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Oh, hark to the big drum calling,

Follow me – follow me home!



Rudyard Kipling





Glossary of Military Terms

	binos	binoculars

	chaplis	cross-strap sandals as worn in the region

	charpoy	wooden frame bed

	CO	commanding officer

	comms	communications

	D and V	diarrhoea and vomiting

	dicker	Taliban scout

	dishdasha	Soldiers’ term for long tunics such as are worn in Iraq and applied equally to Afghan shalwar kameez

	FOB	Forward Operating Base

	green zone	the fertile cultivated area along Afghanistan’s river valleys

	Icom	Make of walkie-talkie favoured by insurgents

	IED	Improvised Explosive Device

	Jimpy	General-Purpose Machine Gun

	kay	kilometre

	LZ	Landing Zone

	NAAFI	Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes which run base minimarkets and coffee shops

	OP	Observational Post

	PJHQ	Permanent Joint Headquarters at Northwood, north west London, where all overseas operations are planned and controlled

	PRR	Personal Role Radio

	RPG	Rocket-Propelled Grenade

	shemagh	Arab-style scarf favoured by British troops in desert warfare

	sangars	sandbagged defensive position

	SF	Special Forces

	squirter	escaping gunman

	stag	sentry duty

	tab, to	to march rapidly, usually carrying a heavy burden of kit

	terp	interpreter

	Thuraya	make of hand-held satellite phone

	UAV	Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
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Chapter 1

‘What’s your idea of heaven?’ asked Zac, as he handed me the night-vision binoculars. I studied the men, sprawled out under the almond trees, still fast asleep. The intensified light turned them into luminous green ghosts. I shook my head to shut him up. Zac had a habit of rabbiting on just before the shooting started.

‘No, think about it . . .’ He was off, floating away down a meandering stream of consciousness. ‘These guys will soon be on their way to their . . . nirvana, paradise, whatever it is they call it. Seventy-two virgins, all the kebabs they can eat. Who came up with that one? Obviously it’s just a crude projection of your average Muslim male’s fantasies. Now my fantasies are a lot more sophisticated. In my heaven there would have to be women, of course. And good wine and food. But—’

‘Shut up.’

‘They can’t hear us.’

‘Please. Just shut it. Something’s happening.’ One of the prone figures had come to life. He got to his feet, yawned and stretched, collected his rifle and walked over to the nearest of the three pick-up trucks parked at the edge of the little orchard and started rooting around in the back. He returned with a portable gas stove, set it down on the ground and lit it. He fetched a pot, filled it with water from a jerrycan and squatted down to wait for it to boil.

I passed the binos back to Zac. He watched the innocent domestic ritual and grinned. ‘First brew of the day,’ he said. ‘Can’t be long now.’ We had been watching them all night and I was stiff and nervous and anxious to get on with it. There were four of them down there in the orchard. They were Taliban, real Talibs, not the ten-dollar-a-day variety. They had arrived the evening before and settled down to wait for an important visitor. Mullah Zaifullah was what we called a high-value target. Normally he lived in Quetta, over the border in Pakistan, where he was something big in the Quetta shura, the war council that directed the insurgency in Helmand. He had survived several assassination attempts in Pakistan and was taking a big chance crossing the frontier. Why he had come was unclear – at least to us. Either the intelligence guys didn’t know, or, possibly, they did and hadn’t felt it necessary to share the information with us. Our job was to grab him. We had been inserted into the desert to the east by helicopter the evening before and had tabbed for five kilometres over the hills to get into position for the ambush.

Zaifullah was a major prize, a senior Talib commander who had been with Mullah Omar from the beginning. His capture would be great propaganda, a much-needed sign that the war was heading somewhere. If we couldn’t capture him, we were to kill him. It was quite an honour to have been given the task and easily the biggest thing I had done in my seven years in the army. At that moment, an hour before dawn, it was all looking good. Things were going according to plan. How often in the army could you say that?

The Talibs had no idea we were there. We had been waiting for them when they rocked up at about 2300 hours the night before and stopped, just as the intelligence brief said they would, at a compound at the side of a stony road that ran north to south along the river valley. There was a house inside the walls but instead of sleeping indoors they had chosen to kip outside – just as we would have done – to take advantage of the pre-dawn hours when the heat of the sun finally seeped out of the earth and the air freshened.

We were watching them from a hollow scraped in a bare hillside four hundred metres to the east. Beyond the compound was the road. Then, on the far side, fields, crisscrossed with dykes and ditches, ran away to the big river. Ten metres to the left of us, hidden among some rocks, were Robbie and Grant, our sniper pair. Scotty and Joe were lying up in a shallow fold in the hillside fifty metres beyond them, Jimpy at the ready, waiting for the signal to start. Jake and his boys were on the far side of the road, to the north of the compound, hidden in a maize field. Jake, Grant, Zac, Scotty. Everyone in the army had blokey names these days. My father had lumbered me with Miles.

There were ten of us. With the mullah’s bodyguards, there would be maybe ten of them, excluding Zaifullah. We’d kept the team small to reduce the risk of detection on the insertion. Anyway, the numbers didn’t mean that much. We could call in any number of jets, attack helicopters, and long-range missiles if needed. It was hard at this point to see what could go wrong.

Down in the orchard there was plenty happening now. The Talibs were stirring from their pits. One wandered over to the gas stove and helped himself to a brew. Another was kneeling, head aimed at Mecca, getting in the first prayer of the day. The other was chatting on an ICOM walkie-talkie. Jake had an electronics warfare pair with him, one to monitor, and a terp to translate. They would be picking up every word of the conversation.

The plan was simple. Once Zaifullah arrived, Jake and his men would move out of the maize field and up to the compound to close off the Talibs’ line of retreat. The terp would broadcast a warning that they were surrounded and order them to throw down their guns. Then it was up to them. They could surrender, or they could stand and fight. Capturing Zaifullah alive was the preferred option, but killing him would do. Either way, it seemed we were on a winner.

Zac’s personal role radio buzzed. It was Jake calling with the update from the ICOM chatter. He listened, smiled and nodded.

‘He’s on his way. Five kays.’

A few minutes later we heard the noise of revving engines coming from the south. Shortly after, a Ford pick-up appeared in the distance, swerving in and out of the potholes in the road. Four more vehicles trailed behind. That was unexpected. We had been told three. Zac and I exchanged looks of surprise. Jake, lying low in the maize field, would have seen nothing. Zac spoke briskly into the PRR net that connected us all up, warning him that the enemy numbers had risen.

The convoy was approaching the rendezvous. The front and rear trucks each had a pair of fighters in the back, armed with RPG launchers and rifles. The lead vehicle slowed, swung off the road and into the orchard and the others snaked in behind. They parked in a neat line and the gunmen jumped down and took up firing positions facing outwards. They looked rather more professional than your average Talib. I felt a prickle of concern.

The second vehicle in line was a four-by-four, a Land Cruiser or similar. The driver slipped out and hurried round to open the passenger door. A big, barrel-chested man in a white turban climbed out. He looked around and raised a hand in greeting to the welcoming party who were hanging back respectfully under the trees.

The two vehicles sandwiched in the middle were also four-by-fours. The doors stayed shut. The windows were tinted almost black. There was no way of knowing who or what was inside. The Talibs shuffled forward and embraced Zaifullah one by one, shyly, like polite nephews greeting an uncle. They chatted for a few minutes. Then Zaifullah moved in under the canopy of trees with one of the bodyguards and the others went over to the closed-up trucks.

The first vehicle looked almost new. There were stickers printed with some kind of logo taped along the side. A Talib tapped on the windscreen and waved at whoever was inside to come out. The doors opened and two men emerged. One was dark-skinned, Arab-looking. The other was fair, European or maybe Australian or South African. They were both wearing combat gear, but the sort you get in Gap, not the quartermaster’s stores. The dark one opened the boot and pulled out a camera and a tripod.

Zac and I looked at each other again. No one had said anything about a media team. The dark one hoisted the camera on to his shoulder and they both turned towards the second four-by-four. Two Talibs walked over to it and opened the rear doors, gently, as if they were wary of what was inside. A small figure, wrapped loosely in light blue cloth, was perched on the back seat. Hesitantly, it descended.

‘Jesus,’ breathed Zac. ‘A woman.’

She stood there for a moment or two by the side of the car, stock still with her head bowed, and her burqa flapping in the early morning breeze. Then the cameraman was pointing his camera and one of the gunmen jerked his rifle at her, propelling her towards the orchard where Zaifullah was sitting cross-legged on a carpet, holding a glass of tea.

Zac’s earpiece started to buzz. It was Jake again. Zac listened and shook his head. ‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘Stay where you are until I work out what the fuck’s going on.’

Two guards led the woman over to a tree at the edge of the orchard and pushed her to the ground where she subsided in a small blue heap. They went over to join the rest of the group who were squatting around Zaifullah, like obedient children. The mullah was talking, and smiling. I could get a good look at him through the binos. His teeth looked white and healthy, gleaming out from an iron-grey beard. The men were laughing at whatever he was saying. All the while the cameraman strode around, capturing the scene from this angle and that while his buddy hung back, leaning against a tree trunk and apparently trying to keep out of the way.

The mullah was taking his time. As he chatted on, I could feel alarm stirring in my guts. Over to the east, light was streaking the tops of the mountains. Dawn came up fast here. We were relying on the cover of darkness. If Zaifullah went on much longer it would be broad daylight. The others must have been starting to worry too, for Zac’s earpiece was buzzing again. ‘No, I said, no,’ he hissed into the mike. ‘I don’t know where this going.’

But it seemed pretty obvious to me. They were going to kill her. She had been found guilty of adultery or spying or another of the many crimes that the Taliban punished with death. They had brought her here to kill her and taken a camera crew with them to record the event. In their book this was good propaganda. By nightfall the images would be on jihadi websites around the world.

Then Zaifullah stopped talking. He began to rearrange his robe. He said something and the cameraman put down the camera and fetched the tripod. He fixed the camera on top and made some adjustments while the mullah carried on with his preparations for his into-camera, patting his turban and running his fingers through his beard. At last he was ready. They exchanged nods. Zaifullah started talking again, staring into the lens and making slow, emphatic gestures with his big, bear-paw hands.

‘ Zac. They’re going to kill her,’ I said.

‘I know,’ he snapped.

‘What are we going to do?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to work out.’
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