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Chapter 1

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

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

‘Shut up.’

‘They can’t hear us.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘He’s on his way. Five kays.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Jesus,’ breathed Zac. ‘A woman.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I know,’ he snapped.

‘What are we going to do?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to work out.’





Chapter 10

For the next few hours we made good progress. Much of the area we passed through was planted with maize. It would be while before the crop was harvested, so there were no workers around and we plodded along the paths that ran through the fields unnoticed.

By the early afternoon we were about eight kays nearer home. We were close to the river now and could see the shingle shoals and banks through the gaps in the crops. I was feeling licked out and very hungry. I was grateful when we came to an abandoned compound and Zac called a halt.

It looked as if someone had been living there until fairly recently. A clay oven stood in one corner, with a wooden shovel propped against it. A few metres away there was a large hole in the ground with a pole slung across it and a bucket dangling from a rope underneath. A few stunted trees gave a little shade. A faint breeze from the direction of the river stirred the branches. In the state I was in, it seemed a pretty nice place.

I slipped off my day sack, unsnapped my webbing, took off my helmet and sank down against a wall. My hair was plastered to my scalp with sweat. I looked around. I saw that Majid had grabbed the best spot, under the biggest tree. Grant had noticed too. He walked over. ‘I think this is reserved for the lady,’ he said. Majid sighed theatrically. He got up and walked away to stretch out next to the clay oven. Ghazala watched the performance from a few paces away. Grant waved her over. She gave a little bow and settled under the tree.

I volunteered to take first turn on stag. After the others had settled down, I took a tour round the perimeter. The nearest houses were two or three kilometres away and the compound was hemmed in by crops on three sides so we could only be seen from the river. I went over to the well and peered in. The water shimmered in the sunlight, a few feet below. I lowered the bucket and filled my Camelbak. I settled down by the western wall, facing the river. Off to the north, a queue of women and children and men on motorbikes were waiting on the bank to board a chain ferry. I watched for a while but the ferry appeared to be stuck on the other side. The line of people became part of the landscape. I could imagine the scene. There would be no pushing and shoving, no raised voices, no efforts to get the ferrymen to hurry up. It was just something else to be endured.

Inside the compound, everyone was stretched out except Zac. He was propped against a tree trunk, knees drawn up, with his eyes half shut. The sight of him sitting there, sunk in his thoughts, disturbed me. Zac liked to talk. Sometimes he talked too much. Now, though, he seemed separate from the rest of us. I half hoped he would look up and see me and make some bantering remark. I looked away. Next time I glanced over he was lying down on his side, facing away from me. I couldn’t tell whether or not he was asleep. I hoped for his sake he was.

After two hours, Grant relieved me. Nothing at all had happened during my watch and the main event as far as I was concerned was the growing feeling of emptiness in my stomach. I found a spot in the lee of a crumbling wall and tried to sleep. As soon as I closed my eyes, the events of the morning began to play themselves back in vivid detail. I relived the fight at the checkpoint; saw the green streaks of tracer and the blood pulsing through the fingers of the man I had killed. It was like watching a movie in which one was playing a part – intense and yet remote at the same time.

When I woke up it was already dark. I got up, stretched, and looked around. Zac was standing by the wall. I went over and he looked up and grinned. He seemed in good spirits and I felt grateful for that. He handed me the night-vision binoculars.

‘Have a look,’ he said. Normally they bathed the scene in front of you in a luminous green glow, but all I could see was blackness.

‘The batteries are dead,’ he said blandly. ‘They’re supposed to last ten hours at least.’ I’d forgotten about batteries.

‘Oh well,’ I said casually. ‘Doesn’t make that much difference, I suppose.’ And it didn’t, given the scale of all our other problems. There was an awkward silence.

‘Bit of a fuck-up this morning,’ he said, eventually. ‘Taking the truck I mean.’

I didn’t reply. Zac persisted.

‘It was worth a try though? Don’t you think?’

He was looking at me closely, willing me to say yes. I felt almost embarrassed for him.

I didn’t want to challenge him. He had taken a gamble – a stupid one if you asked me – and it hadn’t come off. But, no one was dead. The important thing now was to stop him doing the same thing again. I felt I had to humour him.

‘Sure,’ I said neutrally. It seemed to satisfy him.

‘So, got any bright ideas then?’ He sounded almost pathetically hopeful.

I thought for a moment.

‘Not really, mate,’ I said. ‘I can’t see what we can do except crack on.’

‘Right,’ said Zac forlornly. He was back inside his shell again.

Gazing out into the velvety darkness, I felt the first stirring of hopelessness. I had put off analysing our situation too closely. Instead, I’d been concentrating on the little achievements – like the fact that we had managed to walk eight kays today. That still left seventeen to go, by the map, which meant nearer twenty five with the inevitable detours. We had been travelling for two days now and we were only halfway to Longdon. At this rate it would be two more before we got there – barring further mishaps, which now seemed all too likely. We had no food, and the water we were drinking would make us sick before long. The longer we were out here on the ground, the more our chances of survival dwindled. We were going to have to move faster.

‘Zac?’

He was looking gloomily out into the blackness. ‘Yeah?’

‘Let’s not hang around here tonight. Why don’t we rest up for a few more hours and then get on our way?’

He didn’t reply, so I persisted. ‘I know everyone’s knackered, but that’s tough. We’ll cover more ground by night. It’s cooler and there’s less chance of us running into anyone. At dawn we can find somewhere safe to rest up.’

If he was hearing what I said he didn’t show it. The silence started to be bother me.

‘Listen,’ I said fiercely. ‘If we don’t speed things up we’re all fucking dead. You do realise that, don’t you?’

At last I had his attention. His head turned towards me. His eyes were bright and he was nodding emphatically. ‘Yes,’ he said, as if the idea had just come to him independently. ‘Just go for it. Straight home. Pedal to the metal.’ His despondency had evaporated. ‘We’re going to need all our strength, though.’ He patted his stomach. ‘I’m fucking ravenous. You must be too. We can’t go anywhere until we’ve had something to eat.’

He clapped his hands together, his old decisive self. ‘Someone’s going to have to find supper.’





Chapter 11

The ‘someone’ turned out to be Robbie.

‘Go off and see what you can find,’ Zac instructed him breezily. ‘Eggs. A chicken. Anything you can lay your hands on.’

Robbie was reluctant. ‘Why me boss?’ he asked plaintively.

‘You’re good at that sort of thing,’ Zac replied.

It seemed unlikely to me that Robbie’s upbringing in the backstreets of Birmingham had equipped him for life as a hunter-gatherer. He knew better than to argue, though.

‘All right,’ he said sulkily. ‘But who’s coming with me? There’s no way I’m wandering around on me own.’

‘Of course,’ said Zac reasonably. He looked around. I felt his eyes fall on me and began to feel a bit shifty. I was on the point of reluctantly volunteering when help came from an unexpected quarter.

‘I’ll do it.’ It was Majid.

Robbie voiced what we were all thinking.

‘Why?’ he asked.

‘Why do you think?’ said Majid. ‘Because I’m fucking starving.’

Robbie seemed amused. ‘Right,’ he smiled. ‘A bit of local knowledge might come in handy.’

Zac looked at me. ‘Any objections?’

I shook my head.

‘OK,’ said Zac. ‘Off you go.’ He handed Robbie his SIG Sauer pistol. ‘If he tries anything, use this.’

We watched them climb over the wall and disappear into the darkness.

‘The media ops guys will have a lot of fun with him when we get him back,’ said Zac.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Grant. He sounded sceptical.

‘Well, he proves a point, doesn’t he?’ said Zac. ‘I mean, the line is that we’re fighting this war here so we don’t have to fight it back home. Majid’s the link between the poppy fields of Helmand and the mean streets of Britain. That’s how they’ll present it, anyway.’

‘What, you think Majid’s a player?’ Grant chuckled. ‘Mr Big?’

‘Well, we don’t know, do we?’ Zac sounded huffy. ‘He could be.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Grant. ‘He seems like a bit of a knob to me.’

He raised his arms, stretching his lean body to its full six foot plus.

‘Well, I’m going to try and get a bit of kip,’ he said, and loped off to a corner of the compound.

The exchange seemed to have put Zac into a bad mood. Without saying anything, he moved away and sat down against a tree. It was the same one he had propped himself against earlier, and he took up the same position, with his knees drawn up and his eyes apparently shut. He hadn’t said anything about whose turn it was on stag. It looked as if it was mine. I went over to the wall and stared out into the empty blackness.

It was two hours before Robbie and Majid returned. I heard them before I saw them. They sounded as if they were having trouble. Robbie’s voice drifted over on the night air. It sounded as if he was alternately laughing and swearing. When they came into view I saw that they were carrying something between them. It was wriggling and jerking and it was all they could do to hang on to it.

Just as they reached the compound, their burden broke free. I saw now it was a small goat. Bleating with terror it skittered away, zigzagging towards the river. It was moving fast, but not fast enough to escape Majid who sprinted after it, his knees pistoning away beneath his dishdasha. When he was a few feet behind it, he launched a rugby tackle, catching a hind leg as it scampered up a bank.

I couldn’t help laughing. Zac and Grant were doing the same.

‘Well done mate,’ said Grant, slapping Majid on the shoulder as he carried the goat into the compound.

Robbie took it from him, pinned it to the ground, pulled out a knife and deftly cut its throat. Blood pumped into the dirt.

‘Now we just need to cook it,’ said Zac. ‘Any volunteers?’ He looked at Grant.

‘I’m a vegetarian.’

Zac grunted. ‘Well you’ll have to forget your principles tonight if you want to eat. What about you, Robbie?’

‘Haven’t I done enough?’ he said. ‘It’s thanks to me – ’ he glanced at Majid ‘– and him, that we’ve got anything to eat at all.’

I’d noticed that Ghazala was following closely what was going on. Surely she must know how to cook a goat.

‘What about her?’ I said.

‘Perfect,’ said Zac. ‘Tell her we’ve got a job for her, will you, Grant.’

Grant translated. She seemed happy to oblige. She picked up the small carcase by the tail and walked over to the clay oven in the corner, holding it away in an outstretched hand to keep the blood from dripping on her burqa. Grant went with her. A few minutes later a fire was crackling and the air filled with the smell of wood smoke. Then I remembered something. I went over to the oven. Grant was feeding the fire while Ghazala was busy skinning the goat with Grant’s knife. They looked at ease with one another, like a contented married couple. I showed her the pepper, salt and Tabasco I had saved from the ration pack. ‘Thought you might be able to use these,’ I said. She took them and smiled. She stripped the last skin from the carcase and started cutting the meat into cubes.

Grant threw a branch on the fire and joined me. It was the first time we had been together and out of earshot of Zac and Robbie. I sensed he had something to say and there was a short, uncomfortable silence while he steeled himself to say it. I knew what the subject would be – Zac. The other ranks often bitched about their superiors behind their backs. It was quite a big deal, though, for an NCO like Grant to make his feelings known to an officer like me.

He seemed to be having trouble getting the words out. I helped him.

‘You want to talk about Zac, right?’

‘Yeah.’ He gave an awkward smile. ‘I feel a bit disloyal speaking to you like this. I’ve always had a lot of time for him, you know that. I think he’s a good leader and a good bloke. But I’m worried about what went on today.’

I nodded, saying nothing but encouraging him to carry on.

‘Do you think he’s losing it?’ he asked.

‘Do you?’ It was a bit cowardly of me to turn the question back on him, but I wanted to know what was going on in his mind before I revealed what was going on in mine. I had a lot of time for Grant. He had emotional intelligence and a natural decency that made me value his judgement. More importantly, he was smart.

‘I’m beginning to wonder,’ he said. ‘Up until this morning you could say we’d just been unlucky. But travelling on the road in daylight.’ He shook his head. ‘That was a bad call.’

‘We got away with it.’

‘Just.’

I dropped my caution. ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I agree with you. That was a pretty silly thing to do. What’s worse is he wouldn’t listen to anyone. We can’t afford to let that happen again.’

‘I’m glad you feel the same way,’ he said. ‘It’s a relief. I wondered whether it was just me.’

I thought for a moment. ‘Have you spoken to Robbie?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And?’

‘You know Robbie. He whinges a bit but he does what he’s told.’

The fact was I didn’t really know Robbie. He hadn’t been in my platoon. I’d noticed him that night at the boxing match but, until this business, I hadn’t had any reason to think about him. He was just another private soldier, and as far as I knew conformed to type. He liked football, lager and girls. Out of uniform he would have looked to the world like any other tattooed chav. I knew better than to underestimate him, though. He was, I was sure, a real professional – all the guys in the regiment were. That was what the army did. It took rough diamonds and polished them up. I would instinctively have trusted Robbie with my life and indeed might well have to. One thing I did know about him was that he was a fully trained medic, a bloody good one by all accounts. Once again I felt the stirrings of inadequacy. Grant and Robbie knew what they were doing. I wasn’t so sure I did. And now I had serious doubts about whether Zac did either.

‘We’ve just got to hope this morning was a one-off,’ I said. ‘He seems to be back to normal now. Let’s keep a close watch on him anyway. If you have any worries, tell me. Agreed?’

‘Agreed.’

I turned to go. ‘Best to keep this between ourselves, though. Yeah?’

Grant nodded.

I walked back to the clump of trees where the others were sitting. Robbie and Majid were chatting to each other. Zac looked up, amused, as I arrived. ‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘This is amazing. It turns out these two practically lived next door to each other.’

‘Not really,’ corrected Majid. ‘I was in Balsall Heath. He was in Highgate. There’s a big difference. Ain’t that right, Robbie?’

‘Yeah,’ said Robbie. ‘We don’t have any Pakis in Highgate.’

‘Just blacks,’ said Majid.

Robbie laughed. ‘Right enough. Anyway, in Birmingham you can live half a mile from somewhere and it might as well be on Mars for all you know about it.’

The hostility between the two of them seemed to have melted, at least for the time being. They were sitting side by side. They were almost exact physical opposites. Robbie was short, his pale skin packed with muscle that would turn to flab if he didn’t take care of himself. Majid was a shade taller, skinny and delicate-looking. Robbie’s three-day stubble was coarse and gingerish. Majid’s whiskers were fine and downy. It must have been a bit of a handicap in a world where bushy beards were de rigueur.

Now that he had opened up a little, I took the chance to find out more. ‘How old are you?’ I asked Majid.

‘Twenty-five.’

‘Same age as you then, Robbie.’

‘I’m twenty-three.’ Robbie didn’t seem to like the assumption that the two of them had anything more than geography in common. I turned to Majid. ‘How long did you live in Birmingham?’

‘ Not long.’

‘Really. You seem to have picked up the accent pretty well.’

‘Yeah,’ he said cautiously. He seemed to want to drop the subject as well.

A gust of wood smoke drifted over, mingled now with the scent of roasting meat. We might have been on a camping trip.

I changed tack. ‘That smells good,’ I said.

Zac, though, seemed reluctant to let it go. He looked at Majid. ‘So what are you then: an Afghan or a Pakistani?’

Majid said nothing.

Zac laughed softly. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’s hardly classified, is it? I’m just curious.’

Majid thought for a bit. Then he smiled. ‘A Pashtun is what I am.’ He said it with pride. ‘My name. Majid. It means “glorious”.’

‘Does it now?’ said Zac. ‘Well, it’s a long way from Birmingham to here. I’d be interested to hear the story some time.’ He left it at that.

I waited to see whether Majid would take the bait. I suspected a streak of vanity in him. He had an eager audience in front of him. The fact that they were his enemies made the attention all the more flattering. I was pretty sure he would find it hard to resist the temptation to climb on to the platform.

‘You’re right,’ said Majid. ‘It is a long way.’ He looked at the ground as if he was searching for the opening line of his story. I really think that he had made up his mind to tell it, but just then we heard Grant approaching. He was coming towards us holding the wooden shovel that had been lying by the oven. He placed it on the ground in front of us. Ghazala came up behind him and stood by his side.

It was piled with cubes of goat meat, gleaming with hot fat. The smell wakened a hunger in me that was almost painful. I was about to grab a chunk without waiting to be asked when Grant intervened.

‘Ladies first,’ he said. Ghazala didn’t need any encouragement. She crouched down and took a kebab from the shovel. She lifted her veil and popped it in her mouth. I glimpsed a delicately pointed chin, no more. I’d seen her eyes and her chin now. I wondered if I’d ever see her whole face.

And then we all piled in, including Grant the vegetarian. I’d never had goat meat before. It was a bit chewy but it tasted as good as anything I had ever eaten. Everyone was grabbing and chomping away, and in a few minutes the meat was all gone.

‘Any more for any more?’ asked Grant.

‘Bring it on,’ said Robbie. Grant went away and returned with another shovel of glistening cubes. This time we took it more slowly. So we sat there, peaceably, savouring the meat, and for a while the only sound was the noise of chewing. The moon was up, huge and mysterious, ringed with a misty halo, hanging in a night sky that was dusted with stars like an advent calendar.





Chapter 12

‘You were telling us about your adventures,’ said Zac eventually. ‘How you came to be here.’

‘I wasn’t actually,’ said Majid. The last word came out ackcherly. It was a strange combination, the Jasper Carrott whine and the jihadi get-up. He carried on chewing, slowly. He seemed to be regretting his earlier informality.

I thought that was the end of that. Then Robbie intervened.

‘Suit yourself,’ he said. ‘But I want to hear what was going on back there.’ He nodded in the direction of Ghazala. ‘What were you planning to do with her?’

Majid gave a superior smile and shook his head as if Robbie was too ignorant to merit an answer.

‘Don’t fuck me about,’ said Robbie warningly. ‘I want to know.’

‘Really?’ Majid looked up. ‘All right, I’ll tell you. You might learn something.’ He said it in the tone of a schoolteacher imparting wisdom to the class thickos.

‘I know how you all see it. She’s some poor downtrodden bitch and we’re a bunch of murdering women-haters. You lot, of course, are the knights in shining armour.’

That, I thought to myself, just about summed it up, but I kept my mouth shut.

He carried on. ‘Well you’re wrong. She’s not some little innocent. She deserved to die.’

‘How’s that?’ asked Grant calmly.

‘She’s from a village in Panjwai. You must know it.’

‘Yeah,’ said Robbie. ‘We did a couple of ops there on the last tour.’

Majid looked round. There was no doubt now that he was enjoying the attention. ‘Well, a while ago the Canadians started to build a base there, next to her village. They brought in a load of troops to provide security while the contractors started work. Every day they went out on patrol. People noticed that soldiers were always going into the compound where she was living.’

He paused and looked at Ghazala. She seemed to know what he was talking about. She got up and moved away from us, settling down by the wall.

Majid nodded approvingly and resumed. ‘Anyway, the neighbours wondered what was going on. They told me – well, not me, I wasn’t there at the time, but the local commander – what was happening and our friends started to keep a watch on the place.’ He glanced round at his rapt audience. ‘In one week the Canadian soldiers went there three times. And each time they had a female with them. An interpreter. Why would they do that?’

We could all, I’m sure, think of perfectly reasonable explanations, but no one offered one.

He carried on. ‘Well, after a while, things became clearer. We had someone who knew what was going on in the house. An old woman lived there – a widow.’ He nodded in Ghazala’s direction. ‘Her grandmother. She wasn’t from around there – she came from somewhere up north. The local people didn’t trust her. They thought she was kind of
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