads bowed – except Hernandez. ‘Join us in prayer, Logan,’ said the 2IC. It was more of a command than an invitation.




    Matt raised his hand. ‘You crack on with that, mate. I’ll see you when you’re finished.’




    Hernandez glared his disapproval before launching into a passionate prayer.




    The Amen sounded and Blue Team scattered to their respective little birds. Matt took up position in the centre heli, secured a short ladder to the D-ring on his belt, switched on his night-vision aids and checked his radio. ‘Blue One Alpha, this is Blue One Bravo, radio check.’




    Carter responded over Matt’s earpiece. ‘Roger, Blue One Bravo. Lima Charlie,’ he said, letting Matt know the signal was loud and clear.




    Matt placed his feet on the skids and gave the thumbs-up to the pilot to tell him he was good to go.




    With four thumbs pointing skyward, the little bird lifted off. The cloying humidity of Baghdad dissolved as the heli climbed, the wind lashing Matt’s face and body, priming his senses for the operation at hand. Through the green and black contrast of his night sight, he canvassed the steaming city below. Clusters of light dotted the power-starved capital.




    Amidst the modest bonfires of generator-powered homes, the industrial furnace of the Green Zone burned. Matt slid his night aids up and looked back on the fortified enclave. He could just make out the two great pairs of crossed swords marking the entrance to the parade square where Saddam Hussein had declared victory in the Iran-Iraq war. The relics drew him back to the opening days of the US-led campaign to oust the brutal dictator. Like many Regiment lads, Matt thought the combat would be swift and decisive. After all, the politicians were saying the Iraqis would embrace the coalition as liberators. Three years on and not only was he still fighting in Iraq, he was spearheading a new era in SAS warfare.




    Until now, the Regiment’s Iraq operations had been restricted to targeting Saddam loyalists – old men whose power had vanished along with their patronage. But while Matt was wasting time rounding up disenfranchised geriatrics, a far more sinister enemy had crept into the nation’s power vacuum. Al-Qaeda in Iraq. AQI foreign fighters and their domestic converts were doing anything and everything to stir the shit; targeting buildings with VBIEDS; sending suicide bombers into busy marketplaces; planting IEDs along the coalition’s main supply routes; firing rockets and mortars at government buildings and military bases. The insurgents were as ruthless as they were indiscriminate. AQI didn’t care whose blood they spilled, so long as it kept Iraq mired in chaos. For years now, Matt had been itching to take some of them out. Tonight, thanks to the Deltas and JSOC, he would finally get his chance.




    Blue Team were targeting four high-ranking AQI operatives. The insurgents were due to meet in a neighbourhood east of the Green Zone shortly after dark. The location and time had been gleaned from intelligence gathered from a Delta assault on a separate insurgent position the night before. The turn-around was faster than Matt was accustomed to but he agreed with the logic driving it. Responding rapidly to intelligence was a cornerstone of JSOC’s counterinsurgency strategy. With any luck, tonight’s operation would yield even more intelligence, triggering yet another mission and another, until the enemy was so weakened the entire AQI network would collapse.




    Some of the more seasoned operators in the SAS questioned the wisdom of JSOC’s industrial-scale COIN ops. Matt’s troop staff sergeant, a crusty old git of thirty-eight, warned that the Regiment risked losing the covert COIN expertise it had honed over decades. Matt dismissed this as sour grapes from a has-been who couldn’t accept that his skills had passed their sell-by date. Iraq wasn’t Northern Ireland. You couldn’t have teams of operators doing tedious foot and mobile surveillance like the old timers had. Grey Ops were obsolete. The War on Terror was about Black Ops; speed, controlled aggression, surprise. Forget painstakingly amassing an intelligence picture. Infiltrating by heli, blowing in entry points, taking the fight to the enemy night after night – that’s how the coalition would prevail.




    Not only were the new tactics more effective, they suited Matt’s personality. He far preferred channelling his energy into a real fight rather than bottle it up for a confrontation sometime in the future. Besides, why squander a perfectly good soldier on surveillance when technology could do the job even better? Matt may not have believed in Hernandez’s God but he did have faith in JSOC’s all-seeing eye. The Factory had round-the-clock aerial surveillance on Tango – the house where the AQI operatives were meeting. Special sensors were tracking the insurgents’ mobile signals, mapping their locations and movements. The enemy couldn’t take a dump without JSOC knowing about it.




    The pilot gave a one-minute warning. Matt fixed his night sights, unhooked the ladder from his belt and surveyed the ground below. The neighbourhood looked like a toy town from above: rectangular plots; horizontal and vertical streets; a rounded mosque dome; date palms. The Humvees and Bradleys comprising the Gulf outer cordon were already in position on the edge of a vacant lot. The regular troops were six hundred yards from Tango as the crow flies, double that by road. Matt hoped they hadn’t alerted any touts working in support of the insurgents. The element of surprise was crucial in an assault, especially in urban areas where prolonged fire-fights could ensnare innocent bystanders. In all his time with the Regiment, Matt hadn’t experienced a single civilian casualty on operations and he was keen to keep the record unblemished.




    Tango came into view. It was just as the intelligence had described; a two-storey breeze-block house, enclosed by an eight-foot-high concrete wall with a solid iron gate opening onto the street. The surrounding residences were virtually identical but Matt wasn’t concerned about cock-ups. Blue Team knew which one to storm.




    The heli carrying the sniper team peeled off. Matt savoured the feeling as his little bird swooped down on the target. There was no fear, no hesitation, no doubt; just unwavering resolve and unshakable self-belief. Those precious moments right before an assault when he connected with the best of himself couldn’t be bought. They had to be earned. It’s what Matt loved most about being an SAS soldier. Billionaires couldn’t pay to do what he did.




    The heli touched down with its nose facing Tango. Carter’s voice exploded over Matt’s earpiece. ‘Go! Go! Go!’ He jumped down and charged. First to the perimeter, Matt propped the ladder against the wall and placed one foot on the bottom rung to hold it steady. With his M4 ready to fire, he covered his Blue One team-mates while they scrambled up and over the wall.




    Blue Two were laying explosives at the front of the house when Matt dropped into the compound. He split to the right of them to join Blue One on the eastern assault. The background buzz of the sniper team’s helicopter hovering to the south and the roar of the compound’s petrol-fired generator, mixed with the pounding of his heart and feet.




    As he rounded the corner, a volley of automatic fire joined the adrenaline-fuelled symphony. Through the monocular of his night sights, Matt locked on an insurgent armed with an AK 47. He figured him for a foot soldier as opposed to one of the high-value targets. The man was firing away like a maniac, completely exposed.




    The insurgent hit one of Matt’s team-mates, spinning him around and throwing him to the ground. Matt identified his wounded man – Captain Carter. ‘Man down. Man down,’ Matt radioed his team. ‘Blue One Alpha,’ he said, relaying Carter’s call sign.




    Matt took evasive action and raised his rifle to take out the insurgent. He brought the central mass of the target into his sights. Suddenly, the crack of a high-velocity round flew past his ear. The AK-wielding militant slumped forward, exposing a fatal, yawning exit wound to the back. Matt held his fire. Bazinsky and Baby Girl had beaten him to the kill.




    Matt left Carter where he lay – it was vital to maintain momentum – and carried on. His uninjured team-mates had just finished preparing a window frame for an explosive entry when a THUMP sounded from the south. The noise was music to their ears. Blue Two had blown in the front door.




    Capitalizing on the distraction, Blue One initiated their charge. A blinding flash consumed Matt’s field of vision as the window imploded. Fingers of incandescent light poked through a pair of shredded curtains. Matt slid his night sights up and followed his team-mates into the glimmering breach.




    Three shots sounded as he jumped through the window. Matt landed with his weapon poised to fire. He immediately identified two insurgents but his Delta team-mates already had them by the shorthairs. One insurgent was down with a shot to the leg; the other was standing with his arms above his head, declaring to anyone who would listen, ‘I am with America! America good!’




    With his team-mates keeping watch, Matt searched the prisoners. The wounded man had a mobile phone and a knife. Matt confiscated both items before moving on to the able-bodied man who was still pleading, ‘I am with America! I am with America!’




    Matt recovered a pistol and examined it. The magazine was full but oddly, there was no round sitting in the chamber. He checked the prisoner’s pockets and found another mobile. The screen indicated a message had been sent less than a minute earlier. It explained why the weapon hadn’t been readied for firing. The insurgent had been too busy texting; alerting his AQI mates in the house or calling for back-up.




    Matt gave the rest of Blue Team and the regular troops on the outer cordon a heads up. ‘This is Blue One Bravo. Zone two secured. Two India’s captured. Gulf 2–6 be advised. There may be additional enemy activity in the vicinity.’




    The Gulf commander was first to respond. ‘Roger that, Blue One Bravo. Any unfriendlies attempt to breach this cordon and we’ll blast ’em all to hell, over.’




    Matt winced. He hated big-timing over the radio. ‘Roger, Gulf 2–6.’




    Hernandez followed with a more professional update. ‘Copy that, Blue One Bravo. This is Blue Two Alpha. Zone one secured. Two India’s neutralized. Moving to Zone three.’




    ‘Roger, Blue Two Alpha.’ Matt left to assist on the top floor. In rehearsals, he’d practised the move with Carter. Now that the Delta captain was down he’d have to improvise. He stepped into the front hallway with his M4 in the aim. Matt could hear Blue Two’s footsteps overhead, searching the rooms. He looked to the top of the staircase. There was no movement; just a black hole.




    He kept his eyes fixed on the emptiness as he rounded the banister. Suddenly, an insurgent came charging out of the darkness above screaming, ‘Allahu Akbar!’ God is great! The nutter was wearing an explosives vest.




    Matt kept his cool and aimed for the bomber’s head. Once again, the Deltas proved quicker on the draw, double tapping the insurgent twice from behind. The bomber’s skull exploded, splattering chunks of brain and bone over the wall. The body slid down the steps, its deadly payload still intact.




    Hernandez appeared at the top of the staircase, ready to take another shot if necessary. Matt gave him the all-clear signal and stepped over the headless corpse.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    Matt and the Deltas moved slickly from room to room, covering each other, rolling in flash bangs to temporarily stun any occupants, checking behind doors and underneath furniture. There were no more insurgents in the house but they did uncover two booby traps – a tripwire slung low between a window and wardrobe, and a wire strung between a chair and a bed leg. Both devices were tied to the safety pins of highexplosive grenades.




    Matt marked the IEDs for the bomb disposal unit and checked his watch. Eleven minutes had elapsed since the little birds had touched down. Within that time, Blue Team had killed four insurgents, captured two high-value AQI targets alive and recovered mobiles that were potential treasure troves of intelligence. The operation was as elegant as any he’d done in the Regiment.




    Hernandez declared Tango secure and gave Bazinsky’s team a two-minute warning to lift off from the target area. Hanging around in a helicopter longer than necessary was an unacceptable risk in Baghdad. With the snipers preparing to head back to the Green Zone, Hernandez radioed the outer cordon troops to move in. ‘Blue Two Alpha to Gulf 2–6, welcome home.’




    Matt went outside to check on Carter. He found the Delta captain propped against the side of the house, pressing a personal field dressing to his neck and shoulder. ‘You missed all the action, you wanker.’




    The humour lifted Carter’s spirits. ‘How’d we do?’




    Matt kneeled down beside him. ‘Four insurgents dead – two captured. Not that I can take any credit for it. I didn’t fire a shot. Your men were too fast for me. I couldn’t keep up.’




    ‘I doubt that,’ said Carter.




    Matt reached for the dressing. ‘Mind if I have a look?’ He peeled back the blood-soaked bandage. The bullet had entered Carter’s neck and exited through his shoulder, shattering the clavicle and the joint. The wound wasn’t life-threatening but for a Special Forces soldier, it was potentially worse; a career-killer. Matt pulled a clean bandage from his trauma pack and tore open the wrapper with his teeth.




    ‘Don’t sugar-coat it,’ Carter winced. ‘Give it to me straight.’




    Matt placed the fresh pad over the old, applying even pressure to keep the wound from bleeding out again. ‘The surgeons are going to try to replace your shoulder. Don’t let them do it, mate. Your rehab will be long but if you stick with it and don’t lose heart, you’ll be back on operations.’




    Carter placed his hand over Matt’s. ‘Thanks, Logan.’




    The rumble of heavy vehicles trundling up the street announced the arrival of the Gulf regular forces. Matt helped Carter to his feet and walked him around to the front of the house, where a Bradley fighting vehicle was waiting outside the gate to take away the captured AQI operatives.




    The wounded prisoner was brought out on a stretcher. While he was loaded into the vehicle, Matt scanned the neighbouring buildings. The compounds were shrouded in darkness and the windows shuttered. The gunfire from the assault had no doubt scared the hell out of the neighbours. The uninjured prisoner emerged. Hernandez had him by the elbow. The man’s wrists and ankles had been bound with plastic ties, forcing him to shuffle in short, clipped strides.




    An outbreak of activity at the top of the street drew Matt’s eye. A white Toyota was winding its way through the Gulf outer cordon. It was a severe breach of protocol. The area was supposed to be secured – no civilian vehicles allowed. Matt raised his rifle and jerked his chin. ‘Heads up, lads.’




    ‘Blue Two Alpha to Gulf 2–6,’ Hernandez barked into his radio, ‘identify that white Toyota.’




    The Gulf commander took several seconds to respond. ‘Uh, Roger, Blue Two Alpha. Be advised, white Toyota is friendly. I repeat, white Toyota is friendly, over.’




    Matt and the Deltas looked at each other. Who the hell was crashing their operation?




    The Toyota parked up behind the Bradley and a middle-aged white man climbed out. He was wearing a sweat-stained collared shirt, and flashing coalition credentials. ‘Who’s in charge here?’ he demanded. His accent was the same as the Deltas – American.




    ‘This is a closed area,’ said Hernandez.




    The AQI man started babbling excitedly. ‘See? See? I am with America!’




    Hernandez unholstered his pistol and held it to the prisoner’s head. ‘Shut up.’




    The gate-crasher approached the insurgent. ‘Ma-fi-mushkila, ma-fi-mushkila,’ he said. No problem. He fronted up to Hernandez. ‘Holster your pistol, Lieutenant. I’m taking custody of this man.’




    ‘You have no jurisdiction here.’




    ‘You’re in way over your head, soldier. Now step aside or there’ll be trouble.’




    Carter limped forward with Matt’s help. ‘Is there a problem here?’ asked the Delta captain.




    ‘Who the fuck are you?’ said the gate-crasher.




    ‘Captain Nathanial Lincoln Carter.’ His forceful manner belied the severity of his wound. ‘What are you doing here?’




    ‘I don’t answer to you.’




    ‘The hell you don’t,’ Carter snapped. ‘This is a JSOC operation.’ It was the closest thing to an obscenity Matt had heard from the captain’s mouth.




    The gate-crasher pointed to the insurgent. ‘This man is my asset.’




    The fault line reappeared on Carter’s forehead; only this time it was far more pronounced. ‘What agency are you with?’




    Matt’s eyes darted between the quarrelling Yanks.




    ‘CIA.’ The spy gestured to the prisoner. ‘This man’s been feeding us intel for months. He was on the verge of cracking AQI’s inner circle until you meatheads blew it for us.’ He got up in Carter’s face. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying, Captain? JSOC has fucked up royally.’




    Carter’s eyes narrowed with rage. Matt shared his fury. Blue Team had just risked life and limb going after a high-value AQI target who was in fact working for the US-led coalition. It was worse than a royal fuck-up. It was twelve monkeys fucking a football.




    ‘If he’s an asset then why didn’t JSOC know about him?’ Carter demanded.




    ‘I don’t answer to JSOC.’ The CIA man was seething. ‘I was operating in Iraq when you knuckle draggers were still in diapers.’




    Matt wanted to deck him. The Deltas had done nothing wrong. If anyone was at fault it was the CIA. Scumbag spooks sneaking around not telling the army what they were doing. It was no way to win a war.




    Matt channelled his anger into his task, quickly scanning the houses across the street. They were still dark but how long would they stay that way? The middle of a Baghdad neighbourhood was one hell of a place to get into a pissing match. ‘Hey, hey!’ he interrupted. ‘Think maybe we can sort this out somewhere else?’




    The spy threw his rage onto Matt. ‘Who the fuck . . .’




    A single, jarring shot silenced the spook. There was no crack – just a thump, indicating the round had been fired from the other side of the street. A fraction of a second later, the insurgent who had brought JSOC and the CIA to blows dropped where he stood, blood gushing from his throat. He’d been sniped – by insurgents.




    A fusillade of rifle fire erupted from the darkened house opposite Tango. American voices collided around Matt and in his earpiece: ‘Contact! Contact!’




    He threw Carter over his shoulder and dropped him behind the wall of the house. ‘You need me, you radio.’




    ‘I’ll be fine, Logan. Go help the team.’




    Matt left Carter safely in cover and went to join the fight. He was disgusted and disheartened by the battle unfolding before him. In less than a minute, Blue Team’s elegant operation had degenerated into a free-for-all slugfest. The Gulf forces were throwing everything they had at the insurgent house; 7.62 machine guns, booming 25mm cannons, hand grenades. Ribbons of incoming green tracer rounds and bands of outgoing red criss-crossed the sky. The sheer volume suggested there was no method to the targeting. The Gulf troops were firing wildly at the enemy. So was the CIA spook. He was crouching behind his Toyota, emptying a 9mm Beretta pistol into a dense wall of smoke.




    The Deltas were adding their rifles sparingly to the fray, conserving their ammunition, making sure every shot counted. Matt found a separate vantage point twenty feet away to broaden the team’s field of vision. Observing the house through his night sights, he counted at least three enemy weapons – two on the roof, one on the ground. How the fuck had JSOC’s eyes in the sky missed them?




    Matt aimed his rifle and waited for a target to appear. Suddenly, a high-explosive round flew out of the compound. A brilliant orange and black fireball erupted as the HE projectile struck the CIA man’s Toyota, instantly incinerating him.




    The anxious voice of the Gulf commander screamed over the radio. ‘This is Gulf 2–6. Require aerial assistance. Location X-ray-charlie-eight-seven-five-four-four-seven-one-six, over!’




    Typical, Matt thought. One direct hit and the regulars were calling in air support to bomb the enemy.




    The outer cordon troops started withdrawing. Matt and the Deltas held their positions. The airstrike had yet to be confirmed.




    A head appeared in a darkened window across the street. Matt locked on it and took up the first pressure on his trigger. Suddenly, a larger figure swooped down and whisked the target out of Matt’s crosshairs. His heart slammed against his chest as he realized what he’d just witnessed – a mother pulling her child to safety. The insurgents were using civilians as human shields. The airstrike had to be aborted.




    ‘Blue One Bravo to Gulf 2–6. Be advised there are civilians inside the house. I repeat, there are civilians inside the house,’ Matt radioed.




    Before the Gulf commander could acknowledge the warning, another HE bomb came screaming out of the compound. This time, it struck a retreating Hummer on the windscreen. Black smoke poured from the vehicle as it lurched to a stop. The door swung open and a charred, smoking torso fell out.




    The Gulf commander screamed over the radio. ‘This is Gulf 2–6, where the hell is my air support, over!’




    ‘Roger, Gulf 2–6, this is Viper 5–8,’ a pilot responded. ‘We have the target in sight. Preparing to engage, over.’




    The distinctive chop of an Apache gunship riding to the rescue heralded the impending airstrike. Matt yelled into his radio. ‘Blue One Bravo to Viper 5–8, be advised there are civilians in that building. I repeat, there are civilians!’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    Four Years Later . . . British Embassy, Kabul, Afghanistan




    The auxiliary staff canteen reeked of day-old cabbage. Matt staked his claim to an empty table and poured a single serving of long-life cream into a mug of tea. A white cloud slowly engulfed the deep tobacco-stained brew, turning it beige. The transformation was more stomach-churning than the sulphurous pong in the air. Everything around him was beige; the prefab buildings in the British Embassy compound, the surrounding concrete blast walls, the rubbish-infested streets beyond. Even the snow-capped mountains overlooking Kabul were tinged with it. The hue synonymous with military life had come to signify the opposite for Matt. Beige was shit jobs in shitholes for washed-up ex-soldiers with no other options. It was the colour of civvy street.




    He pulled a paper from his pocket and smoothed it open on the table. The eggshell-tinted walls receded as he lost himself in images of his native Perthshire. A photo of purple heather-speckled hillsides crowned a collection of thumbnails displaying the best of the property for sale; awe-inspiring views; lush green fields; uncut woodland; interiors and exteriors of a three-bedroomed cottage fitted with a wind turbine, rain-water harvester and solar panels. The self-sufficient smallholding was more than a distraction from the beige wilderness Matt had wandered since leaving the Regiment. His entire sense of self-worth hinged on buying it. Right now though, he didn’t have a hope in hell of doing so. Sustainable living, once the preserve of ban-the-bomb hippies and other fringe liberals, had become highly fashionable with Britain’s privileged classes. Demand for green properties far outstripped supply and the vendors were taking full advantage. There was no way Matt could make a competitive offer – not on his salary. All the qualities that had served him so well as a soldier were of no value outside the military. In the civilian world, money made the man.




    Matt turned over the prospectus. He unconsciously rubbed a silver chain discreetly hidden around his neck while he read the handwritten note on the back. Nathan Carter called about a job that’s ‘interesting’ and ‘pays awesome’ (his words, not mine). xxx. He refolded the prospectus. The bloody Yanks had destroyed his life once. There was no way Matt was working with them again, no matter how much money they threw at him.




    A music sting from a television soon tested his resolve. The volume from the set-top was barely audible above the radio conversations flowing through his earpiece but it didn’t matter. Matt was looking more than he was listening.




    A still photo of a man with a straggly beard and shoulder-length dark curls appeared on screen. He was wearing a pakol – a Pashtun flat cap – and holding a rocket-propelled grenade launcher. ‘Dead or alive?’ asked a deep, animated voice. ‘The fate of Pakistan’s most wanted terrorist is in question at this hour.’ The image was pushed aside by sullen-faced men and women stepping out of limousines. ‘The Euro in jeopardy. Finance ministers meet to discuss the latest currency crisis.’ The bureaucrats vanished, replaced by underfed women sauntering down a catwalk. ‘And the controversy over ultra-thin models heats up. Is bigger more beautiful?’ A video collage of war, natural disasters, celebrities and iconic landmarks flew across the screen. The montage dissolved into a shot of an aging American presenter sitting behind a desk. ‘Good day. Our top story on SBC this hour; officials in Islamabad claim terrorist Abdullah Qari has been killed in a military operation in Pakistan’s tribal belt. But an influential radical cleric claims the alleged mastermind of over a dozen suicide bombings, including one that claimed the lives of seven CIA employees late last year, is still very much alive . . .’ The screen split into two boxes. The left held the presenter, the right a neatly groomed male correspondent with two white minarets framed over his shoulder. The banner beneath gave his location: Live from Islamabad. ‘. . . Let’s cross now to Islamabad where our correspondent, Eric Riddell is standing by with the story. So, Eric, is he or isn’t he?’




    ‘Did they get him?’




    Matt looked up. Steve wasn’t holding a food tray – a bad sign. ‘Get who?’




    Steve pulled up a chair. The middle-aged ex-infantry NCO was haggard as always. Coordinating close protection at the embassy had sucked all the life out of him. ‘Abdullah Qari.’




    ‘I don’t know who you’re on about,’ said Matt.




    Steve pointed to the television. ‘They were just talking about him.’




    ‘I wasn’t really paying attention.’




    ‘Have you been living in a cave? Abdullah Qari’s one of the most wanted terrorists in the world right now.’




    ‘Is he here in Kabul?’




    ‘No. He’s the head of some Pakistani Taliban splinter group.’




    ‘Then he’s not my problem,’ Matt declared.




    ‘Don’t you think you should know what’s going on around us?’ said Steve. ‘Considering what you do for a living?’




    ‘That’s why I don’t follow the news.’ Matt tapped his temple. ‘It messes with your head.’




    ‘Sounds like a load of bollocks to me,’ said Steve.




    ‘I’m dead serious. The news makes you think about the big picture. Next thing you know, you’re asking questions like what are we really doing here? And what have we achieved instead of concentrating on your task,’ said Matt. ‘One second, that’s all it takes for an insurgent to whack you.’




    ‘No good ever came from burying your head in the sand.’




    ‘I’m burying it in my job.’ Matt cupped his hands around an imaginary sphere. ‘All I care about is the little picture right in front of me. That’s why I haven’t lost a client in four years. Besides,’ he gestured to the TV, ‘those news people don’t know what’s going on any more than we do. Hell, for all they know, this Abdullah what’s-his-name could be on our side.’




    ‘Now you’re talking out your arse.’




    Matt sipped his beige tea. ‘I assume you didn’t come here to talk about current affairs.’




    ‘I didn’t.’ Steve sat back. ‘I heard a rumour you’re thinking of leaving us.’




    Matt crooked his head and arched his brow. It was as good as verbal confirmation; he was seriously considering it.




    ‘Don’t do it,’ said Steve. ‘You’re the only Regiment bloke I’ve managed to hang on to. If you leave, the whole revolving door thing will start all over again. And even if I could find someone with your skills, there’s no guaranteeing they’ll get on with the lads. They look up to you, you know.’




    Tempting as it was for Matt to see himself through Steve’s eyes – a confident ex-Special Forces soldier with an unimpeachable air of authority – he knew it was all rubbish. ‘It’s nothing personal. The task’s not what it used to be.’




    ‘You may not realize it, but you’ve got a good thing going here.’




    ‘This job is shite and you know it.’




    ‘There are worse,’ Steve countered.




    ‘ShieldGroup treats us like dirt. Four years ago, the rotation on this contract was six weeks in Kabul and a month at home. Now it’s nine weeks on and three weeks off at less than half my original pay.’




    ‘So your pay’s gone down. It’s not like you have a wife and kids to support.’




    ‘This isn’t the army, mate. In the real world, money is respect,’ said Matt. ‘You want to know why I’m the only Regiment lad who’s stayed with this task? Because I’m the only one daft enough to put up with ShieldGroup’s shite.’




    ‘You can’t blame the company. The Foreign Office keeps putting the contract out to tender. ShieldGroup has to cut costs to remain competitive.’ Steve raised his hand. ‘I know it’s unfair. But private security isn’t what it used to be. Profits are down, competition is up and the companies that stay afloat are the ones that tighten their belts. Be thankful it’s only your wages that have been slashed.’




    ‘I bet the executives back in London are still pulling in shed-loads of cash.’




    ‘ShieldGroup takes good care of this team,’ Steve insisted. ‘You have comfortable living quarters, you carry top-of-the-line weapons, all our vehicles are level B6/7 armoured with the latest countermeasures. We have great comms systems and an ops room . . .’




    Matt’s eyes glazed over. ‘Everything we have is paid for by the Foreign Office – not ShieldGroup.’




    ‘Who cares where it comes from? You know there are lads on the circuit driving around Kabul in soft-skin vehicles with no kit.’




    ‘Yeah, and a lot of them are working for ShieldGroup.’ Matt’s disgust was palpable. ‘The company sends advisors to Afghanistan armed with nothing but a visa and a plane ticket. I saw a group downtown last week buying weapons – cheap Pakistani knock-offs with crap ammo. They were looking after a building site. ShieldGroup had them living eight to a room in a guesthouse with shit and piss running down the walls.’




    ‘You think the grass is greener elsewhere?’ said Steve. ‘Like it or not, mate, we’re warm bodies in an industry overflowing with warm bodies. There are heaps of lads out of work on the circuit right now. Even those three magic letters after your name don’t matter – except to me, of course. I know what an ex-SAS man brings to the table, but the bean-counters in human resources don’t.’




    Steve was right. They were lucky to be employed. Every day Matt got emails from mates with skills every bit as good as his, asking if there were any spots open on his team or if he could put in a good word for them. The best he could do was forward their CVs to a human resources manager in London who didn’t have a clue. As far as ShieldGroup was concerned, all ex-military were the same – expendable. ‘OK,’ he conceded. ‘I’ll stick with the task for now. But another pay cut and I’m history.’




    ‘Good man.’ Steve rapped his fingers on the table.




    Matt knew he was stalling for a reason. ‘Is there something else?’




    Steve bowed his head. ‘Julia wants to go to Camp Phoenix.’




    ‘When?’




    ‘Tonight.’




    Julia was a junior media relations officer at the embassy. Why would she need to go to an American military base after dark? ‘Is this move really necessary?’ asked Matt.




    ‘No,’ Steve admitted. ‘She wants to play racketball with a girlfriend.’




    ‘Are you taking the piss? Tell her to fuck off.’




    ‘I know the request is out of line . . .’




    ‘You’re bloody right it’s out of line. I’m sick and tired of diplomats coming here expecting to lead the same life they did back in London. This is a hostile environment, for fuck’s sake, not an amusement park.’




    Steve’s back rounded with shame. ‘I’ve got a wife, a massive mortgage, two kids and an ex-wife who bleeds me dry. I need my job, Matt, and I won’t have it for long if I piss off the client. Neither will you.’




    ‘Is that a threat?’




    ‘It’s a reality check. We all have to toe the line.’




    ‘If you think you’ll get sacked for standing up to the client, just wait until one of them gets killed on your watch,’ Matt warned.




    ‘That’s why I want you on this one. I know full well how dangerous after-dark vehicle moves are right now. Just do us a favour and take her.’




    Matt was sickened. Clients dictating unnecessary, hazardous moves; it was the tail wagging the dog. But that’s what his job and pretty much every other task on the circuit had become. ‘I’ll need two vehicles.’




    ‘You don’t need to go all out for Julia. She’s IBG.’




    ‘Don’t give me that individual bodyguard crap,’ said Matt. ‘Give me two vehicles or assign someone else.’




    ‘Fine. Take Kevin with you then.’




    ‘And I want a translator too.’




    ‘Don’t tear the arse out of it. The drivers can do whatever translating you need.’




    ‘They’re unreliable,’ said Matt. ‘You know how nervous the Yanks are these days. The last thing I want is to be sat like a sitting duck outside Camp Phoenix because our drivers don’t speak the same language as the Afghan guards on the outer cordon.’




    ‘All right then. Take Ali.’




    ‘I want Khalid.’




    ‘Now I know you’re trying to be a pain in my arse,’ said Steve. ‘Khalid’s not even Afghan. He’s Pakistani.’




    ‘It doesn’t matter. No one fucks with him. You’d know that if you ever bothered to leave the ops room,’ Matt taunted.




    ‘And get whacked?’ Steve balked. ‘I don’t get paid enough.’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    Heathrow Airport




    Emma Cameron opened her passport and placed it on the counter for inspection. ‘I’m kind of in a hurry.’




    The immigration officer didn’t care. She flipped it shut and looked disdainfully at the American seal on the cover. ‘What is your destination?’




    ‘Islamabad.’




    The officer reopened the passport and searched for the appropriate visa. Her lips pursed as she read the stamps; Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Yemen, Saudi Arabia. It was a veritable catalogue of global jihad. She turned back to the photo page and rotated her eyes between the picture and the live specimen standing before her. ‘What is the nature of your travel?’




    Emma raised her shawl around her shoulders. The pink pashmina lent a rosy hue to her pale skin. She knew what the officer was thinking. What possible business could a blue-eyed, blonde-haired American woman have in such places? ‘Business. I’m a journalist.’




    ‘What newspaper do you write for?’




    ‘Television journalist,’ Emma corrected. ‘I’m a correspondent for SBC.’




    The officer frowned and resumed her inspection. The reaction was like water off a duck’s back to Emma. The SBC brand was as American as Coca-Cola and, thanks to the Bush years, just as vilified abroad.




    ‘Your visa is out of date,’ the officer finally declared.




    ‘That’s because you’re looking at an old one.’ Emma grabbed the passport, found the page she’d originally presented and slammed it down. ‘Here. It was issued yesterday.’




    The immigration officer scrutinized the unusual visa. Islamabad had been tightening the noose around the press corps for months. Emma had been granted six months’ multiple entry. She stamped the passport and handed it back. Emma threw it into her red laptop bag and checked her watch. ‘Fucking Heathrow,’ she grumbled, loud enough for the officer to hear. She rushed along the moving pavement, weaving in and out of seasoned travellers and harried families. Between circling the airport waiting for a gate to open and queuing in the Non-EU Passport Holders’ line, she had only thirty minutes to link up with her source before her flight to Islamabad boarded.




    Emma had almost convinced herself to bin the meeting when a television gave her pause. A pretty female was reporting from a rooftop location somewhere in the world. The correspondent’s voice rose and fell, punching certain words and de-emphasizing others, as if she were reading to school children. There were dozens like her all over the American news networks; interchangeable pieces of eye-candy elevating speculation to the realm of fact. Emma knew such creatures intimately because she was their queen. If she kept her appointment however, she just might lose that heavy crown.




    The conveyor belt spat her out into the heart of the terminal. The cattle-class passengers were wandering in and out of duty-free shops and sitting cheek-by-jowl on impossibly uncomfortable benches. The well-heeled had retreated to the Business Class lounges. Normally, Emma refused to support the airline caste system by joining them, but on this day, she had no choice.




    ‘Emma? Emma!’




    The hairs on the back of her neck stiffened. The nasal, baritone voice was unmistakably familiar. ‘Patriot Pete’ Riorden.




    ‘Emma! Emma!’




    ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ she muttered. As much as she wanted to avoid a reunion, Emma’s sense of decency compelled her to respond. She summoned a smile and turned. ‘Riorden?’ She hardly recognized the former news star. Loose skin scalloped his once trademark jaw line. His legendary hair had thinned to grey, greasy wisps.




    Riorden stooped over to kiss her. ‘I thought it was you.’




    Emma turned her right cheek to avoid an embarrassing head joust. Riorden had always been awkward with basic social interaction even when he was on top. ‘How are you?’




    ‘I’m doing great,’ he said. ‘So are you coming or going?’




    ‘Going.’ Emma didn’t offer more details.




    ‘Where?’




    ‘Islamabad.’




    ‘Me too,’ said Riorden as if the shared destination brought them level with one another professionally. ‘I’ve got some meetings to take there and then I’m off to Quetta. Are you on the one-thirty?’




    Emma briefly considered lying but dismissed the idea. Airports were fishbowls. ‘Yeah.’




    ‘I’m on standby. I’d say let’s sit together but the flight’s overbooked and it’s not looking too promising for me.’




    Emma welcomed the reprieve. Riorden was almost surely flying coach now. The last thing she wanted was to rub it in his face by comparing seat numbers.




    ‘Does the network have a full-time bureau in Pakistan now?’ Riorden asked.




    ‘It’s still a temporary set-up but it looks like it’s going that way. We’ve had a correspondent there since last summer.’




    ‘I saw Eric Riddell doing a report from Islamabad this morning,’ said Riorden. ‘You two are close friends, aren’t you?’




    ‘We went to school together,’ Emma confirmed. ‘That’s how I got my start with SBC. Eric recommended me.’




    ‘Now I remember,’ said Riorden. ‘I’ve been so busy lately with my new company that I’ve lost touch with a lot of the old gang.’




    Emma raised her watch; a not-so-subtle signal that she needed to go.




    ‘MISA,’ Riorden blurted. ‘It stands for Media Intelligence South Asia.’




    ‘Sounds fascinating.’




    An expression flashed across Riorden’s face and vanished as quickly; a toxic combination of envy and resentment. It occurred to Emma that she must have sounded patronizing. After all, Riorden had devoted his entire life to a profession she’d been playing at for only three years. ‘You are so lucky you aren’t with SBC now. There’s no real news on our air anymore, at least not since you left the network. Just lame-ass talking heads and conservative pundits with small penises.’




    Riorden smiled. ‘Better not let your fans hear you talk that way – Satellite Dish.’




    Emma cringed. ‘I can’t stand that name.’




    ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,’ Riorden advised. ‘Nicknames are power, Emma. They make you a brand in your own right, independent of any network. If I hadn’t been called Patriot Pete, no one would know who I am anymore.’




    Emma really didn’t have time for a lecture from a disgraced news personality. ‘Well, best of luck with your new media venture.’




    Riorden put his foot in the door. ‘MISA’s more than new media. I’ve got a network of stringers in the tribal areas of Pakistan and Afghanistan. There’s nothing else like it in the region.’




    ‘Sounds like you’re onto a winner.’ Emma lowered her tone to draw a line under the exchange.




    Riorden barrelled on. ‘We do ground truth assessments, polling, we even offer paying clients behind-the-scenes access to opposition groups and other stakeholders traditional western media rarely interact with.’




    Riorden was selling MISA hard. Emma knew it had to be leading up to something.




    ‘All we need now is a news talent with name recognition to put us on the map.’




    He was trying to recruit her! God, was he delusional. ‘Well, I look forward to seeing you back on air,’ said Emma.




    ‘Oh, I’m far too busy running the show behind the scenes to be the face of MISA.’ Riorden looked her in the eye. ‘You know, if you ever feel like leaving SBC, I’ve got a job waiting for you.’




    ‘It’s tempting,’ Emma lied. There was nothing at all enticing about the offer – and not just because Riorden was making it. She was trying to escape her news prison, not jump to another cell.




    Emma felt a vibration in her pocket. She put down her bag and checked both her handsets. The message had fed through to her BlackBerry. Go 2 lft shower cubicle. A complete sentence with token abbreviations; the style was definitely in keeping with her source.




    ‘Let me guess. It’s New York,’ said Riorden.




    Emma searched the benches behind him, looking for men or even women who fitted her idea of a Deep Throat. The faces blended together into a characterless mass. ‘I’ve really got to take this.’




    ‘I understand.’ Riorden stepped aside to let her pass. ‘But think about my offer.’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 5




    Hanna Lake, Baluchistan Province, Pakistan




    A shoal of golden fish circled the boat. Soheil was mesmerized. ‘I thought such beauty only existed in paradise.’




    ‘All that is beautiful on earth exists a thousand-fold in paradise, my son,’ said the mullah. ‘That is why Pashtun warriors and all Mujahideen do not fear death.’




    Soheil stared into the turquoise water, imagining an afterlife of crystal lakes, gilded creatures and virgins. ‘What if I do not fall on the field of battle?’




    ‘Fear not,’ the greying cleric removed his glasses and tilted his face to the sun, ‘Allah shall give you the death you deserve.’




    The words dissolved Soheil’s vision. A smack on the water swept the last of the palette clean. The boat’s third occupant, a bushy-bearded Baluch youth, was attempting to bludgeon a fish with his foot. Soheil tried to be patient with the simpleton, reminding himself that they were brothers-in-arms now. True, the Baluch were less pious and sophisticated than his own Pashtun tribesmen, but at least they were brave and obedient. It was more important than ever that Mullah Maulana be surrounded by such men. The great cleric had many enemies. This trip to Hanna Lake was the first outing he’d taken in months.
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