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    Prologue




    Kabul 2008




    The cursor ticked impatiently. Rudy glared at it. To think he’d once regarded a blank computer screen as the height of enticement; a siren beckoning him to write stories that would reveal buried truths and maybe, if he worked hard enough, influence the war in Afghanistan. Two years in Kabul had put paid to that.




    Most nights, Rudy would be out drinking with the rest of the city’s disillusioned expats. But it was a bank holiday back home. All the domestic correspondents covering Westminster and the Royal Family had hauled their pampered arses to the Cotswolds leaving entire swathes of column inches to fill. Rudy’s editor in London wanted a thousand words from him no later than 8 p.m. The mandate, as always, was broad yet stiflingly narrow. ‘Whatever strikes your fancy, dear boy. Readers adore you. Just keep giving them what they want.’




    Rudy checked his watch. His deadline was less than an hour away. There was no excuse, really. He could write the entire story without leaving his office. The news wires had furnished him with plenty of raw material; facts, figures, quotes he could credit to ‘senior officials’. All he had to do was plug the information into his template of rotating names, dates and death tolls and cap it with a punchy lead.




    He scanned the detritus of his desk. Among the spiral notebooks, ballpoint pens, yellowed papers, computer gear and communications equipment stood a half-emptied bottle of his favourite tipple: The Famous Grouse. Several generous pours of the blended Scotch had failed to produce anything by way of copy. He was reaching for another when a box stashed behind a pile of old notebooks caught his eye. Rudy unearthed it and wiped the dust from the label: Cragganmore 29 Year Old. The extravagant single malt had been sitting there untouched for what seemed like donkey’s years.




    Rudy shrugged and uncorked the bottle. The peaty fumes circled his head like a cavalry charging to the rescue. He decanted the amber liquid into a tumbler and raised it to his mouth. Out of nowhere, a screaming pain flared up in his right buttock. He’d been sitting at his desk for so long the entire right side of his body had frozen stiff. His left side, meanwhile, was so hot his skin had practically blistered. It was one of the many drawbacks of being posted to a shithole. Like most foreign offices in Kabul, Rudy’s was heated by wood-burning stoves and powered by a large diesel generator. In the winter months, his office was like the moon: one side lit and warmed by fire, the other plunged into cold darkness.




    Rudy threw the Scotch into his mouth and funnelled it down his throat. Agony slowly dissolved into relief as a wave of warmth silenced his old injury. Now he was ready to work. He poised his hands over the keyboard and let fly.




    

      

        

          

            COALITION BLASTED


            OVER CIVILIAN DEATHS


            


            BY Rudy Lipkingard


            Correspondent, Kabul


            


            KABUL, 23 March –


            Three Afghan civilians were


            killed and dozens wounded after


            being caught in crossfire between


            NATO forces and suspected


            Taliban insurgents.


          


        


      


    




    He sat back and read his opening line, imagining his editor’s reaction. ‘Are you taking the piss?’ No one gave a fuck about dead Afghans. Rudy knew that. Readers barely raised an eyebrow any more when British soldiers were killed, unless of course, several died in a single day. The last time he had written about a lone British military death in Afghanistan, the story was slashed from five hundred words to fifty and buried in a news round-up.




    Rudy reviewed his lead again, searching for ways to make it appeal to both his editor and the legions of faceless, nameless readers he allegedly informed. The words ‘goodies and baddies’ whipped through his mind like a tornado, dredging up clichés and sensationalist turns of phrase that would boost circulation numbers. Rudy positioned his hands over the keyboard ready to strike once more.




    ‘Sir, come in, sir, over,’ crackled a voice.




    Rudy slumped back in his chair. ‘Bugger . . . bugger . . .’ he muttered as he grabbed a radio from his desk.




    ‘Sir, come in, sir, over,’ repeated the voice. It was Haroon, his head of security. By this time of night the Afghan was usually tucked up on a wooden slab in his guardhouse hugging his AK-47 like a teddy.




    ‘What is it, Haroon?’ said Rudy into the radio.




    ‘Sir, there is a beggar at the gate, over.’




    ‘Get rid of him,’ said Rudy. ‘And for God’s sake don’t give him anything to eat or drink or he’ll come round again.’




    ‘Sir, the beggar says he know you, over.’




    Rudy rolled his eyes. Haroon should have known better than to bother him with this. News bureaus in Kabul attracted every conceivable sort of person: aid workers seeking coverage of do-gooder projects; disgruntled Afghan officials selling stories of corruption ‘at the highest levels of government’; musicians raising funds for cultural tours of Europe; shady business types plugging Afghanistan as an ‘exciting investment opportunity’; so-called ‘reformed radicals’ offering to disclose the exact hiding place of Osama bin Laden – for a fee; locals with a marginal grip of English looking for work as translators; and beggars of every ilk, from able-bodied men to children disfigured by their parents to earn the family bread.




    ‘You may find this difficult to fathom, Haroon, but I’m not in the habit of befriending beggars,’ said Rudy.




    ‘Sir, I do not understand, sir, over.’




    ‘Just get rid of him, Haroon,’ Rudy snapped.




    ‘Sir, he is English man. He say he will not leave until he see you, over.’




    An English beggar in Kabul? Jaded as he was, even Rudy was intrigued. ‘Keep him there. I’ll be right out.’




    Wazir Akbar Khan was a magnet for vagrants. Though aspects of the neighbourhood resembled poorer areas of Kabul – no street lights, unpaved roads, open sewage ditches – there were ample features advertising its affluence: industrial-sized generators that cost more to run for a single day than most Afghans earned in a month; wooden guardhouses plonked outside fortified gates, and, of course, Kabul’s most ubiquitous status symbol – Toyota 4x4s.




    The night sky was clear and an icy wind lashed Rudy’s face as he stepped into the courtyard. Haroon was waiting for him, a torch pointed down at his feet. Rudy could just make out the tails of the guard’s beige cotton shalwar kameez peeking out from beneath a thin, black coat.




    ‘It’s bloody cold out here,’ Rudy complained.




    Haroon shone the torch on his employer. ‘Sir.’




    Rudy recoiled. ‘Not in my eyes, Haroon.’




    ‘Sorry, sir.’ Haroon pointed the torch back toward the ground and beckoned Rudy to follow him. The light bounced along a cobbled walkway, swept over an iron gate and stopped on a sliding partition. Inside the small opening Rudy could see a filthy grey turban and a disfigured hand raised to resist the intrusive glare. Rudy took the torch from Haroon and aimed it indirectly at the figure. The hand lowered and a face took form: sunken, heavily bearded, punctuated by jaundiced, dark eyes. Rudy adjusted the light to reveal more of the stranger. The man looked as if he’d been ripped to pieces and stuck back together with little regard for the original form. His shoulders caved inward and one sloped a few inches lower than the other. His legs appeared to buckle, as if they couldn’t support the weight of his torso. His clothes – a stained shalwar kameez and a woollen vest – had been torn and mended many times over. Despite the bitter cold, the stranger wore flimsy sandals slipped over socks.




    Had he not lived in Kabul for so long, Rudy might have been moved by such a pitiful sight. But the stranger was no different from thousands of other down-and-out Afghans wandering the streets in search of handouts. ‘This man isn’t English,’ Rudy declared.




    A voice rose up from the other side of the gate. ‘You’re damn right I’m not English.’ The belligerent accent was instantly recognizable – Scottish. Rudy was stunned. ‘Let me see your face,’ the stranger demanded. His voice was powerful, as if he were channelling someone younger and stronger.




    Rudy stepped back and held the torch under his chin. ‘Rudy Lipkingard,’ said the stranger. ‘I bet you never thought you’d see me again.’




    Rudy turned the light back on the beggar and studied him closely. There was an echo of familiarity in the face, a heaviness in the brow that clawed at the memory.




    ‘Remember giving us this, you ambitious little twat?’ The beggar shoved a business card through the partition. Rudy took it. The paper was worn as thin as tissue, the ink barely legible but it was definitely one of his. He must have passed out hundreds like it around Kabul. ‘I’ve come back,’ said the man. His voice grew heavy with emotion. ‘I’ve come back. I’ve come back.’




    Rudy nodded to his guard. ‘Haroon.’




    ‘Yes, sir.’




    ‘Open the gate.’




    Rudy showed the stranger to his office and offered him a chair beside the wood-burning stove. In the warmth of the fire, the man appeared to melt into a heap of rags. He smelled horrendous, like sour milk. ‘Give me a minute to chase the chill from my bones,’ said the stranger. ‘The cold in this damn country would have killed William Wallace.’ The man pawed his thighs as he took in his surroundings, his expression alternating between weariness and wonder, like he’d stumbled upon a lost civilization after a harrowing journey. His eyes settled on the treasure on Rudy’s desk – the bottle of Cragganmore.




    Rudy moved swiftly to head off a needless waste. He reached for the Famous Grouse. ‘May I offer you a drink?’




    ‘Saving the Cragganmore for your posh guests?’ asked the stranger.




    Rudy stiffened.




    ‘Don’t worry, mate,’ said the man. ‘I used to be like you – a pretentious git. Not any more, mind. After what I’ve been through, I wouldn’t trade a dram of the Grouse for a whole bottle of your precious Cragganmore.’




    Rudy poured the man a drink and let him enjoy a pull before engaging him. ‘So,’ said Rudy. ‘What can I do for you?’




    ‘Do for me?’ said the stranger, still savouring the whisky on his tongue. ‘I gave you the greatest story of your career, mate.’




    The greatest story of your career, mate. The words were familiar but Rudy couldn’t connect them to a time or place. He scrutinized the stranger again. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’




    The stranger’s eyes narrowed with insult. ‘My name? My bloody name? Are you taking the piss?’




    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Rudy. ‘I, I . . .’




    The stranger rose and slammed his glass on the desk. ‘You wanker!’




    The furious response was unexpected. Rudy feared he had unwittingly taken in a lame animal only to discover it was rabid. He tried to calm his guest. ‘There’s no need to get upset.’




    The irate Scot bent over and unravelled an old, blood-caked bandage from his ankle. The layers of putrid cloth fell to the ground, revealing a shiny, metal object. Rudy’s heart skipped a beat. My God, he thought. It’s a gun! Rudy reached for his radio to call Haroon. Before he could grab it, the stranger rose and extended the object toward his host. It was a stainless-steel digital camera. Rudy heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Go on then,’ said the stranger, ‘take a look at what’s on it.’




    Rudy plugged the camera into his computer. The hard drive hummed as, one by one, pictures populated the screen. There were dozens of them, snapshots of scenes more incredible than anything Rudy had ever seen in Afghanistan. When they finished rendering, the stranger clicked on the first picture in the series. ‘Maybe this will jar your memory.’




    The screen filled with the image of two men dressed in Afghan clothing: one pale, stern and ginger, the other olive-skinned with dark Mediterranean eyes framed by thick, black brows. Suddenly it all came flooding back to Rudy – the meeting on the Jalalabad road, the story he’d abandoned, the men he’d given up on. ‘Now do you remember me?’ asked the stranger.




    Rudy blinked in disbelief. The shell of a human being standing before him was one of Afghanistan’s most wanted fugitives.




  





    

       

    




    Chapter 1




    Kabul 2006




    The 4x4 was fully loaded and ready to go. Two steel containers – one filled with a dozen 9mm pistols, the other extra magazines, ammo and cleaning kits – lay hidden in the boot underneath a blanket. John Patterson and his team were seated in their usual positions: John at the wheel; his fellow Scot, Dusty Miller, beside him; and their Afghan translator Haider in the rear. Resting on the floor were three black canvas bags, each concealing an AK-47 short made ready with a round in the spout.




    ‘Mr Patterson.’ The faux awfully, awfully voice was muffled by layers of steel and glass. ‘Mr Patterson!’




    Dusty checked his side mirror. Simon Hampson was waddling toward them, his rounded face glistening with sweat.




    ‘What do you think he wants?’ asked Dusty.




    John turned the key in the ignition. ‘I don’t really care.’




    The sound of the revving engine forced Simon to move faster. His stubby legs struggled to move his heavy-set body to the front of the 4x4 before it pulled out. ‘Don’t you dare leave this compound!’ Simon planted his hands on the bonnet, an act of respite he tried to mask as an ultimatum.




    Haider watched Simon with the cool reserve he’d once ascribed to the British but had come to claim as his own. Flashing a superior smile – the only fault line in a contiguous swathe of thoughtfully groomed stubble – the green-eyed Afghan spoke. ‘I believe Simon fancies himself to be – how do you say – a superhuman? superhero?’




    ‘Close,’ said Dusty, ‘but I think the word you’re looking for is super-twat.’




    Haider smiled. ‘I do not believe he intends to move.’




    ‘Then we’ll have to drive over the top of him,’ said John.




    Dusty cocked his head to one side and assessed the obstacle. ‘Think we have enough horsepower to clear the fat bastard?’




    Simon waved a finger at the windscreen. ‘Mr Patterson, I order you to dismount that vehicle immediately!’ As soon as the words left his mouth Simon realized he’d miscalculated – badly. John’s thousand-yard stare retracted and locked on his position. A wave of dread rolled over Simon as the vehicle door swung open and John climbed down. He closed in on Simon’s position.




    ‘Am I wearing a uniform?’ said John, his Angus brogue pacing each step.




    Simon tried to conceal his mounting panic. ‘What are you on about?’




    John continued his advance. ‘Are you wearing a uniform?’




    Scenarios all involving physical pain swooped through Simon’s head. His body tilted back, bracing for a blow. ‘You’re talking nonsense, man.’




    John stopped one foot short of Simon and squared up to him. Standing face to face, the two men looked as if they belonged to different centuries. Simon was a poster child of modern excess, a corpulent body disfigured by decades of inactivity, a face swollen with entitlement. John, by contrast, personified discipline and hard work. Bands of muscle, the kind forged through years of physical taxation, ringed his forearms. His blue eyes were embedded in whites yellowed by overexposure to sunlight. The clearest evidence of his age, however, was a yawning crease etched into his forehead. The rest of his face was hidden beneath a flaming red beard that belied his forty-eight years.




    John raised his chin. ‘Well, seeing as you’re not in uniform and I’m not wearing one, why are you acting like we’re still in the military?’




    Terrified, Simon retreated to the instincts of class. ‘Have you no respect for someone who once held the Queen’s commission, Mr Patterson?’




    ‘I didn’t have much respect for them when I was in uniform,’ said John. ‘We’re all civilians now. Don’t call me “Mr Patterson”. The name is John.’




    The sting of the insult was tempered by Simon’s relief at having been spared a beating. He proceeded cautiously. ‘I am well aware that we are no longer in Her Majesty’s services. Mr’ – he stopped and corrected himself – ‘John, but we are employees of ShieldGroup and as such we are expected to adhere to the modus operandi, if you will. Now, it has come to my attention that not only did you disregard a request from SOCA to reinstate two of your students, but you sent a report to Pete Mitchell in London defending your actions – in unnecessary detail, I might add. You can’t just ignore SOCA. They’re our client. They tell us what to do, not the other way around. Had you cleared all of this through me first, a gross misunderstanding could have been avoided.’




    John dismissed Simon’s protest with a smirk.




    ‘I am ShieldGroup’s in-country manager for Afghanistan,’ Simon puffed. ‘I need to be informed of all matters pertaining to our operations here, especially those that could impact on us negatively.’




    John’s face hardened. ‘I don’t answer to you.’




    ‘You can’t ignore the chain of command simply because you share a history with someone. You’re a fixed-term contractor with ShieldGroup. Mr Mitchell is a director of this company. He does not have time to indulge your conspiracy theories. Remember your place Mr’ – again, Simon caught himself – ‘John.’




    ‘I don’t know what your little spies in London have been telling you, but whatever passes between me and Pete Mitchell is none of your damn business.’ John shoved his finger in Simon’s spongy chest. ‘So if you know what’s good for you, you’ll wind your neck in and let me get on with my job.’




    Simon smiled snidely. ‘You haven’t a clue how corporations work, have you?’




    John turned and walked away.




    The growing distance buoyed Simon’s confidence. ‘Typical SAS hubris,’ he called after John. ‘You think those three letters make you invincible but they don’t. The SAS counts for nothing in the real world, do you hear me? Nothing!’




    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    The Afghan officers quietly jockeyed for seats on the reviewing stand. They moved in fits and starts; as if sharing space was a totally alien concept. The least civilized looking of the group, a tall, beefy character with an unruly grey beard, gold epaulettes and a knitted white skullcap was the first to mark his territory. Two younger men – each wearing long black robes with matching turbans – remained standing like sentries on either side of him.




    Rudy recorded the scene in his notebook. 25 June 2006. KMTC. 7.30 a.m. An Afghan General flanked by men who appear to be two Taliban.




    The young journalist paused to take in the rest of his surroundings. The Kabul Military Training Centre was buzzing with activity. Soldiers dashed about, taking advantage of the low morning sun, mindful that by midday, the soaring temperature would turn even the lightest of tasks into a test of endurance. The dominant uniforms were Afghan – green surplus, hand-me-down combats from Western nations – with a spattering of NATO forces thrown in for good measure; Americans in digitally patterned beige and grey; Brits in low-tech two-toned brown; Italians in smartly tailored, crotch-hugging camouflage. The camp itself was comprised of low concrete buildings grouped around a large stone garden. Old Soviet tanks and nineteenth century British cannons – relics of failed foreign occupations – lined the enclosure. The camp’s current inhabitants had also made their distinct, albeit conflicting marks. A mosque perched on a hillock twenty feet above the garden stood as testament to Islamic Afghanistan’s triumph over the infidel Soviets – or kafirs as they were called locally. Less pious were the blackened, concrete shells of bombed-out buildings, souvenirs of the brutal civil war that swept the Taliban to power and the American-led campaign that drove them out.




    Rudy catalogued each detail like a detective combing a crime scene. Great stories, he believed, came about through serendipitous moments of glory or by peeling back seemingly innocuous features to find the truth buried within. The first report of his new posting – an Afghan National Army graduation – clearly fell into the latter category. Rudy was part of a press junket of ten journalists invited by ISAF – the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force – and the Afghan Ministry of Defence. He had hoped for something more exclusive if not exciting for his inaugural dispatch. Rudy dreamed of emulating his role model, John Simpson, the BBC correspondent who ‘liberated’ Kabul with the Northern Alliance in 2001. The prospect of becoming the print world’s John Simpson was the deciding factor for Rudy when he accepted the three-year ‘hardship’ assignment. Afghanistan, unlike domestic beats, not only gave him a chance to report stories that would enlighten readers, it could also earn him something which every journalist secretly craved – star status.




    As expected, the Afghan National Army graduation was highly orchestrated. Rudy and the rest of Kabul’s international press corps were plied with food and drink and led to the parade ground for five-minute one-on-one interviews with an ISAF spokesperson. The narrow time windows were tactical, sufficient for getting the facts, prohibitive toward anything probing. But Rudy, brimming with enthusiasm, wasn’t prepared to capitulate so easily.




    A well-manicured hand reached out toward him. ‘Thank you for coming this morning,’ said the equally polished voice.




    Rudy shielded his eyes to assess his interviewee. The spokesperson looked every inch the dashing NATO officer: tall, well-groomed, temples tinged with enough grey to convey authority. ‘Thank you for inviting me, sir,’ said Rudy. ‘Could I get your full name and title please?’




    ‘Lieutenant Colonel James Pilkington Howard, Public Affairs Officer to the Commander of ISAF Forces, Afghanistan.’ Rudy scribbled as Howard spoke. ‘I would prefer it, however, if you would refer to me in your article anonymously. “Senior officer” seems to do the trick.’




    ‘Is that for security reasons, sir?’ asked Rudy.




    Howard dismissed the notion with a wave of his hand. ‘Not at all. More of a gesture of humility on my part. What you’re about to see is the result of the commander’s efforts and those of his counterparts in the Afghan MoD. I am loath to assume credit for what is rightfully their work.’




    ‘I understand,’ said Rudy. ‘So tell me, how many recruits are graduating today?’




    ‘Roughly a thousand soldiers give or take. A typical Afghan National Army battalion, or kandak as it’s known in Dari,’ said Howard.




    ‘Can you tell me about the training they’ve received?’




    ‘Every ANA recruit undergoes ten weeks of basic combat skills and infantry training here at the KMTC.’




    ‘Who trains them?’ Rudy asked.




    ‘ANA officers overseen by ISAF mentors, primarily American, British, Canadian and French,’ Howard explained.




    ‘So who has ultimate authority then?’ Rudy pressed. ‘The ANA or ISAF?’




    Howard laced his fingers together. ‘What takes place here is best described as a partnership. The ANA and ISAF are united in achieving the same goal – bringing security and stability to the new Afghanistan.’ Howard unfurled his fingers and looked directly at Rudy. ‘That unity starts here.’




    Rudy bristled at the stilted tagline, no doubt dangled in the hope he would devour it now and regurgitate it later in his copy. He hated being treated like a trained seal. ‘So what exactly is the role of the ANA? Is it to supplement ISAF’s operations in Afghanistan?’




    ‘The long-term goal’, said Howard, ‘is to build an Afghan army that will stand and fight on its own.’




    Rudy saw an opening. ‘How then would you respond to reports of high AWOL and desertion rates among ANA recruits?’




    Howard appeared unfazed by the fact that Rudy had done his homework. ‘When one endeavours to build an institution from the ground up, a few setbacks are to be expected. It’s taken four years to bring the ANA from nought to twenty thousand troops. Now that we have a strong foundation in place, we hope to bring that total to seventy thousand over the next two years.’




    ‘What’s the rush?’ asked Rudy. ‘Is ISAF looking for a quick exit from Afghanistan?’




    ‘No,’ Howard insisted. ‘This is not about accelerating timetables. What we’re doing is gradually shifting the burden of security from ISAF to the Afghans.’




    Rudy kept digging. ‘Where will these new recruits be deployed?’




    ‘Throughout Afghanistan. Foreign expeditions are not on the cards at present.’ Howard smiled cheerily.




    The stab at humour only fed Rudy’s intuitive dislike of the man. Howard didn’t fidget or display a single nervous tick. He was far too smooth to be trusted. ‘Is Helmund Province “on the cards”?’




    ‘Helmund is currently in a transition period,’ said Howard. ‘I’m not at liberty to comment on operations there.’




    ‘Why not?’ countered Rudy. ‘You do represent ISAF.’




    ‘Yes, but command of the southern Afghan provinces won’t officially pass to ISAF until next month,’ Howard explained.




    ‘I’m afraid I don’t follow,’ said Rudy. ‘British forces are deploying to Helmund. If ISAF’s not in charge of them then who is?’




    Howard flashed the patient but condescending expression of one accustomed to tutoring the less informed. ‘Yes, well, it can be rather confusing. Presently, there are two military missions working in parallel to stabilize Afghanistan; Operation Enduring Freedom which is a US-led operation and ISAF which is overseen by NATO. US troops under the command of Operation Enduring Freedom have been operating in Helmund since 2002. If all goes according to schedule, however, roughly three thousand British troops under ISAF’s command should replace US forces in Helmund by the end of next month. Does that clarify the situation for you or do you require further explanation?’




    Rudy detected a note of derision in Howard’s impeccably polite delivery. Bastard. ‘Are the Brits being sent to Helmund because the Americans are failing there?’ he asked.




    It was a loaded question. But Howard’s face remained placid. ‘Failure has nothing to do with it. The deployment of British troops to Helmund is part of the planned expansion of ISAF’s area of responsibility. In that respect, it is important to bear in mind that Operation Enduring Freedom was focused on rooting out remnants of al-Qaeda and Taliban in Helmund. Now that that objective has been addressed, the British mission will focus on supporting aid efforts already under way there; hence their designation as PRTs.’




    ‘PRTs?’ enquired Rudy.




    ‘Provincial Reconstruction Teams,’ said Howard. ‘PRTs execute development projects for maximum impact: building roads, bridges, schools; things aimed at winning hearts and minds.’ As he spoke, an Afghan military brass band began tuning its instruments. An ear-splitting cacophony of hoots, slides and shrieks filled the air. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ said Howard, ‘but the ceremony will start soon and some of your colleagues in the press corps are waiting to speak with me.’




    Rudy reckoned he could have an hour alone with Howard and he’d still walk away with nothing. If his story were to stand out from the rest, he’d have to interview another official connected to the day’s proceedings, someone unaccustomed to dealing with the press. He quickly searched the faces on the reviewing stand. ‘I appreciate your time, Lieutenant Colonel Howard. Before I go, do you think it would be possible to interview one of the ANA officers?’




    ‘I’m sure that could be arranged,’ replied Howard.




    Rudy pointed to the grey-bearded Afghan general and his turbaned entourage. ‘What about that gentleman there?’




    Howard bowed his head before answering. A crack in his facade? Rudy wondered. ‘Ah yes. General Ustad Rasul. The professor,’ said Howard.




    ‘Professor?’ asked Rudy.




    ‘Ustad. It’s Arabic for professor,’ Howard explained.




    ‘What’s the story with the chaps in black turbans?’ asked Rudy. ‘They look like Taliban.’




    A note of disapproval grazed Howard’s cut-glass voice. ‘Those gentlemen are General Rasul’s nephews.’




    ‘Forgive my lack of political correctness,’ said Rudy. ‘I’m new to Afghanistan.’




    ‘It’s a very common misperception,’ said Howard. ‘If we judged every man in Afghanistan by the colour of his turban I’m certain we’d see more enemies than friends here.’




    ‘Well, I would be most grateful if you could introduce me to General Rasul,’ said Rudy.




    ‘Of course,’ said Howard. ‘Come and find me after the ceremony.’




    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    The drive from ShieldGroup’s compound to the KMTC was a six-mile straight shot along the Jalalabad Road, a deeply pocked, dual carriageway where sleek 4x4s, unsteady lorries, rusty cars, donkey carts and beaten-up bicycles brawled for space. Travelling the road was the automotive equivalent of bare-knuckle boxing. Speed limits didn’t exist, hit-and-runs were common and drivers were expected to punch through any opening they could find – even if it meant crossing the dirt median and steering against oncoming traffic. Indicating was for weaklings.




    John kept his eyes peeled as he turned out of the ShieldGroup compound and into the chaos. Despite having made the journey hundreds of times, he refused to be lulled into a false sense of security. The odds of dying in an accident on the Jalalabad Road were high. The odds of getting whacked by an insurgent were even higher. IEDs, improvised explosive devices, initiated with wires or detonated remotely; suicide bombers wearing explosive vests; truck bombs driven into targets; all had been deployed on the Jalalabad Road to deadly effect. And for good reason. As the only vehicle route east out of Kabul, it was heavily trafficked by NATO forces, Afghan military and police, diplomatic convoys and Western aid workers; rich pickings for insurgents. The road’s design also lent itself brilliantly to ambush. Deep sewage ditches bordered both sides, making off-road evasion impossible. If pursued, vehicles had no room to manoeuvre.




    Should trouble strike, confrontation was practically inevitable; hence why John and his team always kept vehicle weapons close to hand: AK-47 shorts with armour piercing rounds, compact enough to handle in a confined space but powerful enough to punch through metal and take out an assailant. The pistols in the back of the 4x4 were for their students.




    John dodged and weaved his way through the traffic, past rows of wood and corrugated tin shacks selling clothing, food and household items. Visually he swept the Third World strip malls, picking out elements an untrained eye would dismiss as insignificant. A donkey cart with a bundle of rags tied on top. Did it conceal explosives? His surveillance shifted to the road ahead. An oncoming truck was driving toward them erratically. A suicide bomber? Everywhere John looked, he saw potential attackers.




    In any other profession, such boundless paranoia would be disabling. In the commercial security world it was an asset – until it became inconvenient that is. After all, ShieldGroup hadn’t hired John for his easy-going personality. Tough, uncompromising and fiercely proud of his working-class Arbroath roots, John didn’t suffer fools, especially those in authority. Most managers found him a right pain in the arse. But on the open market, his mix of skills was virtually without peer. An eighteen year veteran of 22 SAS Regiment, John had done it all: high-profile operations; boat troop staff sergeant; chief instructor on training wing for SAS selection; assault and sniper team commander for the Regiment’s counter-terror wing; and two tours with 14 Int, the military’s elite covert surveillance unit. Security firms didn’t call John Patterson when they had a vacancy to fill, they called him when they had a deal to close.




    John was just the sort of ace in the hole ShieldGroup needed to win the contract with the Serious Organized Crime Agency – SOCA, Britain’s answer to the FBI. The brand-new agency was looking to outsource a task that could make or break its nascent reputation: training the CNPA, the Counter Narcotics Police of Afghanistan. Interest in the CNPA was high throughout Whitehall. The Home Office wanted to show something was being done to stem the flow of cheap Afghan heroin on British streets. The Foreign Office, having failed dismally in its efforts to spearhead international counter-narcotics initiatives in Afghanistan, was hoping the CNPA would claw back some respectability for it. But of all the government ministries, none had a bigger stake in the CNPA’s success than the Ministry of Defence. Not only was revenue from Afghanistan’s illegal drugs trade funding the country’s growing insurgency, but also if a parallel could be drawn between Britain’s Afghan policies and reducing drugs crime back home it could go a long way towards justifying the continued commitment of British troops to an increasingly unpopular conflict. If anyone doubted how high the stakes were, they only had to look at the bottom line. Of the hundreds of millions of pounds Britain had pledged toward Afghan reconstruction, more than two-thirds had been earmarked for anti-drugs initiatives.




    Pete Mitchell knew John would impress SOCA – and pour his heart and soul into the job. Mitch was ex-Regiment and one of the few non-commissioned lads to make it big on Civvy Street. To sweeten the deal, he allowed John to bypass ShieldGroup’s middle-management bullshit on all matters relating to the contract including the selection of his support team.




    Dusty Miller was John’s first choice as co-instructor. A fellow Scot, Dusty had passed the gruelling SAS selection under John’s watchful eye before moving on to Air Troop. Determined to get his sharpest recruit back under his wing, John had Dusty cross-decked to Boat Troop for a year-long rotation. The pair bonded so thoroughly that the younger Scot left the Regiment after only six years to follow John into the commercial security world. The fact that it paid better than the army didn’t hurt either. Haider, meanwhile, had been chief translator for an embassy in Kabul where John had been head of Close Protection. John knew exactly what to expect from both men. With Dusty, he got a bright lad with excellent skills whose Glaswegian humour and toughness made him excellent company. With Haider, he got a top-flight translator fluent in Dari, Pashto, Farsi, Arabic, Russian, and, most importantly – English.




    For over a year, John and Dusty worked tirelessly to perfect the training programme: developing scenarios, creating drills, making the classroom work engaging. Meanwhile Haider proved to be a brilliant translator capable of deciphering the most obscure Afghan dialects. The trio had a ball working together and took pride in the fact that their students left fully prepared to operate in an insurgent-rich environment. But for all its professionalism, there was an element of the CNPA programme that threatened to undo all the good work being done, a recurring problem John and his team were powerless to correct. Some of the students who showed up were clearly not up to scratch. Some were so crippled by old war wounds that they couldn’t kneel or grip a weapon properly. It was disturbing – and telling. SOCA was supposed to vet each recruit thoroughly before sending them to Kabul for training. If the agency was failing to weed out candidates with obvious physical defects, who else were they letting through?




    John had sent a string of emails warning SOCA and Mitch that more scrutiny was needed. Nothing was done and the inevitable happened. The latest batch of students from Nuristan province had included two highly suspicious characters. John had dismissed them immediately. When it was discovered the two men were nephews of a powerful Afghan general, SOCA had ordered John to reinstate them. He’d refused.




    Dusty flipped down the passenger visor, partially obscuring John’s view.




    ‘What are you doing?’ asked John.




    Dusty twisted the cap off a tube of sunscreen. ‘You want some?’




    John rolled his eyes. ‘Air Troop mincer. Are you going to tie a sweater around your shoulders too?’ He started laughing.




    ‘Fuck off,’ Dusty protested. ‘Once. I did that once.’




    ‘I can’t remember, was it yellow? No wait,’ said John. ‘Pink.’




    The well-worn jab rolled off Dusty. He squeezed a thick line of white lotion onto his fingertips and rubbed it into his forehead. ‘Pointless you having some anyway,’ he said. ‘You’re already full of wrinkles, you Boat Troop minger.’




    The banter tapered as they approached the final and most treacherous leg of their journey, the turn-off for the KMTC. The team’s vigilance kicked into high gear. Groups of off-duty soldiers and Afghan civilians waiting for minivans to ferry them into Kabul lined the north shoulder of the road directly outside the camp. It was a hell of a place for a bus stop. An insurgent could nest there for hours waiting to strike. Dusty and Haider scanned the crowd for telltale signs of suicide bombers – excessive sweating, mumbling of prayers, lack of body hair from ritual cleansing – while John looked for an opening in the traffic.




    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    Lines of freshly trained ANA recruits stood to attention under the glaring sun, waiting for their graduation to commence. The brass band struck up a tune more suited to conjuring a cobra from a basket than inspiring a military procession. The Afghan Colour Guard kicked into action. Holding the national flag and a regimental standard aloft, the veterans of what were now bimonthly ceremonies marched the length of the parade ground and came to a halt.




    The band transitioned to a new melody. The front row of recruits filed forward, arms and legs flailing in an unsynchronized goosestep. Mismatched boots kicked out as they circled the edge of the square. The passing faces echoed the lack of cohesion. Some were clean-shaven, some sported thick moustaches while others were heavily bearded.




    Lieutenant Colonel Howard viewed the spectacle with the detached expression he’d cultivated since his own graduation from Sandhurst. Beneath his unfathomable facade, however, a cauldron of emotions stewed: disbelief, anger but most of all, disgust – with the proceedings as much as himself.




    Howard looked at the journalists he’d charmed so effectively just minutes before. They were huddled together at the far end of the square, wilting in the heat as they observed the ceremony with lifeless eyes. Did any of them possess the acumen or even the desire to recognize the truth literally paraded in front of their faces? NATO couldn’t teach the Afghans how to march together let alone how to stand and fight on their own.




    No one, of course, would raise the point or its troubling implications. But it wouldn’t be that way for ever. Howard knew that someday, with the benefit of hindsight, Britain’s fourth estate would claim it had known all along that the Afghan experiment was destined to fail. Journalists would write stories – the more ambitious among them books – naming and shaming those responsible. That’s why Howard asked not to be named in the press. He didn’t want future generations having written records of his involvement in such a tragic fiasco.




    Howard hadn’t always held the mission in such contempt. A Guards officer and former SAS Troop Commander, he relished front-line postings. They were infinitely more appealing than manning a press desk back in London. He’d shipped out to Afghanistan, confident he understood the scope of the task awaiting the general he served. The commander of ISAF faced formidable challenges: difficult fighting terrain, a growing insurgency and a pressing need for more boots on the ground. But every campaign had its obstacles and Howard, like many officers of his rank, was sanguine about its prospects. His arrival in country only validated his optimism. Kabul was a boom town. Signs of progress were everywhere: construction cranes dotted the skyline, the ancient streets teemed with local shoppers sifting through tables of imported goods. There were even establishments catering to sophisticated consumers: private clubs where a weary officer could enjoy a Cuban cigar and a fine whisky.




    Then everything Howard believed about his mission, his profession and even his country was shattered. It wasn’t an act of violence that had decimated his convictions. A chance meeting had quietly sown the seeds of Howard’s inner destruction. He hadn’t seen his former military mentor for years. Like a student returning from university, Howard was eager to demonstrate how much he’d accomplished since they’d served together. He boasted about Afghanistan’s bright future and his role in shaping it. Then his mentor asked the question that would alter Howard’s life irrevocably. ‘Do you have any idea what’s even happening in Afghanistan?’




    

       

    




    Chapter 5




    John pressed his credentials against the windscreen. A quick glance by the soldiers on duty and he was waved through. As usual, the first checkpoint of the KMTC was cleared with no effort. He drove through one hundred yards of concrete chicane to the second checkpoint, a sliding fence bordered by blast walls. Any threats overlooked by the guards at the front gate were supposed to be caught here.




    Two soldiers ducked out of a guardhouse. John and Dusty observed their movements closely. From a distance, the two Afghans looked like twins: dark moustaches and beards, ill-fitting uniforms belted at the waist, scuffed black boots and brand-new AK-47s. It was only when they got within spitting distance that any distinguishing characteristics could be deciphered: black kohl lining the eyes of one, orange nail varnish on the hands of the other.




    ‘I give them five seconds,’ said Dusty.




    ‘Four,’ said John.




    ‘You’re on.’ Dusty and John watched as the two Afghans set to work. The soldier with black-rimmed eyes used a long mirror to check underneath the chassis of their 4x4 while the other lifted the bonnet.




    ‘One thousand and one, one thousand and two . . .’ Dusty counted.




    ‘They’re taking their time today,’ said John.




    ‘. . . one thousand and three, one thousand and four . . .’ Dusty continued. The bonnet slammed shut and the soldier with the painted fingernails walked back to the guardhouse.




    ‘Kettle must have already boiled,’ John quipped.




    ‘Bastard,’ said Dusty. ‘Where’s the other one?’




    John pointed straight ahead. The other soldier had completed his search and was in the process of pulling back the sliding barrier. ‘Told you they wouldn’t make it to five seconds.’ John turned around. ‘Haider, how many Guinnesses do you reckon Dusty owes me?’




    Haider looked as if he’d been asked the question many times. ‘I have lost count.’




    The gate slid open and John pressed the accelerator. ‘Let’s see if you live long enough to collect them,’ said Dusty. He looked down at the soldier as they drove past. ‘An insurgent could strap a fifty-pound bomb to each axle and that fanny wouldn’t catch it.’




    A queue had formed ahead of the camp’s third and final checkpoint, a gate controlled by a metal bar lowered and lifted manually. Two black Suburbans with US diplomatic markings idled ahead of it. On the other side, an Afghan soldier wrestled a large cloth sack from a group of children – two girls and a boy dressed in brightly embroidered garments.




    Dusty gestured at the Suburbans. ‘Fucking VIPs. No wonder there’s a hold-up.’




    ‘I believe there is a graduation this morning,’ said Haider.




    ‘Again?’ said Dusty. ‘They just had one a few weeks ago. Bloody sausage machine this place is.’




    A second Afghan soldier carrying a metal detector walked out of the guardhouse. He swept the device over the confiscated cloth sack. A shrill alarm sounded. Suddenly, the doors of the Suburbans flew open. Half a dozen men dressed in matching black T-shirts and body armour poured out. They were all armed with M4 carbines. The personal weapon of choice for US Special Forces was also a favourite of private security contractors working for American government contracts in Afghanistan.




    The Afghan guards dived for cover as the security team charged the children. ‘Down on the ground! Get the fuck down now!’ screamed the team leader, a muscle-bound man with a goatee beard and wraparound sunglasses. He grabbed the boy by the scruff of his neck and threw him to the ground. ‘Get your fucking head down now!’ He pointed his weapon directly at the girls. ‘You too,’ he barked. The girls froze in terror. The team leader shouted more aggressively. ‘Don’t make me fucking touch a female. I don’t want some crazy mullah slapping a fatwa on my ass. Get down there now with your fucking brother or cousin or whoever the fuck he is!’ He motioned to the ground with the barrel of his rifle. The girls dropped to their knees and lowered themselves until all three children were lying face-down in the dirt with M4s trained on the backs of their heads.




    John’s eyes narrowed angrily as he kicked open his door. ‘Fucking bastard,’ he said. Dusty and Haider were right behind him.




    The team leader raised his rifle when he saw John approach. ‘Get the fuck back in your vehicle!’




    John stopped and placed his hands flat on his legs, the most non-aggressive stance he could assume short of lying down spreadeagled. ‘What threat am I to you?’ he asked.




    The team leader held his weapon steady. ‘I said, get the fuck back to your vehicle now!’




    ‘This is an Afghan training camp. You have no right to tell us what to do here.’ John gestured toward the children; the little boy’s trousers were stained with wet. ‘And you definitely have no right to bully a bunch of defenceless kids. That wee laddie’s so scared he’s pissed himself.’




    ‘Defenceless kids my ass,’ said the team leader. ‘There’s an IED in that bag. Don’t be fooled by these little shits. They’re fucking insurgents.’




    ‘You won’t mind then if I take a look?’ said John.




    ‘Take a look at what?’ said the team leader.




    ‘The IED,’ said John. ‘I’m demolitions trained.’




    The team leader lowered his rifle. ‘If you’re fool enough, be my guest.’ He jerked his chin. ‘But do it over there.’




    John ignored him, picked up the sack and shook it vigorously. The security team eyed each other nervously as a chorus of clinking metal sounded. ‘Hear that?’ said John. He untied the bag, rummaged inside it and pulled out a handful of objects. ‘Brass bullet casings,’ he said, tipping his hand. The casings fell to the ground like golden rain.




    ‘Looks like you lads got your knickers in a twist over nothing,’ smirked Dusty.




    John kept dropping casings, mocking the team with each noisy fistful.




    The team leader grew defensive. ‘Well a bunch of kids lugging around a bag full of bullet casings can’t be up to no good.’




    John threw the bag to the ground. ‘What they’re up to is feeding their families,’ he hissed. ‘These kids are Kutchi. They scour the firing ranges for bullet casings to sell on as scrap.’




    The team leader smiled at his cohorts. ‘I’ve had plenty of kutchi and it ain’t never looked like that.’ The schoolboy humour spawned a wave of chuckles.




    ‘You thick wankers,’ John blustered. ‘The Kutchi are nomads. They were wandering through Afghanistan long before any of us got here and they’ll be doing it long after we’re gone. Not everyone outside your armoured Suburban is the enemy, you know. Treating innocent children like terrorists, acting like you fucking own the place – all you’re doing is turning people against the Coalition. Al-Qaeda should have you on their fucking payroll.’




    ‘You best mind that tongue of yours,’ said the team leader.




    ‘What the fuck are you going to do about it?’ John walked over to the children. They were still lying on the ground, trembling.




    ‘Stay away from my prisoner,’ the team leader warned.




    John helped the boy to his feet. The child’s dirty face was streaked with fat wet tears that pooled in a long, black scar running the length of his jaw. ‘Apologize to this laddie and give him ten dollars,’ said John.




    The team leader aimed his M4 at John again. ‘Back off now or I swear I’ll Mozambique you, motherfucker!’




    John pounced. Before the team leader could react, the angry Scot grabbed the barrel of the M4, flipped it and smashed the butt into his face. The team leader fell to the ground like a wounded stag. John stood over him, daring the rest of the security team to respond. Unsure of how to react, they lifted their rifles to the firing position. Threatening calls collided as they screamed over one another: ‘Back off, motherfucker!’ ‘Move away! Move away!’ ‘Blink, motherfucker, and you die in the dark!’




    ‘Fellas,’ said Dusty, trying to interject an element of calm. ‘Fellas!’ He finally managed to hold their attention. ‘I think we all need to take a deep breath here.’




    The security team looked at each other, waiting for someone to take command of the situation. A young man with an Eye of Providence tattooed on his forearm stepped into the breach. ‘Who the fuck are you anyway?’




    ‘We’re security contractors, just like you lot,’ said Dusty. ‘We’re here to check in with Range Control, that’s all.’




    ‘What’s your friend’s fucking problem?’ asked the tattooed man.




    John opened his mouth to speak. Dusty stopped him. ‘He’s Scottish,’ said Dusty, as if that explained everything.




    The tattooed man looked John up and down. ‘Well, Braveheart here can suck my dick.’




    John lunged but this time Dusty blocked him. The younger Scot restrained John with one hand while he reached into his pocket with the other. He pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to Haider. ‘Be a mate and give this to those kids.’




    Haider took the money and walked over to the boy. The child was still sobbing. Haider folded the money in the boy’s hand and pointed to John and Dusty. The boy wiped away his tears and smiled at his defenders.




    

       

    




    Chapter 6




    The recruits finished their lap of the parade square and settled into two straight lines. They continued to march in place while an ANA officer walked up and down, inspecting their ranks. After two passes, the officer barked orders in Dari. The recruits fanned out along either side of a long table draped in the black, red and green colours of the Afghan flag. Prayerbooks paired with AK-47s were dispersed like place settings along it. The recruits put one hand on the prayerbooks – there weren’t enough for everyone, so some were forced to double up – and pledged their loyalty to the new Afghanistan. When they finished, the entire kandak cheered. ‘Allahu Akbar!’ ‘Allahu Akbar!’




    Howard wondered if any of them had the faintest idea what they’d signed up for. It wasn’t that he pitied the young recruits. He couldn’t give a fig what happened to them. Howard’s curiosity was strictly a function of envy. He resented the soldiers’ innocence as only a man who’d lost his could. If only he had ignored John Patterson’s words. But he couldn’t. Pride had compelled Howard to defend his position to his mentor.




    ‘Do you have any idea what’s even happening in Afghanistan?’ asked John.




    ‘Of course,’ bristled Howard. ‘I’m a staff officer.’




    ‘So tell me,’ said John. ‘Are we winning the war or are we losing it?’




    ‘We’re winning of course.’




    ‘No,’ said John. ‘We’re losing it, mate.’




    Until then, Howard had never even thought to question ISAF’s rosy weekly dispatches. But John’s words forced him to peel back the layers of propaganda. Howard re-read every press release ISAF had ever produced. Buried among the stories of reconstruction efforts, humanitarian aid and local cooperation a disturbing, undeniable trend emerged. NATO casualties in Afghanistan had been rising steadily every year since the invasion. The West wasn’t winning the war. Not by a long shot.




    Once his eyes were opened, Howard could find no respite. Even the bubble of Kabul was pricked. The capital’s so-called prosperity – the new buildings, the shops, the drinking clubs that had so impressed him – they weren’t signs of progress at all. They were islands of consumption funded by stolen donor money to service Afghanistan’s new elite: a mafia created and supported by the Coalition he so dutifully served. As Howard quickly discovered, the country’s Western-backed strongmen were a clever lot. They understood that a veneer of credibility was essential for keeping their coffers filled. The criminals hid behind any number of titles: MP, judge, cabinet minister. But the most morally reprehensible, in Howard’s view, were the men he dealt with most closely: Afghanistan’s Ministry of Defence, NATO’s partners. Embezzlement and extortion of foreign funds were misdemeanour offences in the Afghan MoD. Most generals were still active warlords. Many had a hand in the country’s opium trade. Some maintained ties with militant groups.




    NATO’s generals and the Western politicians dictating its policies turned a blind eye. Prevailing wisdom held that if relations with the Afghan MoD broke down, NATO troops could end up policing the country indefinitely. Preserving the NATO–Afghan alliance was deemed paramount. But no matter how many times Howard weighed the benefits, the costs of maintaining the partnership didn’t add up. Individually, Afghanistan’s generals may have kept a tight rein on their fiefdoms but, collectively, they had no authority. They couldn’t even take credit for Kabul’s relative stability. That distinction belonged to the 20,000 ISAF troops stationed in and around the capital.




    The freshly minted ANA soldiers left to receive their new assignments – postings that would cast them far from the security of their villages and provinces. The policy was designed to bolster Afghanistan’s central government by weakening tribal bonds. Howard had once thought the policy genius. Now, he saw it for what it was: textbook Western hypocrisy. Because for all its talk of unity and cooperation, the truth was NATO was no more united than Afghanistan’s warring ethnicities. ‘Local’ interests always trumped broader strategy, hence why so many NATO countries refused to deploy their troops to dangerous areas. Indeed, Howard’s own identity was intractably tribal. How often had he fantasized about resigning his commission and exposing the farce he helped to perpetuate? But doing so would betray Her Majesty’s Services. He’d be labelled a traitor and cast out of the British military – his tribe.
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