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Dan ‘Spider’
Shepherd shifted position slightly, trying to ease the pressure from the rocks
beneath him and the ammo belt pressing into his chest. He lay prone, scanning
the terrain through his sniperscope. A rough dirt road ran along the foot of
the hillside below their observation post, leading to the village away to the
east, a cluster of mud-brick buildings, surrounded by terraced fields, thick
with the vivid pink blooms of opium poppies. The heat was ferocious, rising in
waves from the stony hillside around them, while high above vultures were
circling on the thermals, the feathers at their wingtips extended like claws as
they flexed in the updraft. Shepherd could feel beads of sweat trickling down
his brow, the salt and the moisture attracting still more of the flies that had
been buzzing around them since they set up the OP. 


‘Instead of lying
there scratching your arse, Geordie,’ Shepherd said. ‘Can you not use your
ninja skills to catch a few of these bloody flies?’


Geordie Mitchell,
lying next to him on the rock ledge, gave him a sideways look. ‘No chance,’ he
said. ‘Your flies, your problem.’ He was in his early thirties but looked
older. His pale blue eyes seemed as sun-faded as his fatigues and the stress of
continual active service had etched deep lines into his face. 


‘They’re
attracted to rancid smells,’ Jock McIntyre said in the gruff Scottish growl
that made every sentence sound like a declaration of war. ‘So it’s not
surprising they’ve gone for you.’ His round face and open features gave him a
guileless look that had led many to underestimate him. It was a dangerous
mistake to make for he was as hard as Aberdonian granite.  ‘Anyway, pal,’ he said. ‘Look on the
bright side: if they’re buzzing round you, at least they’re leaving us alone.’


The fourth member
of the group, Lex Harper, a Para who acted as Shepherd’s spotter - part
target-spotter, part-bodyguard - whenever he was on sniper ops, smiled to
himself but didn’t join the banter, keeping his gaze ranging over the terrain,
alert for any movement or anything out of place.


Shepherd settled
himself again, gently placing his sniper rifle on the rock. He’d already zeroed
the rifle and scope but the least knock could throw it off a fraction of an
inch which would be more than enough to turn a kill into a miss.


Mitchell gave a
theatrical sigh. ‘You’re so precious with that bloody rifle it’s a wonder you
don’t raise your pinkie when you fire it.’


Shepherd
grinned.  ‘You’d be precious with
it, if I was ever dumb enough to trust it to you,’ he said.  ‘It’s state of the art kit and it cost
the Regiment well over £20,000 but it’s worth every penny. I could drill you a
new arsehole from a mile and a half away with it.’ 


‘For fuck’s sake
don’t do that,’ McIntyre said. ‘He does enough farts with the one he’s already
got. I don’t think I could stand them in stereo.’


Harper and
Mitchell chuckled. Banter and swearing was the norm in the Regiment – it
was the glue that bound them together.


Shepherd put the
spotter scope back to his eye. A temporary checkpoint had been set up on the
road directly below them, manned by two Afghan troops and four of Harper’s
mates from the Para Support Group, who always supported the Regiment on ops.  The site for the checkpoint had been
well chosen. It was set in dead ground, where the road dipped down to ford a
river that had been a torrent of snow melt in the spring, but was now as dry
and lifeless as the landscape around it. Hidden in the dip, the checkpoint was
invisible to people approaching from either direction until they were almost
upon it. If, as the Intelligence suggested, Taliban insurgents were planning a
raid on the village to kill or kidnap the local headman, they would have no
more than a few seconds warning of the checkpoint and no time to take evasive
action. If they then tried to shoot it out, they would be cut down in the cross
fire from the SAS and Para Support Group troops on either side, or the close
air support that they could call on.


So far only a few
men on foot and a handful of vehicles - and most of those were farm carts - had
passed along the road. Mitchell yawned. ‘Quiet out there, Tonto.’


‘Too quiet, Kemo
Sabi,’ McIntyre said. 


As they watched
and waited in the OP, an old man passed through the checkpoint, herding a small
flock of scrawny goats, followed a few minutes later by a peddler with a donkey
cart piled with cooking pots, bowls and water vessels, cut and hammered out of
scrap metal. Shepherd noticed the faint markings on one large bowl and nudged
Mitchell. ‘Look at that,’ he said. ‘We’re fighting a war that even
environmentalists would approve of - the muj are recycling the bombs the Yanks
drop on them.’


‘The VC used to
do something similar in Vietnam,’ said Mitchell. ‘They turned shell casings
into lamps for their underground bases. Waste not, want not.’ 


Two Afghan men
carrying AK47s provoked a brief heightening of tension as they approached the
checkpoint, but it was far from an unusual sight - every Afghan male carried a
weapon of some sort - and after being searched they were allowed through the
cordon and walked on towards the village. 


The road was now
empty save for a heavily pregnant woman in a faded blue burqa, carrying a
bundle wrapped in a shawl in her arms, and making her slow way on foot along
the road towards the checkpoint. Shepherd’s gaze had moved on, scanning the
area relentlessly, eyes never still, always searching for potential
threats.  Then the hairs on the
back of his neck stood up. ‘Hold it. An Afghan woman traveling alone?’ he said.
‘Something’s not right.’ 


Mitchell followed
his gaze. ‘Doesn’t walk like a woman either.’


The woman –
if it was a woman - was now close to the checkpoint.


Harper tapped
Shepherd’s shoulder and gestured back along the track. Shepherd shot a glance
that way and saw that a Toyota pick-up had appeared on the brow of the hill a
mile and a half away. The pick-up stopped but the engine was still running
because they could see the blue-grey haze from its exhaust. The driver was
making no move to continue along the road. Shepherd swung his scope onto it.
Four figures were visible in the back of the pick-up, the barrels of their
weapons outlined against the lapis blue of the sky. As he peered into the
shadowed cab of the pick-up, Shepherd saw twin discs of reflected light as the
man in the passenger seat trained binoculars towards the checkpoint ahead.  Shepherd barked into his throat mic.
‘Abort! Abort! Abort! Suicide bomber!’ 


The guards at the
checkpoint started to shout as they swung up their weapons, but the figure had
now almost reached them. Shepherd was already on auto-pilot, running through a
sequence of actions so often practised that they were almost instinctive. The
head of the burqa-clad figure now filled Shepherd’s sniperscope - only a head-shot
would stop a bomber triggering a device. He took up the first pressure on the
trigger, but even as he exhaled, squeezed the trigger home and felt the recoil,
he saw that he was too late.  A
micro-second before the shot, the burqa-clad figure’s had slapped against its
chest and in that instant, there was a blinding flash. A moment later Shepherd
heard the thunder-clap of an explosion and the shock wave swept over them in a
whirlwind of dust and dirt. There was the whine and whirr of shrapnel fragments
overhead and then the spattering sound of softer, human debris falling to earth
around him.


Shepherd lifted
his head. The site of the checkpoint was now as blood-soaked as a halal
butcher’s yard. A pall of oily smoke was rising from a crater in the centre of
the dirt road where the burqa-clad figure had been standing when the device
detonated. The man – for Shepherd had no doubt that it had been man
passing himself off as a woman - had disappeared completely, with only a few
shreds of blood-stained and smoke-blackened blue fabric to show he had ever
existed. The troops who had been manning the checkpoint were sprawled around
the crater, their bodies contorted into unnatural positions by the force of the
blast. The two men who had been closest to the bomber were so mangled as to be
almost unrecognisable as human. Partially shielded by their dead comrades, the
four others were still alive - so far at least - but all were wounded. Shepherd
knew that suicide bombers routinely packed shards of steel, sharp stones and
fragments of broken glass around their devices to increase the carnage from the
blast. All the men were bleeding badly, one with blood pumping in spurts from
the stump that was all that was now left of his right arm. Nearby, the severed
limb was dangling obscenely from the branch of a stunted acacia tree. 


In his earpiece,
Shepherd heard Mitchell, the patrol medic, calling in a casevac as he broke
cover and sprinted down the hillside towards the bomb-site, where the Paras’
own medic was already working frantically to tie a tourniquet around what was
left of the soldier’s arm.


Shepherd swung
his rifle back towards the brow of the ridge, and caught a glimpse of the
pick-up as it reversed back out of sight. He squeezed off a quick shot but he
was at maximum range and with no time to aim it would have been a miracle if he
had hit the target. A moment later he saw a cloud of dust billowing above the
ridgeline as the driver span the pick-up around and raced away. 


Shepherd could
already hear McIntyre in his earpiece, calling in an air-strike on the pick-up,
but he knew that the response, whether a Warthog - an A10 Thunderbolt with a
rotary cannon that could spit out almost 4,000 rounds a minute  - or a stub-winged Blackhawk firing
chain guns and Hellfire missiles ,would take four or five minutes to reach the
area. By then the Taliban killers who had sent the suicide bomber to his death
would already have hidden their vehicle from sight in some cover or abandoned
it and gone to ground.


They saw the
distinctive shape of a Warthog in the sky to the west a few minutes later but
there were no rumbles of explosions nor bursts of distant cannon-fire; the
Taliban had obviously made good their escape. 


The helis arrived
soon afterwards to casevac the dead and wounded. Shepherd and his team helped
to load them onto the casevac helis and then clambered into the Chinook that
would fly them back to the base at Bagram. Bagram was home to more than seven
thousand troops, most of them American, housed in huge tented compounds.  And while the area surrounding the base
was nominally controlled by the coalition forces, it still came under daily
rocket attack.


As soon as they
landed back at Bagram they went into an immediate debrief with Major Allan
Gannon who had been in overall charge of the operation.  Gannon was a big man with a strong
chin, his hair bleached from the unrelenting Afghan sun.  He was in his shirtsleeves and had a
black and white checked keffiyeh scarf tied loosely around his neck as he led
the debrief in the windowless, underground briefing room, its air-conditioning
a welcome respite from the furnace heat of the Afghan summer. 


As the others
focussed on the implications of the Taliban’s new tactic of disguising suicide
bombers in burqas, Shepherd found himself thinking through the sequence of
events he had witnessed. As he did so, he felt a growing sense of unease. ‘How
did they know?’ he said eventually.


Major Gannon
frowned. ‘How did they know what?’ he asked.


‘It wasn’t a
regular checkpoint,’ said Shepherd. 
‘We’d never had troops there before and we hadn’t been in position for
more than an hour. So how did the Taliban know we were there?  They don’t have suicide bombers
wandering around the countryside on the off chance they’ll bump into a patrol
or a checkpoint. They target them at places where they know troops will be.’


Mitchell nodded
in agreement, his face still blood-spattered from working on the casualties. 


‘So the intel was
planted?’ said the Major. ‘They lured our boys out there to blow them up?’


‘Or the op was
bubbled,’ Shepherd said. ‘Compromised before it had even started. Either way,
there’s something rotten in the state of Denmark.’


‘It’s not the
first time either,’ said Mitchell. 


‘Seems like
everything’s being bubbled at the moment,’ said The Major. ‘It looks as if all
our air and ground movements are being monitored.’ 


‘It’s not
surprising,’ McIntyre growled, ‘given the small army of domestics, barbers,
cleaners, washers up, dhobi wallahs, chai wallahs, et bloody cetera, that we
have hanging around the base.’


‘You’re not wrong
there,’ said Mitchell. ‘There are fucking hundreds of them kicking around
Bagram. No one notices them, they’re just part of the furniture, which makes it
all the easier for them to pick up information and pass it on to the Taliban.
It’ll only take someone to leave a memory stick lying around and they’ll have
the crown jewels.’


‘But our ops are
getting compromised too’ Shepherd said. ‘And our compound is a self-contained,
sterile zone. We don’t have any domestics because we do our own chores, so
whatever the source of today’s compromise, it didn’t come from us.’ He looked
over the Major. ‘I think you’re right, Boss. I think they’re clocking our
flights in and out.’


Gannon shrugged.
‘It’s a big base, and they’re not going to kick out all the Afghans. The place
wouldn’t function without them. All we can do is keep our own security
water-tight and have everything on a need to know basis.’


‘Which we already
do anyway,’ McIntyre said.


Shepherd nodded.
‘Agreed. But if we need Green Army support on an op, let’s give them the
absolute minimum of notice.’


‘Aye, right
enough,’ McIntyre said. ‘The less time they know something, the less chance of
it being compromised.’


* * *


Shepherd was up
at dawn the next morning and before the heat of the day became too oppressive
he went out for a run around the sprawling, six thousand acre base. As usual he
did his running in his boots with a rucksack containing a concrete-block
wrapped in old newspapers on his back. As he came out of the gates of the Special
Forces’ compound in the dim pre-dawn light, his eye was caught by a movement on
the main runway. Lit by the harsh glare of floodlights and watched over by
heavily armed American soldiers, a line of a dozen men, all hooded and dressed
in identical orange jump suits, were shuffling towards an unmarked transport
plane. They were shackled hand and foot, their chains clanking and rattling as
they were hustled across the concrete hard-standing and up the loading ramp
into the aircraft. By the faint light of the emergency lighting inside the
loadspace, Shepherd could see each man being chained to a ring-bolt fixed to
the steel floor. Then the ramp was closed and as Shepherd began running around
the perimeter, he could hear the engines wind up and saw the plane taxi out and
take off into the breaking dawn.


Shepherd had run
ten miles and the sun was well above the horizon by the time he came back
towards the gates of the Special Forces compound, sprinting the last four
hundred yards flat out. He came to a halt, chest heaving, alongside a familiar
figure, an Afghan boy squatting in the dust, with a kettle boiling on a small
spirit stove. The boy beamed when he caught sight of Shepherd. ‘Salaam alaikum,
Spider. Mint tea?’


‘Alaikum salaam,
Karim,’ Shepherd said between gasps. ‘Hell yes, but give me a moment to get my
breath back and drink some water first.’ He drained the plastic bottle he’d
been carrying, wiped the sweat from his brow and then took the cup of hot,
sweet green tea from Karim, paying him with a dollar bill from the pocket of
his shorts. 


Only twelve years
old, with dark, fathomless eyes, and a foot-dragging limp, the result of a
broken ankle that had never been properly set, Karim was one of dozens of
Afghan Artful Dodgers wheeling, dealing and hustling on the margins of the
base. As well as mint tea, he changed money, sold cigarettes singly or in
packs, and claimed to be able to lay his hands on almost anything else as well.
The first time they’d met, he’d offered to sell Shepherd a Kalashnikov, and
just the previous week he’d had a sackful of antiquities, small stone carvings
that had been stolen by grave robbers from some ancient site or perhaps even
looted from the wrecked Kabul museum. 
Shepherd liked the boy’s spirit and cheeky sense of humour and had got
into the habit of stopping to chat to him every morning. Karim was teaching him
Pushtu and in return, although the boy already spoke excellent English,
Shepherd was teaching him some English slang that wasn’t in any textbook. 


‘So how’s
business, Karim?’ he said.


‘Slow, Spider, I
need more customers like you.’ 


‘So what’s this
week’s special offer – gold bars? Stinger missiles?’


The boy pretended
to be hurt. ‘Don’t mock me, Spider. I can be very useful to you. I don’t just
sell things,’ He smiled slyly.  ‘I
can sell you information too.’


‘About what?’
said Shepherd.


‘About the
Taliban. No one pays any attention to boys like me. I can go anywhere and
everywhere, and I keep my eyes and ears open.’


‘Oh come, on,
Karim. You’re telling me stories here. The Taliban don’t go around talking in
front of strangers.’


Karim broke into
a big smile and spread his arms wide. ‘Me? I’m just a simple cripple boy trying
to make a living selling tea and cigarettes. No one pays me any attention,
Spider. I’m invisible.’  


Shepherd smiled
despite himself.  ‘Simple is one
thing you’re not, Karim, but you need to be careful saying things like that.
You’re just a kid, you don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for.’


‘I might be young
in your country, Spider, but not here. We Afghans grow up fast - we have to.
You pay others for information. Pay me and you will not regret it, I promise.’


‘No, forget it,
Karim. If the Taliban even suspect you of spying on them, it’ll be your death
sentence.’ He pointed a finger at him. ‘I’m serious now. The Taliban are
dangerous people, you don’t want to give them an excuse to hurt you.’


The boy grinned.
‘They won’t suspect - like you said, I’m just a kid.’ He gave Shepherd a
calculating look. ‘I’ll tell you something anyway - how do you say it? - a free
sample. Don’t pay me anything now, but if you find I spoke the truth, I’ll
trust you to pay me afterwards.’


‘Karim, stop
this.’


‘I’m serious,
Spider. I have some information that might be useful to you. How can you turn
that down?’


‘I can turn it
down because I don’t want to put you in the firing line.’


‘But I already
have the information. All I would be doing is to pass it to you.’


Shepherd thought
for a few moments and then sighed. ‘All right then, what do you know?’  


‘Some Taliban
fighters will be coming to our village. They know that the American aid money
is being delivered and they’ve told the head man of the village that they want
half of it.’


‘How do you know
this?’ Shepherd said.


‘I heard the
elders arguing about it. They don’t want to pay, but they’re frightened the
Taliban will kill them if they don’t.’


Shepherd thought
for a moment. ‘Do you know the name of the local Taliban leader?’


‘There are two.
One is Hadir, named for the sound thunder makes in the mountains. The other is
Jabbaar. His name means “Cruel” in our language, and he’s well-named. one of
them is bound to be there with the fighters, because our head man refuses to
negotiate with his underlings.’ He nodded enthusiastically. ‘That’s good
information, isn’t it, Spider?’


‘Yes, Karim, it
is.’


‘Worth money?’


‘Possibly. But I
want you to promise me that you’ll be careful. Eavesdropping on elders is one
thing, but keep well clear of the Taliban.’


Karim laughed. ‘I
will, Spider. I’m not stupid.’


Shepherd put his
hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘I’m serious about this, Karim.’


The boy looked
into his eyes. ‘I know you are, Spider. You are a true friend, I know that.’


Shepherd went
straight over the the Major’s tent and told him everything that he had learned
from the boy. The next day at “morning prayers” – the daily briefing with
the Boss –  the Major
announced that the intel appeared to be good.  ‘The Taliban know that they’re losing the main battle and
they’re increasingly turning to coercing the local villages into giving them
support, supplies and cash. And they certainly know that the US aid budget is
distributed in cash, by the bucket-load, in an attempt to buy the support of
the villagers.’


‘And the names he
mentioned?’


‘Both check out.’
The Major flicked through a series of images on his laptop until he found the
ones he was seeking. ‘Take a look at these.’ Shepherd and the others leaned in
to study the grainy surveillance imagery of two Afghan men. The Boss pointed to
the first of them. ‘Jabbaar seems to be a particularly nasty piece of work even
by Taliban standards, and his side-kick, Hadir, isn’t much better. The intel we
have suggests they’re living over the border, somewhere in the tribal areas,
but as you know, it’s a porous border hereabouts, so they won’t have any
difficulty infiltrating to carry out raids or do a bit of cash and carry
– the villagers have the cash and the Taliban carry it away.’


‘Then let’s go
take a look,’ Shepherd said. ‘But what about Karim?’


‘The kid? Pay him
a few dollars from the bribes fund. And if we get the Taliban head honchos, pay
him some more. OK, final brief at 1600 hours. Insert by heli tonight, set up an
OP and see what happens.’


* * *


As Shepherd was
preparing his kit outside his tent later that morning the guard at the gate
called to him. ‘A local is asking for you,’ he said. As Shepherd walked over to
the gate, he saw a tall Afghan, dressed in an expensive looking shalwar
kameez.  ‘Salaam alaikum,’ he said.
‘I’m Spider, what can I do for you?’


‘Alaikum salaam,’
the man replied, touching his hand to his heart in the traditional Afghan
gesture. ‘My name is Qaseem. You know my son, Karim.’ His beard was long and
straggly, rust-coloured at the bottom and graying close to his chin.


‘Your son is a
clever boy,’ said Shepherd. ‘Very entrepreneurial.’


‘He is very
enthusiastic,’ said Qaseem. ‘I am very proud of him, but I fear for him also,
which is why I am here.’ Qaseem hesitated and glanced around him. ‘He talks
about you a lot and that worries me.’ He saw Shepherd frown and hurried on. ‘I
mean no offence and am suggesting nothing improper. I don’t believe my son has
anything to fear from you, but by being seen talking to you so often, he is
putting himself in danger. Not all men here are what they seem. It would only
take a word from one of them to those who are enemies of us both, to put my
son’s life at risk.’ 


‘I understand,’
said Shepherd. ‘But he spends a lot of time in our compound, not just with me.’


‘If he is
trading, if he is selling you cigarettes or tea, then no one cares. But he
spends time talking to you, and he behaves as if he was your friend.’


‘I think of him
as a friend,’ said Shepherd. ‘I have a young son myself. Much younger than
Karim, but I would be very happy if my boy grew up to be like your son.’


The man smiled.
‘I thank you for that, but you must understand that the friendship of a British
soldier can be a dangerous thing during times like this.’


Shepherd nodded.
‘Again, I hear what you’re sending and I understand you. But you’re talking to
me now, in full view of other Afghans. And Karim has told me that you work for
the Americans as an interpreter. Surely nothing that your son does represents
any greater risk than what you do yourself?’


‘I am a man, and
I know the risks involved,’ Qaseem said. ‘I’m well aware that the fact that I
work for the Americans means that my son will probably be an orphan before he
is grown up; his mother, my wife - may she rest in the peace of Allah - died
giving birth to him. I do not deceive myself that the Taliban cannot reach
those who collaborate with the faranji,
but I’m willing to take the risks for myself, because whatever happens to me,
the money the Americans pay me will at least buy my son a better future… if he
survives.  But he is a child,
still. If he is seen to be too close to the occupiers, or is suspected of
passing information to faranji
soldiers, there will be no future for him.’  Qaseem placed his hand on Shepherd’s arm, holding his gaze.
‘Insh’allah that will not happen. Afghanistan is a poor country. A farmer may
earn only a few dollars for an entire year’s work. Even a teacher, as I used to
be, earns only a pittance. Suddenly you Westerners are among us, scattering
dollars like the chaff when the wheat is threshed.  My son’s head has been turned. He dreams of riches and
neglects his education. He thinks that one day he will go to America, make his
fortune, drive a big car and act like a movie star.’ He paused. ‘I do not blame
him, he is young, but I am not as naïve as my son. I know that when the
Americans tire of this war, they will leave without a backward glance, just
like the Russians and, yes, like you British too in the past. And when they do,
they will abandon their so-called friends to their fate, just as they did in
Vietnam. We shall again be a forgotten country and what will become of my son
then? So for his sake, I beg you not to encourage him in his daydreams nor put
him at risk. Please send him away from you.’


Shepherd studied
him for a few moments. ‘If that’s what you want, I’ll do as you ask. You’re his
father, and I have no right to go against your wishes - but with your
permission, I’d like to tell him face to face. I’ll not mention that I’ve
spoken to you, but I’ll say it’s not safe for him to be seen talking to me any
more. OK?’


Qaseem nodded.
‘Thank you. You are an honourable man. I doubt we shall meet again but-’ Again
he touched his hand to his heart. ‘May you travel safely.’


Shepherd smiled,
touched his own heart and gave the traditional reply Karim had taught him. ‘And
may you not be tired.’ 


When he’d
finished sorting his kit, Shepherd took a stroll around the perimeter before
setting off across the base to find Karim. He located him outside the American
PX, selling Russian watches to a group of Yank new arrivals. ‘Every one
guaranteed to have been taken from the wrist of a dead Soviet soldier,’ Karim
was saying with gruesome relish, deep in his sales pitch. ‘Only twenty dollars
each.’


Shepherd waited
until he’d clinched a sale, then led him off to one side, out of earshot. ‘I’ve
been thinking, Karim,’ he said. ‘You’re going to have to more careful about
being seen with me.  It’s putting
you at unnecessary risk. It’s one thing for you to be peddling stuff around the
base, but being seen every day talking to a special forces guy like me is too
risky.’  


Karim gave him a
suspicious look. ‘My father has talked to you, hasn’t he?’


Shepherd started
to deny it, but Karim looked away and shook his head. ‘You spoke to him,’ he
said flatly. ‘Please do not lie to me.’


‘OK, yes, he
spoke to me.  But what he said made
sense to me anyway.’


Karim’s eyes
started to fill with tears, but he brushed them away with an angry swipe of his
hand. ‘I thought you were my friend.’


‘I was – I
am, I just don’t want to be the cause of you getting hurt or worse.’


‘I have done
nothing wrong, Spider,’ said the boy.


‘I know that,’
said Shepherd. ‘But I can’t put your life at risk. It’s not fair.’


Karim looked at
him with teary eyes. ‘And what if I hear something useful;? Something that
might save the lives of you and your friends? What would I do with information
like that? Just forget it, and see you die? Is that what you want?’ 


Shepherd thought
for a few moments. ‘I’ll tell you what. There’s a way for us to stay in touch
without putting you at risk. I’ll set up a dead drop – a dead letter box
for us to use.’


‘A dead drop? I
do not understand.’


‘If you want to
get in touch with me or you have information, you can put a note in the dead
drop and I’ll take it and leave money for you there. And if you’re ever in
danger, you can also use it as a live drop - a live letter box - to tell me
that you need to meet.’


Karim beamed, his
anger forgotten. ‘I have read of this.’ He rummaged through his sack of items
for sale and produced a battered Cold War spy novel. ‘An English officer gave
me this.’ He grinned. ‘Or anyway, it used to belong to him. I read it. Spies
use these dead drops, don’t they?’


‘Well we don’t do
it quite like the characters in novels,’ Shepherd said. ‘But you’ve got the
general idea.’


‘So I will be
your spy?’


‘Karim, no. I’m
just showing you a way that you can continue to talk to me without anyone
seeing you, that’s all.’


The boy nodded
seriously. ‘I understand,’ he said.


‘OK, now spies in
the books have their dead drops in cities, but our dead drops are always in a
natural feature, like a fissure in the rock, or a cleft in a tree. To signal
that there’s a message, you just leave a mark that can be seen by a casual
glance, so you don’t have to check the dead drop itself, you just walk past and
glance that way. There’s an exposed rock face, in a little dip about 400 yards
to the west of the gates of our compound and far enough away from the main
buildings and the perimeter fence that pausing there won’t arouse any suspicion
if anyone happens to be watching. I need you to go and look for it later, OK?’


Karim nodded and
wiped his eyes with the back of his hands.


‘There’s a crack
about an inch wide at the base of the rock, where the winter frosts have
penetrated it over the years,’ continued Shepherd.  ‘It’s a few inches deep, so anything you put in there won’t
be seen. Pretend you’re getting a stone out of your sandal or something and you
can squat down and you’ll be hidden from sight. I’ve marked it with a chalk
line on the rockface above it - when you’ve found it, rub out the chalk mark
with your finger. Make a fresh mark when you want to alert me. A horizontal
line will signal that there’s a message in the dead drop, a vertical one is
asking for a live drop - a meeting. If you - or I - ask for that, be at the
place at sunset that night or on each subsequent night until the meet. I will
check the dead drop when I’m taking my morning run, and you must do the same
every day. He paused ‘And Karim? Not a word about this to anyone else, OK?’ 


Karim nodded,
face solemn. ‘Thank you Spider. Don’t worry, I won’t let you down.’


‘I know you
won’t. But listen, don’t take any risks whatsoever around the Taliban. No
amount of information about them is worth risking your life for. Now I want you
to repeat everything I have just said to you so that I know you haven’t forgotten
anything.’


* * *


Major Gannon had
talked to the American agents running the AID programme and discovered the date
of the next convoy distributing US dollars to a series of villages and small
towns, including Karim’s home village. Shepherd put together his preferred
four-man team - himself, McIntyre, Mitchell and Harper - to piggyback on the
convoy and then set up an OP overlooking the village. 


‘What’s to stop
them from just attacking the convoy?’ Harper said.


‘Nothing, except
they know that if they do, they’ll be killing the goose that’s laying the
golden eggs,’ said Shepherd. ‘If they keep ambushing the convoys, either
they’ll stop altogether or they’ll be so heavily protected that it’ll be a
suicide mission for the Taliban. But if they wait for the Yanks to deliver the
cash to the villages and then demand a share of it from the headmen, they’ll
get a lot more money with next to no risk.’


The following day
they rode out of Bagram in an armoured truck, sharing it with six US soldiers
and a pile of plastic-wrapped bundles of US dollar bills in different
denominations stacked in the middle. ‘You’d be tempted, wouldn’t you?’ Harper
said, eyeing up the mound of money. ‘I mean, I don’t expect the villagers give
receipts, since half of them can’t write anyway.’ 


‘Perhaps we can
persuade the Taliban to give us their share,’ McIntyre said with a grin.


American Humvees
loaded with troops rode Point and Tail End Charlie ahead and behind the truck
as they drove towards the mountains, while a Blackhawk armed with Hellfire
missiles and 7.62mm machine guns flew top cover above them.


 A few miles from the village the convoy
passed through a dense stand of cedar and pine trees and it slowed to walking
pace for a few seconds so that the SAS team could jump down, forward roll to
absorb the impact of their fall and then disappear among the trees. They went
to ground as the convoy accelerated again, rumbling on towards the village. An
hour later, having distributed the cash, it returned the way it had come. By
then, Shepherd had already led the others in to set up the OP on a steep
hillside overlooking the village. The slopes were densely wooded but a
landslide the previous winter had swept away part of the tree cover, giving
them a clear sight of the whole village. They settled in and waited for the
Taliban to arrive. 


McIntyre lay back
with his head on his bergen and closed his eyes. ‘Unless anyone’s got any
objections, I’ll take the second watch,’ he said. ‘I’m knackered and it’ll be a
long night because unless the Taliban are fucking psychic, they won’t get word
that the cash has arrived in time to get here before morning.’ Within two
minutes, they could hear his soft snores. 


‘Unbelievable,’
Shepherd said. ‘Is there anywhere that guy can’t fall asleep?’


‘Only when he’s
in your bed, shagging your wife,’ Mitchell said, ducking as Shepherd launched a
pine cone at his head.


 They remained on watch, two awake and
two resting, throughout the night, but as McIntyre had predicted there had been
no sign of the Taliban by the time the first rays of the rising sun began to
light the mountain peaks high above them. About ten that morning, however, a
Toyota pick-up trailing a column of dust swept along the dirt-track road that
ran down from the mountains guarding the Pakistan border. Through his
spotter-scope, Shepherd watched a group of heavily armed “soldier monks” jump
out in the middle of the village, their distinctive garb of black robes, red
sashes and kohl-rimmed eyes marking them out as Taliban, even without the
AK-47s and RPG launchers they carried. 


Shepherd was on
the net at once, calling up the Quick Reaction Force from Bagram, even before a
nervous looking group of village elders had appeared to welcome the Taliban
leader. ‘Pity,’ Shepherd said, studying the man through the scope, ‘That’s not
Jabbaar, it’s the Number Two, Hadir.’


‘Then he’ll have
to do,’ Mitchell said. Dozing a moment before, he was now on maximum alert.
Shepherd had already zeroed his scope and rifle, and he kept it trained on
Hadir, tracking his movements as he strutted across the village square. The
Taliban group were 1,200 yards away from the OP, but that was comfortably
within his range - kills with AI .50s had been recorded at distances of a mile
and three quarters. 


‘Relax,’ Mitchell
said, sensing Shepherd’s tension. ‘The QRF’ll be here inside ten minutes and
then we’ll get all of them. And if we get Hadir alive, we might even get good
intel out of him.’ 


‘Give me five
minutes with him,’ McIntyre growled, ‘and I’ll have him singing like a fucking
canary. He’ll-’ He broke off as there was a sudden commotion in the village.
The driver of the Toyota jumped out of it and ran to Hadir, and whatever he
said to him was enough to galvanise the Taliban into action. Hadir and his men
began running back to their pick-up. 


‘I don’t get it,’
Mitchell said. ‘They couldn’t have been more relaxed a minute ago, so what’s
stirred them up now? They haven’t even collected their cash.’


‘They’ve been
tipped off,’ said Shepherd.  ‘This
op’s been compromised like the rest. Someone’s seen the QRF leave Bagram and
got a warning to them.’


‘How?’ Mitchell
said.


Shepherd
shrugged. ‘Who knows - cell phone, radio comms, or a fucking ouija board -
what’s it matter? They’ve been tipped off and they’re getting away.’


He pressed the
scope to his eye. There was no time for his usual meticulous preparation for
the shot - Hadir had already reached the Toyota and was clambering into the
passenger seat. As the pick-up began to move, Shepherd sighted and fired in one
movement, taking up the first pressure on the trigger, breathing out and
squeezing the trigger home in the space of less than a single second. He felt
the recoil against his shoulder and simultaneously through his scope he saw the
Taliban leader hurled back in his seat, arms flung outwards and a corona of
blood spray around his head. It had been a lucky shot, Shepherd knew, but they
all counted. 


As the driver
span the wheel and slewed the pick-up around, Hadir tumbled from the vehicle,
sprawling in the dust. The exit wound had blown the back of his head off and he
was stone dead as he hit the ground. 


The pick-up
slowed for a second but the Taliban made no attempt to retrieve the body. As
the driver gunned the engine, the fighters fired bursts of automatic fire
towards the site of the muzzle flash from Shepherd’s rifle.  One of the fighters fired an RPG round
from his launcher but it was at extreme range and its automatic detonation
after its four and a half second flight meant that it exploded short of the OP,
though it was still close enough for Shepherd to feel the searing heat of its
blast and hear shrapnel pinging off the rocks around them. 


The remaining
Taliban fighter had now jumped onto the pick-up and it roared off with the men
still loosing off wild bursts of fire. 


Shepherd fired twice
more, but both shots missed their target as the Toyota bucked and bounced over
the rutted road, heading back towards the border. Mitchell, McIntyre and Harper
were at maximum range for their AK74s but also kept up a steady fire of short,
targeted bursts, in the hope of at least delaying the Taliban until the
heli-borne QRF arrived, but the pick-up accelerated away, and within a minute
it was even out of range of Shepherd’s AI .50. When the QRF eventually arrived,
all that remained of the Taliban was the body of the dead Hadir.


At the debrief
back at base later that day, there was much frustration and furious
recriminations all round, but the source of the compromise remained unknown.
Shepherd was still fuming when he went for his morning run the next day, so
much so that he almost missed the vertical chalk mark scratched above the dead
drop in the rockface, signalling that Karim wanted a meet. 


When Shepherd
told Mitchell about it, he insisted on riding shotgun on him for the meet.
‘It’ll be quite like old times,’ Mitchell said. ‘I did it for a couple of years
in the Middle East, providing cover for MI6 guys working out of the
embassies.  If you’re going to a
dead drop you’ve got to have support because the chances of compromise are very
high; it’s how agents get knocked off all the time.’ 


‘Bloody hell,
Geordie,’ Shepherd said. ‘I’m going to see a kid. The meet’s inside the base
and he probably only wants to shake me down for some money because his tip-off
proved right.’


‘Just the same,
you need someone watching your back. It’s not just the direct threat. If anyone
else is taking too much interest, you want to know about it, don’t you?’ 


Shepherd knew
better than to argue with his more experienced colleague. At six that night, he
strolled out of the Special Forces compound and walked around the perimeter
fence towards the meeting place. Mitchell had already been in position for an
hour, in cover nearby, watching for anyone approaching the meeting place or
observing it from a distance. 


When Shepherd got
to the edge of the dip where it was sited, he got a double click in his
earpiece that told him the area was clear. He found Karim already there,
sitting on a rock with his back to him.


‘So Karim,’ he
said. ‘Come to get some more money…’ The words died on his lips as Karim turned
to face him. The boy’s face was ashen and his eyes were red from crying. ‘What
the hell’s happened?’


‘Jabbaar’s men
came back to our village to avenge the killing of Hadir,’ said Karim, stumbling
over the words. ‘They took all the tribal elders away, and they took my father
too.’


‘Your father?
What the hell was he doing there? He’s an interpreter for the Americans, he
must have known he’d be targeted.’


‘My grandfather
was dying. My father had gone to see him in secret, to say his last farewell,
but someone must have seen him and betrayed him, because the Taliban knew he
was there.’


‘Then we’ll set
up an operation to rescue him,’ Shepherd said. ‘I’ll get the lads on it right
away. Don’t worry, we’ll sort this out, Karim, I promise.’


The boy shook his
head. ‘It’s too late. Just before dawn, my grandfather’s neighbour heard the
noise of a vehicle stopping outside the house. He waited until it drove off,
then went outside. My father’s body had been thrown on the ground outside my
grandfather’s door. He had been tortured; his fingernails had been pulled off
and his body was covered with burns and knife cuts. But there was worse…’ He
stopped, fighting for self-control. ‘They had cut off his manhood and stuffed
it in his mouth… the sign they use to mark informers.’


‘Oh hell, Karim,
I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.’


‘He had bled to
death. My only consolation is that my grandfather never saw his son like that,
for he also died that night, in his sleep.’ He paused and when he spoke again,
his voice had a colder, steelier edge. ‘It is now a blood feud for me. My
father is dead, killed by Jabbaar.’ He spat on the ground as he said the name.
‘I was my father’s only son, I live now only to avenge him. It is a matter of
honour: either Jabbaar or I must die. Will you help me, Spider?’ 


Shepherd nodded.
‘We’ll find him, Karim, I promise you that.’


‘And when we find
him, he dies?’


‘Yes Karim,’ said
Shepherd. ‘We find him and he dies.’


Karim held his
gaze. ‘We don’t have to find him, I already know where he is, or at least,
where he will be in three days’ time,’ he said quietly.


Shepherd held up
his hand. ‘Don’t tell me the rest until we’re in a more secure area. You can
come with us back to the compound. At least we don’t have to worry about you
being seen with me any more, because the Taliban will already have your card
marked. If they’ve killed your father, they will come after you as well, the
first chance they get.’ He spoke into his throat-mic. ‘Geordie, we’re heading
back now.’


‘We?’  Mitchell said. 


‘Yes, the boy’s
coming in with us.’


‘Are you sure
that’s a good idea?’


‘I’ve no choice.
I’ll explain later.’


‘Are you sure
you’re not getting a little too personally involved with the boy, Spider?’


‘The Taliban have
killed his father.’


‘That’s very sad
but you aren’t responsible for that.’


‘I’m not so sure
about that, Geordie. Look, he’s an orphan now. He’s our responsibility.’


Mitchell came
over to join them and they walked back to the compound together in silence.
Shepherd vouched for the boy to the guard at the gates and then led him to his
tent. ‘Okay Karim,’ he said, sitting down on his cot.  ‘Tell me why you think you know where Jabbaar will be.’


‘I spied on two
Afghan soldiers this morning and heard them talking,’ the boy said. ‘They wear
the green uniform of the Afghan Army, but I know they are Taliban. I overheard
one say they were going to Zadran on Saturday, to teach the thieves and whores
there a lesson. That means there’ll be whippings and thieves getting their
hands cut off. It’s the Taliban’s version of sharia law, just like when they
ruled the whole country and there were mutilations and executions almost every
week. They even staged them in the football stadium in Kabul.’


‘So, even
assuming that’s really what it is going to happen, why are you so sure that
Jabbaar will be there?’ asked Shepherd.


Mitchell sat down
on another cot, watching Karim carefully.


‘Because he takes
pleasure from such things and Zadran is his home village,’ said Karim.  ‘I told you his name means cruel and he
lives up to it. He runs the opium trade there and has even forced some of the
farmers to surrender their children to him to clear their debts.’


‘What do you
mean?’


‘Zadran takes the
children. He keeps the pretty ones and the others are taken across the border
to be trained as suicide bombers.’ 


Shepherd looked
over at Mitchell. ‘Bastard,’ Mitchell muttered under his breath.


Shepherd picked
up a map and turned back to Karim. ‘Where is Zadran exactly?’ 


‘In the mountains
about twenty miles east of Jalalabad.’


‘Bandit country,’
Mitchell said. 


Shepherd studied
the map. ‘So what do you reckon?’ he asked Mitchell.


Mitchell
shrugged. ‘Could be right. It’s only a few miles from the tribal areas, so
Jabbaar and his crew could easily slip across the border again. The only way
we’ll find out is to take a look, but we may struggle to convince the Boss on
nothing more solid than the word of a twelve year old kid.’ He paused,
intercepting the boy’s baleful look. ‘No offence, Karim, I’m saying what the
Boss will think, not what I think.’


‘Karim was right
before,’ Shepherd said. ‘And apart from any personal reasons, Jabbaar’s a major
target, Number One in the local Taliban hierarchy. Feathers in everyone’s caps
if we nail him.’


‘Karim may well
be right again, but there’s another problem,’ Mitchell said, studying the map.
‘Zadran is in a valley that runs eastwards towards the Pakistan border. It’s
cut off from the rest of the country by a 3,000 metre range of mountains and
the only way through them is by means of one of two passes, both of which cut
through narrow defiles that are an ambusher’s dream. Half a dozen well-armed
men could hold off an army there. So we’ll have to insert by helis and on
previous form, as soon as we take off from Bagram, you can bet that the
Taliban’s spies and informers will be passing word that we’re deploying.’ 


‘Then we don’t
take off from Bagram,’ Shepherd said.


Mitchell gave him
a puzzled look. ‘Meaning?’


‘That for this
op, we’ll base ourselves away from Bagram. Fly it in two stages. Drop the helis
in the middle of nowhere until we’re ready for them.’


‘But even if we
do have their support, it’ll be of limited use, because we can’t bomb or rocket
targets in the middle of a large, densely populated village, and even if
Jabbaar is in Zadran, by the time we’ve fought our way past the Taliban pickets
and into the market square, the chances are he’ll be long gone.’ Mitchell
paused. ‘That’s if he’s there at all. If he isn’t, and we turn out to have been
shooting up a village that’s just going about its daily business, the Head Shed
will have our guts for garters.’


‘We’ll do it
covertly,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll infiltrate the village and call the rest of
you in when I’ve got a positive ID on Jabbaar and his crew.’ 


‘And the boy?’


‘Will come with
me. He’ll be my passport into Zadran. I’ll be his long lost uncle and he can
vouch for me to the locals.’ He intercepted Mitchell’s dubious look. ‘He’s got
the right to be there; Jabbaar killed his father.’ 


‘If you say so,
but I’m guessing the Boss will take some convincing.’


‘Then let’s go
persuade him.’ He turned to the boy. ‘Now if this is going to work, I’ll need
the right tribal dress, Karim, which is where you come in. I need a shalwar
kameez.’


‘I’ll get you the
best money can buy.’


‘No, no, I want
the opposite of that. It needs to be old, shabby and poor quality. I’m going to
pose as a poor relative of yours, so I need to look the part. See what you can
do, OK?’ He handed him a few dollars. ‘But Karim, you’re not to leave Bagram
yourself. Pay one of the other boys to go the bazaar for you, if you need to,
but you stay on the base. At least we know the Taliban can’t get at you here.
You stick to us like camel shit on an army boot, okay?’


They walked with
the boy up to the gates of the compound and then he hurried off. While they
waited for him to return, Shepherd called a briefing for the team he wanted and
outlined his plan to use Karim to get close to Jabbaar. Major Gannon heard him
out in silence, but then shook his head emphatically. ‘No can do, Spider. He’s
a twelve year old kid.’


‘He’s a twelve
year old Afghan kid and that makes him twelve going on twenty-five in the
West,’ said Shepherd. ‘He’s seen and done things that the wildest street kid in
the UK couldn’t even imagine.’


‘He’s twelve,
Spider. There’s no getting away from that.’


‘He’s a
twelve-year-old orphan whose father was butchered by the Taliban. And he wants
revenge. And to be honest, boss, I think he’s entitled. This isn’t England, he
can’t go to the cops. He can’t go to anyone. Except us. And if we don’t help
him, his father’s murderer goes unpunished.’


‘I’d be happier
if you went and the kid stayed here.’


‘But he’s my
ticket in, I can’t get into Zadran without him.’


‘But even setting
aside the ethics of using the boy in an op at all, can you begin to imagine the
international media shit-storm that would erupt if word of this ever got out?
They’ll be accusing us of using Afghan kids as human shields.’


‘But word won’t
get out because there’ll be nothing to say I’m British. It’s the ultimate
deniable op. If I’m killed - and you know I won’t be captured, because I’ll top
myself before I’ll let that happen - there’ll be no traceable kit, no paper
trail, nothing. I’ll just be some dead foreigner, an Arab, an Uzbek, a Chechen
or a Turkoman, meddling in an Afghan feud and paying the price for it. My death
won’t even rate a line in the Kabul newspapers, let alone the outside world.’ 


‘But even if I
agree to it, how do you propose to get into Zadran without being rumbled?’


Shepherd smiled
as he realized that the Major was starting to come around. ‘I’m going to pose
as a shell-shocked local - thanks to the US bombing there’s a lot of them
about. I’m going to be Karim’s uncle. He can speak for me if we’re stopped and
since I’m shell-shocked, I won’t be speaking at all. And better yet, I’ll be
unarmed-’


‘Are you off your
head?’ said Gannon. ‘Have you looked in a mirror recently?’


‘Just hear me
out. In Afghanistan, every adult man carries a weapon. If you’ve no weapon, you
can’t be an adult and so you’re treated as a semi-imbecile. There’s no better
way to disarm suspicion than to be someone who is beneath contempt, not worthy
even of notice. And, of course, though I’ll not appear to be carrying a weapon
at all, I’ll have a pistol, tucked away.’


‘So that’s you
sorted then,’ McIntyre said, after a pause. ‘But how are the rest of us going
to be inserting?’ 


Shepherd smiled.
‘We send a couple of helis out into the desert, close enough to be able to get
to me in minutes. When I need you I’ll fire a flare.’


‘You figure any
spies won’t know what you’re up to?’ asked the Major.


‘We can muddy the
water by using half a dozen Hughes 500 helis. Even though they’re small, they
pack a hell of a punch. They can be used as gunships – they’re fitted
with seven-shot rocket pods and 7.62 miniguns - or as troop carriers with one
guy sitting next to the pilot and two, or even four more, at a pinch, strapped
to the outside and standing on the skids. We can use six of them and stagger
their departures from Bagram and no one will know they are meeting up.’


‘So you call them
in at the last moment?’


‘They’ve got a
range of a couple of hundred miles and a top speed of 160 miles an hour, and
they’re small and relatively quiet, so you can be less than two minutes flying
time away from the target and be undetected by anyone there… which is just as
well, because that’s probably the maximum time I’ll have before the Taliban
start cutting my dick off and feeding it to me.’


 ‘Okay,’ the Boss said at last. ‘You’ve
just about convinced me. I’ll get the paperwork sorted. We’ve got three days to
prepare; let’s make the most of them.’ 


‘One more thing,’
Shepherd said. ‘It’s a while since I’ve done any CQB training. I’ll need a hand
to build a Killing House I can practise in.’


‘I’ll go one
better,’ McIntyre said. ‘Once we’ve built it, I’ll train you up as well. You
may be the dog’s bollocks when it comes to sniping, but there’s no one better
than me when it comes to CQB.’


Shepherd and the
team spent a few hours stacking sand-bags to form a Killing House about thirty
feet square, where he could practise his shooting drills. McIntyre rigged up
targets of various sizes at irregular intervals around it and Shepherd began
his training, with McIntyre a hard taskmaster. ‘You’re best with a 9mm Glock,’
he said. ‘It’s a little bigger than the Browning, but it’s a beautiful weapon
and it has no safety catch - and the split second that saves you might just be
a life-saver too. If you’ve not used one before, you just have to remember that
there’s a hard pull on the trigger for the first shot, but after that it’s just
a short single pull to fire the rest of the magazine. You’ve got one in the
spout and twelve in the mag, giving you thirteen shots, and you need to count
the double taps as you fire them, so you’ve always got one shot left as you
change magazines. 


‘You need to
practise both shooting methods too. You already know the instinctive method,
one-handed and effective up to ten or twelve metres range. If you can point you
can shoot. But you also need to go a bit more old school and practise the
Weaver method we used to use back in the day. It’s a two-handed stance and it’s
more accurate at ranges from ten to twenty metres but slower than the
instinctive method. Any further from Jabbaar than that and you might as well
put your head between your legs and kiss your arse goodbye, because no matter
how good a shot you are, you’re only going to hit him by accident, not design.
Ready? Right, let’s get to it. You need to fire a couple of thousand rounds
before I’m convinced you’re ready... and that’s supposing you manage to hit the
target now and again. If you don’t, it’s going to be a long night.’ 


As Shepherd had
admitted, it was some time since he’d practised his CQB skills, and he was
rusty at first, slow to draw and change magazines, and with a couple of his
shots just missing the killing zone: the triangle of head and upper body, where
a double tap was certain to be fatal.


‘That was shite,’
McIntyre said, after his first session. ‘You missed with two shots out of
twenty-four. That might be good enough for the infantry, but you’re not in the
fucking infantry, you’re in the SAS and we expect perfection - do it
again.’  


Shepherd did
better on his second attempt and began to get back into the rhythm of CQB,
drawing, firing a double-tap, rolling onto the ground and firing another
double-tap, standing up and firing another, and then going to ground again, a
constant rhythm of fire and movement, trying to ensure that he was never a
static target, even when re-loading. Years of ops and practice in the Killing
House at Hereford were meant to ensure that any SAS man could change magazines
even while rolling across the ground, but Shepherd’s focus on his sniping
skills, and the continuous deployments on CT ops, meant that he had practised
his CQB skills much less often in recent years. 


‘Keep moving!’
McIntyre bellowed as Shepherd paused for a split-second, fumbling with the
magazine as he changed it. ‘Do you think the fucking Taliban are going to
politely stop firing and wait for you to change magazines before they shoot
your arse full of holes?’


‘You’re lovely
when you’re angry,’ Shepherd said, laughing, before he dived and rolled again.
As he fired the double-taps, he counted the rounds religiously and changed the
magazine still with one round in the chamber, so the pistol was never unloaded
and he always had the means to take down an attacker. Not bad,’ McIntyre said,
as they took a breather after a couple of hours intensive practice and had a
brew. Shepherd smiled to himself, it was as much praise as McIntyre could ever
bring himself to give about anything. 


‘Shall I tell you
something weird?’ McIntyre said, as he stirred about half a pound of sugar into
his brew. ‘Did you know that British police can’t fire double-taps because of a
legal ruling that if you hit the target with the first shot, the second one
constitutes excessive force.’ He gave a bleak smile. ‘Fucking ridiculous I
know, but it’s true. So if you shoot a bad guy, you have to hope he’s dead,
because if not, he gets a free shot at you before you can fire again.’


While Shepherd
was practising his shooting drills, Karim had returned with a shalwar kameez
for him. When he tried it on, Shepherd wrinkled his nose. ‘Bloody hell, Karim,
I know I said worn and patched, but I don’t remember saying anything about it
stinking.’


Karim grinned.
‘But won’t the smell just make it seem more authentic, Spider?’


‘And was there
any change from the dollars I gave you?’


Karim’s smile
grew even broader. ‘Strangely enough, it was just the right amount.’


‘Do you know, I
had a funny feeling, it was going to be!’ He paused. ‘Now I’ve done my
training, Karim, but there’s one piece of kit, I need you to use. When we’re in
Zadran and I give you the nod, you’ll have to fire a flare to alert McIntyre
and Mitchell and the others that we need them to come in all guns blazing. See
this?’ He showed him a pouch about the size of two packs of cigarettes and then
took out a metal tube three inches long, fitted with a screw end and a small
trigger. ‘This a gun to fire mini-flares. They were designed originally for
people on yachts, but they’re perfect for our purpose too. These are the
flares,’ he said, pulling them out of the pouch. ‘See the green and red
coloured bands on the ends? They show the colour of the flare: a green flare
signals “Go!” to our friends, a red one warns of danger.’ He winked at Karim.
‘But you’ll only need green ones. Screw the flare on, press the trigger and it
throws the flare up to 400 feet in the air. My mates will be watching for the
signal and as soon as they see it, they’ll come and join the party. But Karim,
let’s get one more thing clear. If you’re to come to Zadran with me, you have
to do exactly as I say, when I say it. And that means you fire the flare when I
tell you, and then you drop to the ground and stay flat, whatever happens,
until I tell you it’s safe.’


‘You want me to
be a coward?’ Karim said, resentful.


‘No, I want you
to stay alive. The Taliban are no respecters of youth and nor are the automatic
weapons they fire. But don’t worry, do as I say and you’ll have your revenge on
Jabbaar, but I need to concentrate on my own job without having to keep half an
eye on you. OK?’ 


Karim nodded.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll do as you say.’


Shepherd had a
final briefing with the rest of the team the next day. They would be inserting
separately, with Shepherd and Karim making directly for Zadran, aiming to lie
up nearby overnight, and then enter the village early the next morning, while
the rest of the team left on the helicopters.


Shepherd was
dressed in his shalwar kameez, its odour only marginally improved by a night in
the open, hanging on the barbed wire fence. Although it still appeared to be
the typical Afghan clothing, Shepherd had modified the long shirt. As he was
right-handed, he had unpicked the seam of the shirt all the way from the left
shoulder down to the waist and then fixed Velcro strips to both sides of it, so
that when closed, the shirt appeared untouched. He wore his Glock pistol in a
holster so well-concealed that even someone searching him for weapons would be
almost certain to miss it. Unlike a normal shoulder holster, this one fitted
tight into the left armpit, and, even to a practised eye, left no outward sign
that he was carrying a weapon at all, but when he needed to access it, he
simply had to rip the Velcro open with his left hand and draw the pistol with
his right. It took less than a second to draw and fire. To complete his
disguise, he was wearing the usual Afghan knitted skullcap. He hadn’t shaved
for three days and his skin was nut brown from hours under the relentless
Afghan sun.


An hour after
sunset,  Shepherd led Karim out to
a waiting Blackhawk heli. It had landed within the SF compound itself, and
while Taliban spies might still report it taking off, they could not see who or
what it was carrying.


Karim was
saucer-eyed as he clambered into the heli. ‘Frightened?’ Shepherd said, as he
watched him looking around the interior. 


The boy’s eyes
were shining as he met his gaze. ‘No Spider, just excited.’


The heli took off
and flew a diversionary route, flying west until out of sight of Bagram, before
descending to low-level and switching onto its true course. The pilot was
already wearing Passive Night Goggles. As well as his own, Shepherd had brought
a pair for Karim and showed him how to use them. The boy was speechless for
some time, gazing out into the darkness with a look of complete wonder on his
face. 


The Blackhawk put
them down at an LZ twelve miles from Zadran and disappeared into the night,
while they began a three hour walk through the darkness before finding a place
to lie up close to Zadran. 


Soon after dawn
the next morning, Shepherd roused the boy and after drinking a few mouthfuls of
water and eating some high energy snacks, they set off for Zadran. It was
another clear and sunny morning and as they walked along the dirt-road towards
the village, their feet scuffing in the dust, they were surrounded by clouds of
butterflies, feeding on the nectar of the dog roses, juniper, thyme and
lavender growing wild along the earth banks dividing the track from the
surrounding fields. The peaks of the mountains of the Hindu Kush were visible
to the north, permanently white-capped even in the heat of high summer, and
standing out in stark relief against the azure blue of the sky. 


‘It’s a beautiful
country, Karim,’ Shepherd said, as he looked around him. ‘You’ll have to show
me it one day, when the Taliban have gone and people can live normal lives
again.’ At the sound of his voice, a shrike flew out of a thorn bush giving a
rasping call to show its anger at being disturbed. Its prey, a small lizard,
remained impaled on a thorn. 


In contrast to
the beauty of the country around Zadran, the village - large enough to qualify
as a small town - was scarred and ugly, after decades of fighting. They passed through
a wasteland of shelled and bombed mud-brick buildings, the facades of those
still standing as scarred by bullet holes as the pock-marked faces of smallpox
victims.  Beyond them was a shanty
town of rusting shipping containers where burqa-clad women and small children
peered out at them from the dark interiors. ‘We call this area Khair Khana,’
Karim whispered. ‘Container city.’


As the sun rose
higher, a growing number of villagers were now in the streets. Shepherd
attracted some curious or suspicious glances and there were a few muttered
comments as they passed - strangers were always objects of suspicion in
Afghanistan - but he was now well into his role, head bowed, mouth hanging
open, and his eyes apparently unfocussed, staring at nothing, and none
challenged them. Several people recognised Karim and called out greetings and
queries about his companion, but he replied with grave respect, and they
appeared to accept his explanations, while Shepherd’s lack of a weapon and his
vacant, unmanly demeanour, disarmed any remaining suspicions.


They reached the
large open space that served as the market square and sat among groups of men
talking in the open fronted teahouse at one side of the square. Karim ordered
mint tea for them, paying with a few crumpled Afghani notes. As they sipped
their drinks, the smells of the market assaulted their senses: the stench of
animal dung  and the stink of fumes
from the decrepit trucks and swarms of mopeds, battling with the fragrance of
sandalwood, cloves and spices from one stall. Most of the others were only
battered crates and cardboard boxes, and the stall holders squatted in the dust
alongside their meagre wares: used lightbulbs, sandals cut from old tyres,
empty cans and bottles, second-hand clothes, with bloodstains on some
suggesting their origins. 


Alongside the
staples of Afghan life - rice, green tea, sugar - the food stalls sold
radishes, cucumbers, tomatoes and grapes, but few could afford the meat from
the stall where the butcher flicked half-heartedly at the flies swarming over
his wares and a tethered goat awaited its turn under the knife. 


An ice-seller sat
on a wooden cart drawn up in the shade of a mulberry tree with a few fruits
still clinging to the topmost branches. A trickle of water ran from beneath the
sackcloth shrouding the square blocks of ice that were cut from the river in
winter and stored in caves to preserve them from the summer heat. 


As Shepherd and
Karim sipped their mint tea in silence, awaiting the promised arrival of the
Taliban, Mitchell’s SAS group were twenty miles away looking at the sky and
waiting for the flare that would tell them that they were needed at Zadran. The
squad leaders, including Mitchell, were sitting up front with the pilots, while
the others stood on the skids and lashed themselves to the side of the helis
with air dispatch harnesses fastened with a quick-release mechanism. The pilots
fired up the engines, and then they sat, engines idling and rotors turning
slowly as the minutes ticked away and the sun rose higher in the sky.


Shepherd and
Karim had been sitting in the tea-house for over an hour when they heard the
noise of engines and a commotion at the eastern side of the town. A few moments
later a convoy of Taliban pick-ups came sweeping into the square. The fighters
jumped down and began herding the population into the middle of the square.
Four of them burst into the tea-house and drove out the customers, including
Shepherd and Karim, with kicks and blows.


They were pushed
towards a cordon of other Taliban who were searching every man. There was a
shout as a fighter produced a Bollywood cassette tape he had found in one
villager’s pocket. Face ashen with fear, the man was dragged to one side and
punched to the ground. Shepherd and Karim were now close to the front of the
line and Shepherd was feeling uncomfortably aware of the Glock pistol in his
armpit as a Taliban fighter stared at him, then shouted at him in Pushtu.
Shepherd said nothing, letting his mouth hanging open and a dribble of spittle
run from it, while Karim stammered an explanation. Suddenly there was the loud
noise of a back-firing moped. At once, seizing his chance, Shepherd threw
himself to the ground, covering his head with his arms and crying out in
terror. 


There was a burst
of laughter from the Taliban fighters. One kicked him in the ribs and another
spat on him, showing his contempt, but Shepherd’s apparent terror had disarmed
any suspicions they might have harboured about him. Karim helped him up and
they moved on, unsearched and unchallenged, the mocking laughter of the Taliban
fighters pursuing them, but Shepherd was also smiling to himself.


When the last of
the villagers had been searched, another Taliban Toyota pick-up was driven into
the market square, carrying two men and one woman in a burqa. It stopped in the
middle of the square and the victims were pushed from the tailgate and allowed
to fall to the ground. The woman’s hands were tied behind her back and she fell
heavily. As she was dragged back to her feet, Shepherd could see a spreading
bloodstain on the cloth visor covering her face.


Shepherd had now
spotted Jabbaar and began trying to work his way through the crowd towards him,
but people were pressing forward, apparently eager for the spectacle to come
and, afraid of losing touch with the boy, he had to bide his time. The villager
who had been found with a cassette tape was the first to face Jabbaar’s wrath.
The man was dragged forward and Jabbaar confronted him, brandishing the
cassette tape and shouting in his face, so close to him that the man’s own face
was flecked with spittle. 


Some of the
Taliban fighters were wearing lengths of electric cable wrapped around their
waists like belts. They now untied them, took a couple of turns around their
wrists and then began to use them as whips, lashing them down onto their
helpless victim. The last few inches of frayed copper wire of the cables had
been exposed, drawing blood as the lashes sliced angry weals across the man’s
back. Jabbaar himself used a thin, barbed branch torn from a thorn bush as a
whip, flogging the victim until he lay still in a spreading pool of his own
blood.


The second
victim, accused of theft, was then dragged forward. Two soldiers held him,
while another two gripped his right arm and he was forced to kneel in front of
Jabbaar. He clicked his fingers and a man wearing a surgeon’s mask, whether for
hygiene or to conceal his identity, stepped out of the crowd. He placed a
scuffed brown leather case on the ground, took out a hypodermic and injected
the man’s arm, then tied a tourniquet around his forearm with a strip of thin
leather. There was a murmur of anticipation from the crowd as the surgeon then
produced a scalpel from his bag. Playing to the crowd, he held it above his
head for a moment, so it gleamed in the sunlight. 


The victim still
stared straight ahead, only the set of his jaw and a pulsing vein in his temple
betraying his emotion as the surgeon began to cut through the flesh around his
wrist. As blood spurted out, he cut the tendons and then broke the wrist with a
sound like the snap of a breaking stick that echoed around the hushed square. 


As the surgeon
held the severed hand aloft, there were shouts of ‘Allahu akbar’ from the
Taliban fighters and some of the crowd. Shepherd suppressed a shudder; the
ritual seemed even more barbaric when carried out by a man using the trappings
of modern medicine, than it would have if done by some Taliban warlord, hacking
off the hand with a sword or an axe.


 A third man was then dragged forward,
accused and convicted by Taliban decree of killing a farmer’s son in an
argument over a piece of disputed land. The father of the murdered boy was led
forward and Jabbaar said something to him.


‘He’s asking if
the man can find it in his heart to have mercy,’ Karim whispered.


The old man gave
an emphatic shake of his head. ‘My heart, my honour, demand revenge.’ 


 His words were greeted with a roar from
the crowd. Jabbaar then handed the old man an AK47. As one of the fighters
moved to cover the victim’s eyes with a scarf, Jabbaar stopped him. He gestured
impatiently to the old man, who raised the rifle and fired, but his hand shook
and the shot struck the victim in the shoulder rather than the heart, the
impact sending him sprawling. There were screams from a woman in the crowd, who
had also collapsed, clutching at her thigh. The round had passed clean through
the victim and struck the woman as well, knocking her on her back. Her burqa
had ridden up, exposing her legs to the knee. One of the Taliban rushed to her,
pulled it down again and then turned his back, concerned only about the
indecency, not the wound she had suffered.


Jabbaar scowled
and dragged the old man forward until he was standing directly over the victim
and gestured to him to finish the job. The wounded man lay staring up at him,
making no sound, as the man held the barrel to his head and pressed the trigger
a second time. As a mess of blood and brains splashed into the dust of the
square, there was another roar from the crowd. The Taliban fighters dragged the
body away and threw it into the back of the pick-up.


Another pick-up
was then driven into the square, its back loaded with a heap of stones.
Realisation dawned on Shepherd as he saw the last victim, the woman, being
dragged towards a wooden post set in the ground. There was a buzz of excitement
from the crowd and men and young boys ran to the Toyota and began loading
themselves with as many stones as they could carry.


Jabbaar
pronounced sentence: the woman was guilty of adultery, the penalty death by
stoning. Shepherd felt sick at the thought, but as the crowd of men jostled for
position, waiting for the signal to start, he saw his chance. Jabbaar was now
standing slightly off to one side and his attention and that of his men and the
crowd was focussed solely on the woman. As Jabbaar raised his hand, ready to
signal the start of the stoning, Shepherd nudged Karim, who dragged his gaze
away from the horrific spectacle. 


‘In three,’
Shepherd murmured ‘From... Now!’


 As Jabbaar lowered his arm and the first
stones began to fly, striking the woman’s body with dull thuds like axe strokes
on wood, Shepherd sprinted out of the crowd, elbowing a woman aside and bowling
over a man who stood in his way. There was a loud whoosh as Karim launched the
flare. It tore upwards and burst in a green flash overhead. All eyes were drawn
to it, except Shepherd’s. He ripped open the velcro on his shirt with his left
hand and drew his pistol in one movement with his right. 


A Taliban fighter
swung to face him, but Shepherd double-tapped him, dived to the ground, firing
another double-tap as he rolled over, to take down another fighter, and firing
again as he sprang upright. A third Taliban fighter dropped as the burst from
his own weapon passed harmlessly over Shepherd’s head. 


Shepherd had
already dived and rolled once more and came up within five metres of Jabbaar.
The stoning had stopped and the crowd was in uproar, most of them unable to
comprehend what was happening, so fast was Shepherd’s fire and movement.
Jabbaar was scrabbling to pull his AK47 from his shoulder and bring it to bear,
but he was too slow. Shepherd double-tapped him, two shots to the chest, just
above the heart.  Jabbaar crashed
to the ground and his rifle skittered away across the square.


Shepherd was
already diving to the ground again, rolling sideways, firing another double-tap
as he went, still counting his shots: ten fired, two left before a magazine
change. He sprang up again and fired another double-tap towards the Taliban
fighters by the pick-up. They were too far away for a kill to be guaranteed but
he hoped the incoming fire would disturb their own aim. He now had just one
shot left and flung himself to the ground again, whipping out the magazine and
inserting a new one even as he rolled across the square, dust matting his
clothes and hair. 


Many of the
villagers had now fled in panic, but one man, braver than the rest, tried to
lash out at Shepherd with his foot. He dodged the kick, sprang up to
pistol-whip the man to the ground, and then moved again as a burst of automatic
fire tore the air apart in the place where he had just been standing.


As he dived and
rolled again, he heard the clatter of rotors and the rattle of mini-guns as the
helis flashed overhead. 


The Taliban
fighters swung to face this new threat, but they were now outgunned and
outnumbered. Two attack helis kept up a withering fire, the mini-guns’
incessant rattle punctuated by the whoosh of rockets flashing from their pods
and torching the Taliban pick-ups. 


The other four
helis landed at the edge of the square in a whirlwind of dust and debris.
McIntyre, Mitchell and the others jumped off the helis and joined the fight,
pouring in a torrent of rounds that cut the Taliban apart. 


The sound of
double-taps echoed through the square as the SAS killed the Taliban fighters
with ruthless efficiency, flattening any villager who stood in their way. They
kicked their legs from under them or punched them to the ground and while the
SAS assault teams kept up their withering fire, others secured the villagers’
wrists with plastic ties. When the battle was over, they would be searched and
identified and any Taliban who’d thrown away their weapons and tried to hide
among them would receive short shrift. 


The sound of
gunshots and double-taps slowed and then stopped altogether as the last fighter
was cut down. Every local had fled and the square was now completely deserted,
but for the dead and wounded and the SAS troopers patrolling the perimeter,
still watchful and alert. Mitchell moved among the wounded, treating two SAS
men who had non-fatal gunshot wounds. 


Mitchell had
spotted Shepherd and ran over to him as he dusted himself down and looked
around for Karim. ‘All right, Spider?’ 


‘I’m fine, not a
scratch on me,’ he said. ‘But see what you can do for her.’ He gestured to
where the burqa-clad woman slumped against the wooden post that held her.
Mitchell ran over to her and after checking her over gave Shepherd a thumbs up.
‘She’s badly bruised and has a couple of broken bones, but she’ll live,’ he
said.


Shepherd pointed
at the woman who had been shot. She was curled up in a ball, sobbing. ‘She took
a round in the thigh, can we patch her up before we go?’ asked Shepherd. ‘If
not we can take her with us.’


‘I’m on it,’ said
Mitchell. 


Shepherd looked
around again and shouted for Karim again. The boy suddenly appeared from behind
one of the market stalls, grinning from ear to ear and holding a fistful of
dollar bills in one hand. ‘The stall-holder doesn’t seem to want these any
more,’ he said, as he ran over to Shepherd, ‘so I thought we might as well have
them.’


Shepherd smiled.
‘We? You nicked it, you keep it.’ He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘It’s
time to go,’ he said. ‘We’re finished here.’


‘I have one thing
to do,’ said Karim, reaching into his bag and pulling out a curved knife. ‘I
have to do to Jabbaar what he did to my father.’


‘He’s dead,
Karim. That’s enough.’


Karim’s eyes
blazed. ‘I will cut off his dick and put it in his mouth. And I will tell
everyone that I did it to avenge my father, Qaseem.’


Shepherd put a hand
on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Do that, and you’ll be no better than him,’ he said.
‘You need to remember your father as the good man he was. He wanted the best
for you, he wouldn’t want you to be ruled by revenge. Jabbaar is dead. It’s
over.’


Karim looked as
if he wanted to argue, but eventually he nodded and put away the knife. One of
the helicopters lifted off and flew away. ‘Thank you, Spider,’ said Karim. 


‘It was a
pleasure,’ said Shepherd. ‘I liked your father. I hope I can be as good a dad
to my boy as he was to you.’  A
second helicopter lifted off and Shepherd clapped Karim on the shoulder. ‘Come
on or we’ll miss our lift home.’


* * *



 

Spider Shepherd
left the SAS at the end of 2002 and joined an elite police undercover unit. You
can read the first of his undercover adventures in Hard Landing, where he goes
undercover in a high security prison to unmask a drugs dealer who is killing
off witnesses to his crimes. The Spider Shepherd series continues with Soft
Target, Cold Kill, Hot Blood, Dead Men, Live Fire, Rough Justice, Fair Game, False
Friends and True Colours.



 

Hard
Landing is available in the UK for 49p at –  http://amzn.to/xxX2YU
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