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DESERT FIRE

Phil Campion, author of Born Fearless, is a veteran of military operations in just about every conflict-prone corner of the world, both as a soldier in the regular Armed Forces, an elite operator and as a mercenary. He lives with his partner, Wendy, and their children and continues to work as an operator on the private military circuit.


For the real Tony Hogan, late of the Beaujolais wine bar and the world – rest in peace. Gone but not forgotten.


I’d like to thank the small but very clued-up band of operatives from across the disciplines who helped me with the research for this book. You know who you are. Your advice and input was bang on the nail and it is hugely appreciated. Whilst Desert Fire is a work of fiction, it is anchored in facts – and it reflects the dark reality that we are only now waking up to, and from which we will very likely reap the whirlwind.


CHAPTER ONE

The French air force cargo aircraft lurched alarmingly, its giant turbines fighting to gain traction on the hot desert air. It was 0400 hours, the coolest time of night to fly such a mission, yet still the weight of arms and ammunition strapped into the aircraft’s hold dragged it downwards. The pilot, Captain Le Favre, knew he had to gain height and quickly, or they’d be forced to abandon the mission.

Up ahead loomed a fearsome apparition – a shadowed mass boiling on the dark horizon like a devil’s cauldron. The Captain eyed it nervously, the hot Saharan wind that was gusting behind it showing up like a giant, whirling ghost glowing eerily in his night-vision equipment. The aircraft was flying on black light – showing no lights whatsoever – and only the faint glow from the computer consoles lit his and his co-pilot’s features.

The intense, glowing darkness before them was building to around 3,000 feet, its seething mass extending to ground level and blocking out all vision beyond. Even though they were still some ten kilometres out, the Captain could tell that this was no normal cloud formation: it was a super-giant, violent, boiling sandstorm.

Captain Le Favre could attempt to fly around it, but the storm had to be fifty kilometres or more at its base, and blooming like a mushroom cloud as the winds pulsed out from the epicentre. More to the point, the drop zone they were heading for lay somewhere to the centre of that storm front, and most likely deep within its sand-blasted interior.

Normally, the aircraft that he was flying – a state-of-the-art $200 million Airbus A400M Atlas – would be the perfect plane with which to weather such a storm, but there was every chance that tonight it might force them to abort. Le Favre had been trimming the aircraft for maximum fuel efficiency, as he circled the intended drop zone at low altitude, scanning the desert for the signal they were searching for.

But not any more.

Now he had no option but to keep forcing forward the throttles to drive the four turboprops to ever-greater speed, their eight-bladed Scimitar propellers screaming at increasing revolutions as the giant aircraft struggled to gain altitude.

‘Captain, what the hell is that thing?’ a voice echoed over the intercom.

It was Major Goderiaux, the man from the Direction Générale de la Securité (DGSE) – the French equivalent of the Central Intelligence Agency, or Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6). The Major was perched in a fold-down seat to the rear of the cockpit, and he was leaning forward and staring anxiously through the aircraft’s windshield.

‘Tempête de sable,’ the Captain replied. ‘This is the time of the Harmattan – the Sahara’s seasonal wind. From time to time it blows up giant sandstorms, like this one. Tonight we are unlucky.’

‘Unlucky like how, Captain?’

‘Unlucky in that I cannot see how we will find the drop zone with this storm raging. Unlucky because without being able to positively identify the DZ, I don’t see how we can make the drop.’

‘Activate the video link,’ the Major ordered.

Much as he hated having to do so, it was time for Major Goderiaux to consult with his boss at the Paris headquarters of the DGSE. Back in the good old days, more or less everyone at the DGSE bar the secretaries was military or ex-military. But in the politically correct reality that was modern-day France, some sixty per cent of the agency’s staff were civilians. The person he was about to speak to – the DGSE’s Operations Director – was one such person, and to make matters worse, a woman.

As Captain Le Favre dialled up the aircraft’s secure video link, the Major reflected upon his mission. Dropping weapons to Libyan rebels didn’t sit easily with him, even at the best of times. In his view, as a military man, he saw the rebels as a disorganized, unruly mob, and hardly one capable of toppling the Libyan strongman, Colonel Gadaffi. But orders were orders. And like their British and American so-called allies, France seemed to have embraced the misguided ideology that regime change on behalf of ‘the people’ was always for the good.

In the circles that Major Goderiaux hailed from, strongman dictators made the best leaders in the Arab and North African worlds. Men like Colonel Gadaffi were hardly angels, but they were forces of iron control with whom France could do business. And she had, very lucratively and to the nation’s great benefit, until this rebel uprising had reared its ugly head. Now men like him were being ordered to arm and train the rebels, disregarding the fact that no one knew – less still seemed to care – where their allegiances would lie in the long term, and whose interests they might protect.

It was a leap into the great unknown, and as far as the Major was concerned keeping Gadaffi in his post would have been infinitely preferable. But what worried him most was the nature of the weaponry they were about to drop to the rebels. Small arms would be bad enough. But as for the few dozen MANPADS – man-portable surface-to-air missiles – they were preparing to kick out into the lawless void, well, in his view it was sheer lunacy.

He glanced behind through the open doorway connecting the dimly lit cockpit with the aircraft’s shadowy rear. The A400M was a stupendous piece of engineering, and the Major felt a momentary surge of pride as he ran his eye down the cavernous hold. The largely French-designed aircraft was unique in that its four giant turbines rotated counter to each other, each cancelling out the other’s torque and boosting the aircraft’s stability and lift. As a result the Atlas could carry 32 tonnes of equipment, far more than any comparable aircraft.

Right now, a few hundred kilograms of that payload was made up of six dozen SA-24 Grinch missiles. The Russian-made Grinch surface-to-air missile was one of the most potent and deadly on the market. It rivalled – possibly even surpassed – the capabilities of the French equivalent, the Mistral. It employed an infrared ‘heat-seeking’ system that homed in on any hot part of an aircraft – most usually its engines. It had a range of six kilometres – further than that of the Mistral – and with its impact-proximity fuse it could destroy a target without actually hitting it, by detonating within the ‘kill range’.

No doubt about it, it was a fearsome weapon to drop into the hands of the Libyan rebels. The DGSE had chosen to send them the Grinch, as opposed to the French missile, for two reasons. One, the Libyan military already possessed a few Grinches that they’d purchased direct from Russia, so there would be defectors from the Libyan army who should know how to use them.

Two, if the missiles fell into the wrong hands – as Major Goderiaux feared they would – France could always claim it had nothing to do with them, for what would the French be doing supplying Libyan rebels with Russian-made weaponry? This way their mission had maximum ‘deniability’, and that had been the deciding factor.

‘Connection through, sir,’ Captain Le Favre announced.

The Major glanced at the computer screen to his front left. ‘Madame Director, it’s a pleasure. We have a problem with the mission. A tempête de sable has blown up over the location of the drop. We may be forced to abort.’

The DGSE’s Director of Operations frowned. ‘Have the rebels given any of the pre-arranged identification signals?’

‘We have detected their IR strobe, Madame, yes. Our aircraft’s forward-looking infrared sensors can see through even such a storm. But as for the K-marker, no sign of it, Madame.’

‘What’s your visibility?’

‘Within the sandstorm itself, Madame, I would imagine one hundred metres at best. And it looks to be a good kilometre high, sitting right over the drop zone.’

‘Captain Le Favre, how long can you remain in your present orbit?’ the Director of Operations demanded.

The pilot flicked his eyes over various icons on the computer screens. ‘Madame Director, on present fuel consumption rates we have one hour’s loiter time. But as we climb to keep above the tempête, our fuel-usage rises, and our loiter time falls.’

‘Remain over the drop zone for as long as you are able. But do not – I repeat do not – complete the drop unless you see both pre-arranged ID signals: IR strobe, and the K-marker. Leave this video link live and keep me informed.’

Captain Le Favre pushed his aircraft towards a 5,000-foot cruise ceiling, which should take them out of the reach of the tempête. As they scrambled to gain altitude, the giant aircraft was dwarfed by the shadowed mass bearing down upon it. The storm reared before them like the wall of a dark and angry tsunami.

As the towering darkness thundered ever closer, Major Goderiaux noticed that the video connection was breaking up. For a few seconds the image pixellated terribly, struggling to stabilize, and then it seemed to give up completely, disintegrating into a blank screen, the aircraft’s speakers set to either side pushing out a hollow void of wailing static – the screaming ‘voice’ of the sandstorm.

They clawed their way over the roof of the vortex, and it began to take on an animal form, fingers of wind-blown sand reaching up thousands of feet from the desert floor like vicious talons stretching around and above the aircraft. The mass of the storm was darker at its base, where the wind sucked and tore at the sands, and lighter at its tumbling peak where moonlight rent the blackness.

And then a rising finger of the storm was upon them, the steady progress of the aircraft broken as the wind grabbed and shook it like an angry child throwing around a toy. The storm screamed and wailed, its voice deafening even inside the soundproofed cockpit, sand grains blasting in blinding waves against the glass.

The aircraft disappeared for several seconds as it was swallowed whole into the roiling belly of its darkness. Captain Le Favre wrestled desperately with the controls, fighting to keep the heavily laden plane airborne in such appalling conditions, when suddenly they were through and spat out into the relative calm of the far side.

Having climbed through the storm, the Captain trimmed his aircraft once again, settling into an orbit that would provide maximum endurance. Before him the plane was encased in a massive wall of glass, the entire cockpit one transparent shell. This was one of the design triumphs of the A400M, for it provided all-around visibility. Right now, it enabled them to search the desert in every direction for the signal. But as they scanned the terrain, all they could see was an ominous, boiling cloud of wind-driven sand.

Le Favre scanned the goldfish bowl of darkness that had become his world, one eye keeping check on the airspeed, altitude and artificial horizon indicators. Flicking his eyes downwards he checked the electronic flight page of the computer. The forward-looking infrared (FLIR) scanner was still showing a regular, rhythmical burst, as an IR beacon at ground level kept flashing. Down below, in the heart of that storm, someone was signalling to them. They just needed a glimpse of the pre-arranged visual marker, and the drop was on.

Of course, some of the massive parachutes under which the weapons crates would fall might not survive the strong winds of the tempête. Others might, but be scattered across the desert sands. Such were the risks of covert operations like this. The Captain felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see his co-pilot, Philippe, gesturing to a point somewhere to the port side of the aircraft.

‘Break in the tempête,’ he intoned over the radio. ‘Some 1,000 metres forward of us the visibility clears.’

The Captain glanced where his co-pilot was pointing. He could just about make out the ragged edge of the storm racing across the open desert. Behind it, the air seemed remarkably calm and clear. As he drew his eye back towards the nose of the aircraft, he figured he’d spotted something. Or had he? He couldn’t be sure. Then there it was again – a pinprick of fierce light burning like a drop of molten gold in the darkness.

As he stared at it, an outline of glowing dots seemed to shimmer out of the thinning storm. A shape became visible. Three lines of fire had been lit at ground level to reveal a burning ‘K’. It was the signal. He checked the location of the IR strobe: his visual fix on the fiery K and the strobe coincided. No doubt about it, this was the drop zone. He flashed a look at his co-pilot, and he knew that Philippe had also seen it. One glance behind at the Major, and he could see that he had too.

‘We’re on,’ the Major announced grimly. ‘Get us onto your fastest line of approach. I’ll see to things in the rear.’

He unbuckled his seatbelt and headed aft, to where a dozen parachute dispatchers were preparing the loads that were to be rolled out of the aircraft’s giant hold. As he did so, he felt the Atlas begin a slow, ponderous turn, as Captain Le Favre brought it onto the correct approach path for release.

Each pallet of weapons would be rolled off the aircraft’s rear ramp, with the parachute attached to a fixed line. As soon as the load had dropped a certain distance from the aircraft, the parachute would open automatically and the weapons would drift to earth – assuming the parachutes weren’t torn to shreds by the storm.

The Major began barking orders, and figures scurried across the cold steel floor. He figured if they were going to drop such a lethal load to a bunch of rebels they couldn’t even see due to the storm, they might as well get the distasteful business over and done with. After all, orders were orders.

Five thousand feet below him desert nomad Moussa ag Ajjer eyed the heavens. To his people, the Tuareg, the blasted desert wastes of the Sahara were their ancestral home, one they’d inhabited for countless generations. They had always been here, and with their long indigo headscarves – their cheches – wrapped tightly around their hair, face and eyes, they could wait out all but the most atrocious of sandstorms.

With the present storm starting to abate, Moussa ag Ajjer had loosened his cheche to reveal just his eyes and his ears.

He tilted his head and cracked a thin smile. ‘I hear it.’

At his side, a figure murmured a reply. ‘Yes, amghar – chief – it is coming.’

‘Waste not one moment,’ Moussa ag Ajjer announced. ‘As soon as we have it, then is our moment of revenge. Strike for Gadaffi, our one and only true friend …’

There was a crack in the air above them like a ship’s canvas being torn by the wind, and the ghostly form of a parachute emerged from out of the belly of the storm. As the pallet hit the sand it disintegrated, throwing crates of weapons in all directions. Figures scurried for the nearest, feverish hands grabbing the straps and lifting them onto strong, sinewed shoulders. The first of the French weaponry was now in Moussa ag Ajjer’s hands.

The crates were rushed across to the tribal chief’s position and loaded onto a fleet of waiting Toyota pickups. But one that was larger and heavier than the rest was dragged to one side. A fierce-eyed individual bent over it and let out a harsh, ululating cry. He tore at the fastening straps, ripped the lid off and rose to his feet, a long tubular weapon perched upon his shoulder. For a second he hefted it there, assessing its weight and balance, before dropping it tail end down before him.

His hands flicked around the device, expertly punching buttons and ratcheting levers. With his free hand he reached into a second crate and removed a sleek, compact, snub-nosed missile. He pulled back the launcher’s breech, slotted the warhead into place and hefted the tube onto his shoulder again. With his right hand supporting the tube at its far end, his left curled around the trigger grip set halfway along.

With the sandstorm obscuring the aircraft from view, he was tempted to wait to get visual with it. But he had a sound fix at least, which gave him a general launch direction, and he had to presume that the missile’s infrared eye would be able to see through the storm and pick up the heat from the aircraft’s engines. He flicked it onto automatic mode, which meant that the missile would choose its own lead and elevation, and turned towards his chief.

‘The Igla-S,’ he announced excitedly. ‘There is none better. I am ready.’

The Igla-S is the Russian name for what NATO terms the Grinch. His Russian instructors had taught him to always leave his trigger finger lying beside the trigger, in line with the weapon, until the very moment of firing – as a precaution to avoid a premature launch. This he did now, as he eyed Moussa ag Ajjer excitedly.

The Tuareg chief nodded at the heavens. ‘Proceed. If God wills it, revenge will be ours.’

The lean desert warrior raised the tube to an eighty-degree angle, for the aircraft sounded as if it was still circling more or less directly above. He curled his finger around the trigger, and gently, almost lovingly, he increased the pressure. As he did so a momentary break in the receding storm revealed the barest flash of a silhouette outlined against the moonlit heavens – the Atlas.

He adjusted his aim, and the missile left the device in one smooth burst of blinding flame, the launch-man holding the tube as steady as a rock, just as he had been trained. Never before had he had cause to fire the Igla-S in anger, but now he did so with a fierce rage burning in his heart.

He turned to the chief. ‘It is done. Nothing outruns the Igla.’

High above them the last crate left the A400M’s fuselage, and the ramp started to whir shut. Up front Captain Le Favre set a course for home – Paris – which meant turning the ponderous aircraft through one hundred and eighty degrees. She felt noticeably lighter and more responsive with the cargo gone from the hold. As the plane turned towards the north, the pilot’s eyes were drawn to an icon that had flashed onto his screen. Barely had his brain begun to process what it meant, when a robotic-sounding voice started blaring out a warning that resounded around the aircraft.

The A400M is fitted with the multi-colour infrared alerting sensor (MIRAS) – a state-of-the-art missile warning and evasion system. The MIRAS’s defensive sensors had detected an enemy missile launch and lock-on, and the weird, disembodied female voice of the warning system had begun to identify the threat, whilst simultaneously computing how best to counter it.

‘SAM. Launch! Launch! Launch! Launch! 090 degrees. Speed …’

The weird, metallic voice sounded like some sinister version of a satnav system, and to Captain Le Favre and his co-pilot those words were absolutely chilling. He knew in his heart it had to be a Grinch that was inbound – he’d studied the capabilities of just about every missile that might be used against his aircraft. The Grinch utilizes a ‘two-colour’ infrared seeker system, which is all but impossible to defeat. He could just imagine the missile’s seeker head scanning with its iris inside the glass nose dome as it tore towards his aircraft.

The A400M has a top speed of 780 kph. The missile now bearing down upon them would have reached terminal velocity by now, and be scorching ahead at some 570 metres a second. It would be upon them in an instant. Before the Captain could act, the MIRAS system had kicked in, and there was a massive flash of blinding light as all around the aircraft a fountain of white exploded into the night sky.

Scores of flares fired off from the Atlas’s rear, side and front launchers, surrounding the aircraft in a sea of burning fire, and transforming the darkness into a harsh metallic daylight. Each flare burned with a ferocity that far outmatched the heat from the aircraft’s exhausts, enveloped as they were in the aircraft’s cooling system. The dense cloud of flares provided a confusion of different hot points to confound the missile’s guidance system. In the few moments remaining the hope was that the missile would lock onto a flare, and miss the aircraft completely.

The Major snapped his head towards the video link, which finally had stabilized. ‘Madame Controller! We have a SAM inbound—’

His words were cut short as the 2.5 kilogram high-explosive warhead detonated barely a metre away from the aircraft’s bulbous nose. As the storm of shrapnel tore into the cockpit, Major Goderiaux had a split second in which to understand that his worst fears had been realized before a chunk of jagged, razor-sharp steel tore through his windpipe at a speed of 4,000 metres per second, severing his spinal cord. He died instantly. As the aircraft shuddered horribly and began to keel over into a slow and ungraceful dive, the pilot and co-pilot slumped lifeless over the Atlas’s controls.

Some three thousand kilometres away, Madame Enée, the Operations Director of the DGSE, stared into the video feed in utter horror. Her hand had gone to her mouth involuntarily, and she just kept crying over and over and over, ‘Mon dieu! Mon dieu! Mon dieu! Qu’est-ce qu’on a fait?’ – My God! My God! What have we done?

The feed lasted long enough for her to witness the carnage, and for the aircraft to begin its terrible descent towards the dark Libyan desert. And then it flashed white for an instant, before being – mercifully – for ever lost.

She turned to a figure beside her. ‘Mon dieu! Who in God’s name did we drop those weapons to? They are shooting our warplanes down with our own missiles!’

A nervous tic pulled rhythmically at her assistant’s cheek. What on earth was there that he could possibly say in response?

‘Get me Major Hermionne, and Saint-Egury,’ Madame Enée barked. ‘And whoever else drew up the damn intelligence file on this mission …’

As the assistant hurried off to fetch the two Libyan desk officers, he could hear his boss muttering away to herself in horrified disbelief. She lifted her head and cast a withering glance around the handful of figures seated in their plush operations room at the DGSE’s new Noisy-le-Sec quarters. Constructed in the 1850s as a fort from which to defend Paris against marauders, Noisy-le-Sec was an island of ancient impregnability, set amongst an expanse of manicured gardens. The move to the refurbished building had only just been completed, and Madame Enée could hardly think of a worse way to have christened their new headquarters.

‘Not a word outside of this room until we have some answers,’ she snapped. ‘If news of this leaks out to our British allies, or, heaven forbid, the Americans, we will be a laughing stock and worse. Not to mention if it reaches the world’s media …’

She shoved back her chair, got to her feet and stalked towards the door. ‘NOT A BLOODY WORD! You hear me?’ she snarled over her shoulder, as she hurried off in the direction of the Director-General’s office. ‘NOT A BLOODY WORD!’


CHAPTER TWO

Steve Range lowered his burly frame into the chair and cast his eyes around the room. A dozen of the old faithful were gathered, and with several he exchanged a glance of welcome and a few words – mostly wisecracks about absent friends or speculation about the coming mission.

As was the norm with Blackstone Six (B6) operations, none of the private operators knew what the mission entailed until they gathered for the briefing. If they took the tasking, they’d deploy directly from here to a forward mounting base and under strict communications silence.

They’d hand in their mobile phones and other comms devices, so there was no chance of the nature of the task before them leaking out following an indiscreet phone call home. It wasn’t that the men didn’t trust their close families, but it was always possible to make someone talk under the right kind of torture.

At the front of the room, the man they knew as The Colonel was having an easy chat with Tony Hogan, the boss of Blackstone Six. The Colonel played some kind of shadowy liaison role between the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), the various branches of the armed forces, and people like those gathered in the room. Range liked The Colonel and trusted him as much as you could anyone in this kind of business.

The door opened and a tall figure slipped into the room. As far as Range was concerned, Nigel Champion was the opposite of men like The Colonel, or Tony Hogan, the boss at Blackstone Six. To those in the business of ultra-covert black operations, Nigel Champion was known simply as ‘The Fixer’. His role was to take orders from his political taskmasters and translate those into language men like Range and his fellow private warriors could understand. Plus he was the firewall. The politicians spoke to The Fixer. The Fixer spoke to Blackstone Six. That was the key link in the chain of deniability that surrounded all of their missions.

The Fixer made his way across to the battered desk at the front of the room, his feet gliding across the linoleum floor almost without lifting them, as if he were a human hovercraft. With his long, chalky, effeminate-looking hands, his snow-white hair and lifeless pale-blue eyes, The Fixer had a distinctly alien look about him. He had briefed Range on several previous occasions, and with each Range’s dislike and distrust of the man had grown. He was the last kind of bloke that Range would have wanted beside him when the bullets started to fly.

Fortunately, their only contact today was going to be the overall mission briefing: the tasking. Once that had been outlined in full, The Fixer’s job was done, and he’d hand over to The Colonel plus one or two of the Intel boys so they could get down to the real business of planning the thing. That’s if Range and the others from Blackstone Six decided to take the mission.

The Fixer exchanged a few words with Tony Hogan and The Colonel before turning to face the room. ‘Gentlemen, if I might have your attention. Thank you for coming. The mission I am about to outline is being contracted by Her Majesty’s government only. There are no private partners or funders, and no other governments with any role – so no other interested parties apart from HMG. Consequently, above and beyond the normal expectations of secrecy, this mission will remain off-limits to our usual allies, including the Americans.’

The Fixer paused for effect, letting his words hang in the air. As every man in that room fully appreciated, for a black op to be secret and deniable even where Britain’s foremost ally, the Americans, were concerned, it had to be some kind of hyper-sensitive tasking.

‘As you are all aware, the former Libyan leader, Colonel Muammar Gadaffi, was toppled from power by a rebel coalition. This took place within a wider movement that has been called “The Arab Spring”. Part and parcel of the Libyan uprising was the hunting down of Colonel Gadaffi and his family. Mostly, they were captured by the rebels and dealt with – ahem – rather summarily.’

‘Executed, you mean,’ Range interjected. ‘Slotted on the spot.’

‘They were dealt with in a way which our new allies, the Libyan Freedom Coalition, feel was appropriate.’

‘Dead’s still dead.’

The Fixer stared at Range in silence for a long second. Range stared back into his unblinking, lizard-like gaze.

‘However the Gadaffi family may have met their end is not germane to this briefing,’ The Fixer grated. ‘What matters is which of the Gadaffi family members are still alive. The Libyan leader is believed to have had perhaps a dozen children. There are rumours of many illegitimates and bastard offspring—’

‘They can join the club, mate,’ Range muttered.

A ripple of laughter ran around the room. The Fixer’s lifeless gaze took on a distinctly icier hue.

‘The offspring that interests us is one of Gadaffi’s legitimate children, his last and youngest son, Sultan Gadaffi. Before you on your desk you’ll find a buff envelope. If you decide to take this mission, there are photos in there to ID the Gadaffi son. Officially, all of the Gadaffi family is either dead or in the hands of the rebel coalition authorities. However, we happen to know that Sultan Gadaffi escaped the net. Your mission is to go in and get him.

‘You are all familiar with the term The Maghreb?’ The Fixer continued. ‘It refers to the region of North Africa that largely equates to the Sahara desert. The Maghreb encompasses southern Libya and Algeria, plus parts of Niger, Chad and Mali. It is inhabited by a nomadic desert tribe, the Tuareg. They call themselves “The Free People”: they move across this vast, lawless region largely without let or hindrance. Traditionally, they ran trade caravans across the trackless wastes. More recently, several thousand of them were recruited into the late Colonel Gadaffi’s armed forces, becoming his most loyal fighters.

‘Gadaffi championed the Tuareg, and they in turn championed his regime. When the rebels began to win the war – with us and our French allies providing joint military support – the Tuareg melted into the desert. They took several of the Gadaffi family with them, providing sanctuary. One only interests us: Sultan Gadaffi. Your mission it to head into their territory and to snatch him, so as to bring him back to the UK to face justice – essentially on charges of war crimes.’

The Fixer gestured to the two men standing behind him. ‘Tony Hogan, your boss at Blackstone Six, is briefed in more detail on the mission, and he believes it is one that you will want to take. As per usual, The Colonel will be your liaison. He is able to brief you on the minutiae of the tasking, including what, if any, support Her Majesty’s armed forces can provide. Are there any questions?’

‘Only one for you,’ Range remarked. ‘Why us? Why not give it to The Increment?’

The Increment – formerly known as the Counter-Revolutionary Warfare Wing, or The Wing for short – was the British government’s own black ops outfit. It employed serving members of the Special Forces on black missions, carrying out official government business that was best kept quiet. By contrast Blackstone Six did the ultra-deniable work – the kind of stuff that even The Increment couldn’t risk dirtying its hands with.

‘Range has a point,’ Tony Hogan remarked. ‘It’s something that troubles me. This is a classic mission for The Wing. It’s not dirty enough for us. So why not use them?’

‘For reasons I’m not able to go into, it’s seen as being too risky for The Increment to get involved,’ The Fixer replied. ‘It needs to be rather more at arm’s length than the Inc can deliver, so hence we’ve come to you.’

‘Bullshit,’ Range snorted. ‘You’re asking us to go after a suspected war criminal so he can be tried for war crimes. We did just that in the Balkans when myself and several others present in this room were serving with the SAS. We tracked down and nabbed Milan Kova-something …’

‘Kovačević,’ a voice interjected. It was Mike The Kiwi, a hard-as-nails New Zealand operator sitting just behind Range. ‘Op Tango. I remember it well, mate, especially when you fell out of the bloody chopper.’

‘Piss off,’ Range retorted. ‘I only fell out ’cause I’d necked a bottle of that rough-as-fuck Serbian hooch – what’s it called?’

‘Slivovitch.’

‘I was celebrating capturing Kovačević.’

‘Range is right,’ The Kiwi remarked, turning back to The Fixer. ‘Grabbing Gadaffi is the kind of mission the Regiment could well handle, let alone Inc. It doesn’t need us. Not unless there’s something about it you’re not telling us.’

The Fixer narrowed his gaze imperceptibly. ‘That’s as may be, but it’s not your need-to-know. This mission needs to be considerably more off-the-books than Inc can deliver. That’s as much as I can say, and probably more than I am cleared to tell you.’

‘Fair enough.’ Range shrugged. ‘That’s likely the least of our worries. If you don’t mind me saying, Tony, this one’s too much risk for the money.’

The Hogan smiled, indulgently. ‘Absolutely, Range old boy. I couldn’t agree more. I’m never one to baulk at trying to bargain up Blackstone’s fee for the job.’

Range and the boss at Blackstone Six had as close to a father–son kind of relationship as you could imagine when there was no blood relation. Range had been abandoned at birth and brought up in a string of kids’ homes. He had no real family to speak of. ‘The Hogan’, as he was known, had two sons, but both had chosen a career in investment banking, and he felt he had little in common with them these days.

The Hogan had hands the size of shovels, and he’d been a prize boxer in his youth and whilst serving in the military. But he’d never made it into an elite regiment and he’d never seen any significant combat, although not for the want of trying. To The Hogan, Range was everything he’d wanted to be, or at least how he’d have liked one of his sons to turn out.

‘For our normal rates,’ Range continued, ‘a grand a day after The Hogan there has taken his cut, you’re expecting us to fly down the gun barrels of a bunch of desert warriors who outnumber us a thousand to one, I’d imagine. We’re to do so in the heart of their territory, which has been Tuareg Central for centuries. It’s hardly going in to battle at the time and place of our choosing, is it? And what will it be, a week-long mission at the most? So we’ll walk away with seven grand apiece if we’re lucky. It’s never worth the hassle, is it?’

‘We suspected that might be your position,’ The Fixer smiled, oilily. ‘So, there is the mission-plus option. More risk, but potentially fantastic rewards.’

‘Go on,’ Range nodded. ‘Mission-plus sounds better than mission-zero.’

‘In essence, we pay you nothing to go in and do the job. The Tuareg do.’

Range snorted. ‘We go lift the Gadaffi boy, murder most of the Tuareg in the process, and they pay us handsomely for doing so, is that it? I may be thicker than a whale omelette, but I seem to be missing something vital here …’

‘You are.’ For an instant a sneer flashed across The Fixer’s features. He did his best to hide it, but it wasn’t lost on Range. ‘The late Colonel Gadaffi bought the Tuareg’s protection. He paid for it, and very handsomely. We estimate the Gadaffi gold is worth in excess of one hundred million dollars at today’s values. It’s stored in the same fortress as the Gadaffi son. We’re happy to pass you all our intel on the gold, if that’ll convince you to take the mission.’

The Hogan let out a delighted chuckle. ‘Ingenious suggestion, old boy. My men get their usual fee, plus the gold as a bonus, I take it?’

‘We were thinking of something a little more equitable,’ The Fixer replied. ‘If you go for the mission-plus option, you reduce your fee to zero, and we allow your men to keep the gold. We – HMG – turn a blind eye, as it were.’

‘I always did say if I turned fifty and hadn’t made a million I’d go rob a bank,’ Range remarked. ‘I’ve got five years before I’ve got to grab my sawn-off and pop down to my local Halifax. This sounds like a far better option.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ The Hogan smiled. Then, to The Fixer: ‘But Blackstone will need fifty per cent of its normal fee guaranteed.’ There was a hardness that had crept into The Hogan’s voice that belied his cheery exterior. ‘The gold remains a high risk. How certain are you that it’s there for the taking?’

‘We’re entirely certain. You’ll get our full dossier of intelligence on it, including satellite images of the underground bunker where it’s stored.’

‘What logistics and back-up do we get?’ Range asked.

‘You get your airborne means of insertion and extraction,’ The Fixer replied. ‘You’ll be going in by helicopter, I presume. No way to penetrate into the heart of the Sahara unnoticed overland, not even for you boys. That’s as far as HMG’s support goes. There’s no air support, not this far into the territory of a sovereign nation with whom we are not at war. We’ll ferry you back and forth, but that’s about it.’

‘Same as normal, then. Only this time, you ferry us and the gold in and out, right?’

‘Absolutely,’ The Fixer confirmed. ‘Absolutely.’

‘I’ll be sure to get the paperwork watertight on that one, Range,’ The Hogan added. ‘The last thing we’d want is HMG snaffling up the gold as illegal contraband or something, wouldn’t you agree?’

The Fixer waved a hand dismissively. ‘I’m sure we can get all of that squared away. It’s the Gadaffi boy that we’re after. Bring him to us, and you’re welcome to the gold. After all, you and your men will have more than earned it.’


CHAPTER THREE

The vote had been a mere formality. At the mention of the gold, everyone had wanted to take the mission. All were freelance warriors, and The Hogan could compel no man to take a Blackstone Six tasking. Neither would he want to. As much as possible he ran B6 as a meritocracy, wherein all decisions were made freely, and the willingness to soldier and prosecute the most challenging of tasks went duly rewarded.

It was via a similar process that Range had come to be seen as the ideal leader for missions such as this one. He had no formal education. In fact, he’d left school at sixteen having had to cheat to gain his one qualification in life – his Cycling Proficiency Certificate. But hailing from the most utterly shitty of backgrounds had given Range an uncommon hunger to succeed, and the one thing for which he had an undeniable gift was fighting. He’d made that his career, the pinnacle of which had been making it into the military elite – the SAS.

Yet there was something else about Range that The Hogan valued, a degree of value-added that was quite unique. His lack of a conventional education meant that his mind was unusually uncluttered by any norms of thought. As a result, Range was willing to consider just about anything as being possible. In the SAS those that had this unique quality were said to be able to ‘use The Force’. It enabled such men to think wholly outside of the box, and to come up with the most unconventional and unexpected ideas. The more lateral and crazed an idea, the less likely your enemy was ever to have thought of it, and thus to be prepared to defend himself against it. And as The Hogan well knew, in thinking the unthinkable and doing the unexpected Steve Range had no equal.

Once the vote was passed, The Colonel and his intel officer briefed the men of the specifics of their mission. The target was a desert fortress situated near the Libyan border with Niger. Nestling in the midst of the trackless desert wastes, it was hardly possible to imagine a more deserted or desolate part of the earth – that’s unless you were a Tuareg nomad. To them, this was the realm of Tinariwen – the sea of deserts.

To the Tuareg, the Sahara consisted of many types of desert, just as the Inuit people of the Arctic could name many different types of snow. The vast sand-dune seas were called Tenere. The flat gravel plains, the mountainous deserts, the sand-sculpted rock deserts – each had its own unique name: Adrar, Tagant, Tawat, Tanezrouft … It was unfortunate that the toppling of Gadaffi had so alienated the Tuareg to the West. Traditionally, they were moderate Muslims who had no truck with terrorism or kidnapping – the two scourges that were sweeping the Maghreb now that al-Qaeda had set up operations there.

Exploiting the West’s rift with the Tuareg, and the lawless vacuum of the desert, al-Qaeda had set up one of its more murderous franchises there. Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb – AQIM for short – had gained a foothold in many parts of the Tuareg’s traditional territory. As they had with Gadaffi, the Tuareg had at first been happy to consider an alliance with those who might offer a powerful friendship. In the aftermath of Gadaffi’s demise, bitter and angry Tuareg had been recruited to al-Qaeda’s cause, and some had joined the ranks of AQIM.

But the alliance was starting to turn sour, as the Tuareg – a noble and proud nomadic people – witnessed the lack of respect foreign Arab operators had for their ancient desert culture and way of life. Increasingly, there were clashes between the more heavily armed factions of the Tuareg and the AQIM teams operating in their territory. This hadn’t stopped the Tuareg doing deals with AQIM when there was money to be made, for these accomplished desert traders never missed the chance to make a somewhat dishonest buck.

‘Sultan Gadaffi was caught up in just such a transaction,’ The Colonel explained to the B6 team. ‘In essence, once Colonel Gadaffi was dead the Tuareg knew that alliance was finished. At that stage, their loyalty to the Gadaffi family was trumped by their loyalty to each other – to the Tuareg clan. In a harsh environment like the Sahara, survival is all. In short, they sold the Gadaffi son up the chain to AQIM, and so it’s al-Qaeda that hold the fort you are going in to assault. Make no mistake, you’re up against diehard AQIM fighters who will give no quarter. And if any man amongst you is captured – well, keep a bullet for yourself.’

‘Yeah, anyone need these?’ Range pulled a Leatherman out of his pocket and opened up the pliers.

The Kiwi shook his head in bemusement. ‘Mate, like what for?’

‘You can pull out all your own teeth now, so as to rob this AQIM lot of the pleasure.’

‘Standard answer, mate: you first, I’ll follow.’

‘Typical bloody Aussie!’ Range snorted. Nothing wound up The Kiwi more than Range pretending to mistake him for an Australian. The Aussies are to the Kiwis what the French are to the British – traditionally the best of enemies.

‘I’d rather have The Kiwi follow me, than have to follow a bloody Englishman,’ a red-haired monster of a bloke remarked, speaking in a thick Scottish accent. He turned to a small, bearded figure sat beside him and jabbed him in the ribs. ‘Or a bloody beardy Yankee dwarf for that matter.’

Range held up his hand, palm blocking out the giant redhead’s features. ‘Speak to the hand, Jock, at least until you’ve learned to buy your own round.’

‘Yeah, or until Scotland manages to beat America at rugby,’ the bearded figure added. ‘How many times is it now that we’ve kicked your sad asses? Not much to celebrate up in grim Glasgow, is there, buddy?’

Patrick ‘Pat’ O’Shea was an Irish-American, and an ex-US Navy SEAL – a Special Forces unit every bit the equal of the SAS. Together with Euan ‘Jock’ McGregor, the hulking great Scottish redhead and SAS veteran, they made up the third and fourth members of what Range called his Old Dependables.

Pat O’Shea had left the SEALs with the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel, which meant that he far outranked Range, who had only ever made it to Staff Sergeant. Range was seen as being too much of a spirited maverick to ever make officer. The Director of Special Forces had famously said of him that he was the type of operator who should be ‘locked in a cage, and only let out in the face of the enemy’. Range had seen that as the ultimate accolade. In Blackstone Six – as it should be with any elite, bespoke unit – merit and freethinking experience took the lead regardless of rank, which was why Range was commanding the twelve men gathered in that room.

‘So, that’s who you’re up against,’ The Colonel cut short the banter, ‘al-Qaeda in the Maghreb. As to the target and the kind of defences you can expect, this is a desert fortress from the time of the Ottoman Empire. For those of you who don’t know your history, that means it’s a good two hundred years old, though that doesn’t detract from its value as a defensive structure. There are detailed satphotos in your dossiers, but suffice to say it consists of four round towers set at the corners of a quadrangle. The walls are thick enough to stop more or less any kind of a round, and they have more than stood the test of time.

‘The walls and towers have walkways,’ The Colonel continued. ‘During the Second World War the Italians cut holes into them at walkway and ground level, to provide gun ports through which to fire. You’ll be twelve lightly armed men, and I think it’s fair to say there’s no way through or over those walls. And in the time available you won’t be tunnelling under them, that’s for sure.

‘Now for the upside, if there is one.’ The Colonel paused briefly to catch his breath. ‘During World War Two British forces laid siege to the fort and broke through via the western wall, a good thirty-foot section of which remains a rubble-choked ruin. This AQIM lot appear to have shored up the breach a little, but if anywhere is the weak point then that I would suggest is it.

‘Defenders will have small arms, plus light and heavy machine guns situated on the towers, and they’re bound to have rocket-propelled grenades. We estimate from intelligence gathered that it’s garrisoned by some sixty AQIM fighters. Their level of training and discipline will vary greatly, but if they are anything like AQIM fighters we have experience of elsewhere, they will fight with suicidal ferocity.’

‘Nelson will get his eye back before that lot surrender?’ Range quipped.

‘Precisely,’ confirmed The Colonel.

He went on to explain how British and American forces were training the elite armed forces of Mauritania, the country that lies to the western end of the Maghreb. Those forces were penetrating overland to Mali, Niger and even as far as Libya, to hunt down the AQIM terrorists. From those missions – which, more often than not, had British and American Special Forces teams embedded within them – HMG had formed a good idea of how fiercely AQIM tended to fight.

‘One final point which is absolutely critical to how you prosecute the mission,’ The Colonel added. ‘The area around the fort is totally devoid of habitation, so there are any number of potential landing zones where a helicopter could put down. However, we believe that AQIM may have got its hands on several MANPADS – man-portable surface-to-air missiles. The danger of your insertion helicopter getting shot down is very, very real.’ The Colonel glanced around the room. ‘Any questions, or suggestions how we go about doing this?’

‘How big is the interior of the fort, inside the four walls?’ Pat O’Shea queried. ‘Is it large enough for us to, you know, fast-rope directly in and take it from inside?’

‘Nice idea, shame about the SAMs,’ Range responded. ‘To fast-rope in, the helo’s got to hover right above it, which is like saying – hey guys, put a missile up my arse!’

‘Och, that’s an easy one: we put down say fifteen kilometres away from the fort in the open desert,’ Jock remarked. ‘We move in on foot, slip through the breach in the wall, and we’re all of us 8.333 million dollars better off.’

Range snorted in derision. ‘Typical – he’s worked out already just how much money he’s going to make, the stingy Jock bastard. Still wouldn’t stretch to a round at the bar, though, would you, mate?’

‘If I get in and out with my 8.333 million, I might just manage to buy ye a beer,’ Jock replied, with a twinkle in his eye. He had a soft spot for Range, in spite of all his wind-ups and his needle-sharp wit. ‘So, what about my suggestion?’

‘One problem,’ said Range. ‘To be out of visual and hearing range of the fort, we’d need to put down a good fifteen kilometres away, maybe more. Think how far sound carries in the desert, especially when there’s not another engine for hundreds of miles around. I’d say we’d need a good twenty-five kilometres to be safe – about a third of the endurance march on SAS selection. Selection takes what, eight hours? The desert night doesn’t even last for eight hours. We’d never get in, get the job done, and get out again during the hours of darkness.’

‘Range – always the goddamn smart-arse,’ O’Shea remarked to the others. ‘So what
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