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Head Hunters

Chris Ryan


ONE

Brecon Beacons, Wales.

Friday 8 January, 1999.

0620 hours

The two ramblers hurried towards the peak.

The Brit was the bigger of the two guys. He was six-three and tanned, and built like a Russian tank. The other guy was tall and thin, with a long, narrow face and a bushy goatee. Like a pencil tip turned upside down. Both guys were decked out in matching blue-and-green Gore-Tex jackets and Craghoppers waterproof trousers and Brasher leather hiking boots, and both carried brightly-coloured Berghaus daysacks. If anyone saw them tabbing up the side of the mountain, they would simply assume the two men were hitting the slopes early to beat the crowd. No one would suspect them of a thing.

Not until it was too late.

The ramblers moved at a decent pace. Neither of them spoke. They were blowing hard under their layers, their lungs burning and their leg muscles aching from the steep climb. They had been going at a furious pace when they’d set off fifty-five minutes ago and now they were starting to flag. But they didn’t stop to rest. They were getting close now. Two hundred and fifty metres away stood their target: the top of Pen y Fan.

From a distance the peak resembled a giant anvil. It rose out of the granite landscape like a clenched fist, dark and grim and foreboding. The peak was so flat it could have doubled as a bowling green. Cobwebbed mist clung to the tufts of grass and shattered rock, and there was a light dusting of snow across the peak like icing sugar sprinkled on a birthday cake.

The bigger of the two men blinked sweat out of his eyes and glanced around the steep and rugged slopes. It was another dark and nasty morning in south Wales. A bitingly cold wind was lashing across the Fan, and the air was so dank you practically had to drink the stuff. The rambler smiled. Nobody in sight. They had the mountain to themselves.

Perfect.

He turned and continued up the sandstone trail leading to the peak, moving ahead of his companion. His heart was beating wildly inside his chest, the blood pounding in his veins. There was a spring in his step now. He forgot all about the deep burn in his muscles and the painful stitch running down his side. His skin tingled with anticipation. They were almost there. Just a little further to go now.

Two hundred metres to go.

A hundred and fifty.

A hundred.


TWO

0621 hours.

‘Just our fucking luck, Vic.’

Victor Vowden glanced up from the Clansman PRC-320 radio set he was working on and looked at his mucker. Gary Skimm sat next to the tent, his features worked into a mean scowl as he looked out across the top of Pen y Fan. The wind tugged at the two soldiers’ army smocks, stabbing them in the face. Vowden could hardly hear his mate. The wind was howling like a room full of mad women, twisting round the gullies and hitting the grass, echoing across the peak. It was an eerie noise, and Vowden could understand why some people got a bit superstitious up on the Fan.

‘What’s that, mate?’ Vowden said, pretending to give a shit.

‘This, Vic.’ Skimm waved an arm across the desolate peak. ‘RV duty. Fucking typical. Six hours of freezing our bollocks off while the other lads have all the fun.’ He shook his head angrily and spat on the ground. ‘It doesn’t get much more shit than this.’

Vowden gritted his teeth and looked away. The two SAS operators were attached to the Regiment Training Wing, a unit of veteran Blades who ran Selection. SAS Selection was the world’s toughest Special Forces recruitment programme. It ran twice a year and lasted for several months, pushing every soldier to the absolute limits of his physical and mental endurance. Of the two hundred or so students who applied to join the Regiment, only a handful would earn the right to wear the famous winged dagger. It was the job of the men on the Training Wing to identify and train up those few special warriors.

Vowden and Skimm had been sent up to the top of the Fan ahead of the day’s selection course. A little over an hour from now, the remaining green army students would be tackling the Fan Dance, a gruelling twenty-four kilometre tab up and down the mountains. It was four hours of sheer hell, with each student having to carry a forty-five pound Bergen and a belt kit, and a blank-firing L1A1 SLR rifle. Every course up to this point had been fairly easy, but today was when the hard work really began. By the end of the day, perhaps half the students would find themselves RTU’d, broken and blistered and physically shattered beyond belief.

Two guys from the Training Wing were required to man an RV at the midway point on the course, on top of Pen y Fan. Vowden and Skimm had arrived fifteen minutes earlier to set up the RV. It was fairly basic. There was a tent and a couple of sleeping bags for keeping warm, and extra supplies of water and a first-aid kit in case any of the students got floppy during the exercise. Once they had the comms link set up, Vowden and Skimm would radio down to the other instructors at the starting point at the bottom of the Fan and confirm that the RV was set up and ready to go. Then one of the instructors would get on the blower to Hereford and inform the Regiment HQ that they were about to release the students. Then the Fan Dance would begin.

‘Anything’s got to be better than this crap, Vic,’ Skimm went on. ‘Tell you what. I’d rather pull range duty than freeze my arse off up here.’

You’d rather be down the boozer getting pissed on the Stella, thought Vowden. He glared at his mucker. ‘How about you get a brew on the go? It’s colder than an eskimo’s tits up here today.’

Skimm nodded and fired up the portable hexi stove, muttering under his breath. Vowden turned away, clenching his jaws in anger. Skimm had a well-earned reputation in the Regiment as a bluffing twat. The guy was constantly faking injuries to avoid taking the students on the big runs. He’d claim to have pulled a hammy or done his ankle in, saying that he couldn’t perform and the CO would have no choice but to let him sit on an RV while the rest of the lads worked up a sweat.

Now I’m stuck up here for the next six hours with this moaning prick, thought Vowden. He wondered how this day could get any worse.

Then he looked up and saw the ramblers dissolving from the mist.

Vowden saw them approach from the edge of the peak, fifty metres away. He counted two of them. They were wearing head-to-toe Gore-Tex, and the pair of them had more layers than an onion. One of the guys was huge. He was maybe the biggest guy Vowden had ever seen. His neck was wide as a lampshade. His legs were like a pair of marble columns and his fingers were the size of Coke cans. A moment later, the second rambler swept into view. He was tall and thin with a goatee, and he was gasping for breath as he staggered the last few paces to the peak. The ramblers both celebrated as they hit the top of the Fan, punching their fists in the air as if they were doing their best Rocky Balboa impressions. Skimm shook his head and laughed.

‘Look at these fucking jokers, Vic. Anyone would think they’ve just climbed Mount Everest.’

Vowden frowned at the ramblers. ‘As long as Hilary and his Sherpa leave us alone,’ he said, ‘I couldn’t give a toss what they think.’

Lampshade and Goatee caught their breath then trudged over to the cairn in the north-east corner of the peak. There was a small man-made pile of rocks with a National Trust marker struck on top denoting the height, 886m above sea level. The highest point in southern Britain. Vowden watched the ramblers out of the corner of his eye. Figured they were going to do what everybody did when they climbed the Fan. Pose for photographs next to the marker with the view behind them, maybe have a brew. On a clear summer’s day you could see as far as the Bristol Channel to the south and Carmarthen Bay to the west. But on a foggy morning like today, the view was crap. Grey cloud and mist in every bloody direction. The ramblers had picked a bad day for a tab up the Fan.

Then Lampshade stopped in his tracks and glanced slowly around the peak, as if checking that the coast was clear. He noticed the two instructors and marched over to them, grinning.

‘Morning, fellas,’ Lampshade said in a gravelly accent. Cockney, thought Vowden. Or maybe Essex. ‘Nice day for a stroll on the Fan, eh?’

Vowden gritted his teeth. Here we fucking go, he thought. There were always one or two civvies who tried chatting to the instructors and students on Selection. That was one of the problems with training in the Brecons. It was public land. Anyone could use the trails. Another problem was the firearms. Or lack of them. None of the instructors carried a weapon on Selection, and the students were only equipped with blank-firing rifles. Too much hassle, the top brass had said. Vowden disagreed. It’d only take one nutter looking to make a name for himself and the whole Regiment could be in trouble. He looked away from the rambler and fiddled with the Clansman, pretending not to have heard him.

‘What’s going on here, then?’ Lampshade asked, stepping closer to the instructors. ‘Some sort of secret SAS training, is it?’

Vowden snapped. He turned back to Lampshade and looked him hard in the eye. ‘Look, mate. This is an army training exercise. So mind your own fucking business. Got it?’

Lampshade flashed his palms. ‘Easy, fella. We don’t want any trouble. We’re just here to have a celebratory brew. We’ll be on our way soon enough.’ He turned to Goatee and winked at him. ‘Isn’t that right?’

Goatee grinned and nodded. He took off his beanie hat and wiped his forehead. The sweat was steaming off the guy’s head. Literally. 

‘Now,’ said Lampshade. ‘How about that brew?’ Goatee smiled back. Said nothing. Replaced his beanie hat. As he took his hand away Vowden noticed that the guy had a tattoo inked on the side of his neck. A distinctive red cross with some letters written beneath it in a language Vowden didn’t understand. He wondered about that tattoo as Lampshade and Goatee both dropped to their knees and started rooting around in their daysacks. Then Lampshade shot to his feet and turned towards the instructors, and Vowden didn’t wonder any more.

Lampshade was gripping a semi-automatic in his right hand.

The pistol was a Glock 17. Every Regiment operator was trained in a wide variety of weapons, and Vowden instantly recognised the Glock from its short barrel and polymer design. He’d used the same model dozens of times on ops and down the ranges. And now he was staring at the business end of one.

Vowden froze. So did Skimm. Goatee had also whipped out a Glock. The guy was training it at Skimm’s head at point blank range. The colour drained from the instructor’s face. He looked like the inside of a potato.

‘What the—’

Goatee fired before Skimm could finish the sentence. The pistol barked once and jerked up in his hand. A tongue of flame licked out of the snout and a round slammed into Skimm, punching a hole between his eyes big enough to drop a coin into. Skimm’s head snapped back. Blood sprayed furiously out of the exit wound, flinging shattered bone and grey matter all over the place. Skimm went limp. His eyes rolled into the back of his head. Then he fell away. He was dead before he even hit the ground.

Vowden reacted in an instant. He tried to dive out of the way of the pistol. He was fast. But not fast enough to dodge a bullet. Lampshade depressed the trigger twice. In the next moment, Vowden felt something hot explode inside his chest. Like being hit by a two-ton truck. The second round smashed into his right shoulder, pulverising bone and muscle. Vowden fell back and slumped to the cold, wet ground. He tasted something warm and salty in his mouth. Blood, he realised dimly. A kind of green slime closed in around the edges of his vision. Like a camera lens closing. He could feel the blood oozing steadily out of his chest and spilling across the rocks.

Then the camera lens closed.

The bigger of the two ramblers stood over the two dead Blades for a moment and admired his handiwork. So that was what it felt like to kill an SAS operator, Bill Deeds thought. It was a good feeling, he had to admit. Right up there with the pump from a good session on the bench press, or deadlifting a new one-rep max. Better, even. Deeds smiled as he turned away from the dead men and nodded at the guy with the goatee. Markovic.

‘Best do something about that,’ he said, nodding at the Clansman.

Markovic nodded back. He didn’t say much. None of the Serbs did. They weren’t really big on conversation. Markovic quickly went to work, trashing the Clansman and ripping out the aerial. At the same time Deeds stuffed the pistols back into their daysacks and scooped up the spent bullet casings. When they were finished he took a final look around the Fan, making sure they hadn’t been seen. Then he turned back to Markovic and nodded.

‘Right,’ said Deeds. ‘Let’s get a fucking move on.’

Five years, Deeds was thinking as he hurried towards the edge of the peak. Five years he’d waited to get revenge over these fuckers. The SAS had ruined his life once. Now they were going to pay. He smiled as he thought of all the proud young British soldiers who were going to die today. He imagined the bomb exploding, ripping them limb from limb, sucking their bodies inside out. He thought of all the heroes of the SAS lying in pools of blood, screaming for their mothers, and he laughed. In less than an hour the Regiment was going to find itself under attack. Deeds and the Serbs had a plan that was going to blow everybody’s mind. And Bill Deeds would finally have his revenge.

He glanced at his watch as he scrabbled back down the side of the mountain.

Fifty-seven minutes to go.

Fifty-six.

Fifty-five.


THREE

0625 hours.

It was the blisters that were going to do for him, Joe Kinsella decided.

I can take the backbreaking tabs through the mountains carrying heavy kit. I can deal with the cold and the hunger, and the constant exhaustion and anxiety. But if I fail Selection, it’s going to be because of these bloody blisters.

Kinsella could feel them under his training socks and boots. He’d picked them up during the big runs through the Brecons. Now there was a huge blister on his big toe, and Christ, it hurt like fuck. He’d tried to treat the problem by piercing it with a sterilised needle, but the pain was still there. He could feel it turning septic. Sooner or later he’d have to treat it properly, Kinsella realised. Otherwise he was in danger of coming down with septicaemia. And then my chances of passing Selection will be well and truly fucked.

He was sitting in the back of a Bedford four-tonner army truck, along with nineteen other green army students. They sat in cold silence as the four-tonner motored south along the A470, heading for the starting point for the Fan Dance. Diesel engine growling, icy wind blasting through the gaps in the canvas and scraping at the students’ faces. None of the guys had said much since they’d pulled out of the training camp at Sennybridge half an hour ago. Partly because it was the first week of Hills Phase, the students mostly came from different parent units and they’d not yet had time to bond. But mostly because they were dreading the day’s exercise.

For the past five days the students had been beasted rotten by the instructors on the Directing Staff. They had been taken on a series of big runs through the hills around the Beacons, carrying weighted Bergens and rifles. They had done sickening circuits of shuttle runs and push-ups and fireman’s carries. Now they were approaching the end of the first week of the Hills Phase, and Kinsella wondered how the hell he was going to make it through the day on his rag order feet. He closed his eyes and repeated the motto that had been drummed into him during pre-Selection training in 2 Para.

Push through the pain. Close your mind to it. Remember, pain is merely weakness leaving the body.

That morning had started like any other for the hundred and fifty guys trying out for Selection. Kinsella and the others had woken up at first reveille at 0400 hours in their dilapidated barracks, the air thick with the stench of piss and sweat. After performing their morning ablutions the students had made their way over to the camp cookhouse to scoff down the vast portions of starch and grease served up by the slop jockeys. They’d returned to the billets to collect their Bergens, then headed over to the armoury to retrieve their dud SLRs using the weapon keys that had been issued to each student on arrival. Then they’d formed up into two separate groups of seventy-five men each for the morning roll call at 0600 hours.

Kinsella had stood there in the icy darkness, listening to the chief instructor’s voice as he read out their names. The students all knew what was coming next. They’d been briefed on the day’s exercise the previous evening, and a list of names had been posted on the guard room wall so everyone knew which group they were in. After the roll call the students had clambered into the backs of the eight Bedford four-tonners waiting to ferry them down to the Brecons. Now Kinsella could feel his stomach muscles constricting with fear and self-doubt. The endless routine of early rises, hard runs and regular beastings were starting to take their toll on the young Para. He wondered if he really had what it takes to join the hallowed ranks of the SAS.

This is it now. No going back.

Do or fucking die.

‘Got a good one for you, mate.’

Kinsella popped open his eyes and looked across at his friend. Lee ‘Weasel’ Stubbs was a short, squat guy with a heavily knitted brow and a nose with more breaks in it than the Guinness Book of Records. Stubbs had joined the Paras at the same time as Kinsella. They had spent the past few years living in each other’s pockets in Patrols Platoon, A Company, going out on the lash in Colchester and drinking the town dry. Stubbs was a total gun nut with a dirty sense of humour, and he was the closest thing Kinsella had to a brother. When Stubbs had announced that he planned to try out for Selection, Kinsella had decided to give it a go as well. Seeing a familiar face among the strangers helped ease the anxiety brewing in Kinsella’s guts. He smiled warmly at Stubbs.

‘All right, Weasel. Let’s hear it.’

Stubbs rubbed his hands and grinned like a wanking Jap. The two of them had a tradition of telling each other jokes on the journey to the mountains each morning. It was something they’d started doing in 2 Para, and they found it helped take their minds off the pain they were about to suffer.

‘So there’s this doctor, right,’ Stubbs began, chewing on a mouthful of gum. He was never without a stick or two. ‘He’s been shagging one of his female patients, and after a while he starts to feel proper guilty about it. He’s tormented, right?’

The four-tonner bounced over another pothole in the road, shaking the troops crammed into the back. Kinsella nodded. ‘Go on, mate.’

‘Now this doctor, he goes to one of his mates and tells him how he’s feeling. His mate looks him in the eye and says, “Don’t worry. You’re not the first medical practitioner to nail one of your patients and you won’t be the last. You’re not even married, for fuck’s sake.”’

Stubbs paused. A smile trembled on his lips. Kinsella waited for the punchline.

‘Then the doctor speaks to the second friend. And this one tells him, “You might be a doctor, but you’re a veterinarian, you sick bastard.”’

Stubbs leaned back and folded his arms across his chest, looking pleased with himself.

‘Well?’

Terrible, thought Kinsella.

‘Terrific,’ he said.

Stubbs grunted. ‘Telling you, mate. I missed my calling in life. I should have gone into stand-up.’

‘Yeah,’ Kinsella replied, widened his smile. ‘Put a wig on you and a pair of tits and you’re a dead ringer for Dawn French.’

Stubbs pretended to look hurt. ‘Take the mick all you want, but I’m telling you. Women like a fella who can make them laugh. I seem to remember it was yours truly who was getting the dirty looks from Becky down the King and Queen last month.’

‘Becky Morgan? Sweaty Betty?’ Kinsella raised an eyebrow and pulled a face. ‘That’s nothing to brag about, mate. She’s had more pricks in her than a second-hand dartboard. Even the tide wouldn’t take her out.’

The two Paras shared an easy laugh. Stubbs popped another stick of gum in his mouth, and for a moment Kinsella forgot about the hell that was waiting for them on the steep slopes of Pen y Fan.

He reminded himself that they’d both trained hard for this moment. For the past year they’d stuck rigidly to the same routine. A ten-mile run before breakfast, circuit training in the afternoons followed by thirty lengths of the swimming pool at the end of the day. In the months leading up to Selection they’d thrown in some orienteering sessions and hill reps, heading down to the Chilterns at the weekends and loading up their Bergens with heavy rocks. They’d race each other up the big hills, empty their Bergens and then scramble back down again as fast as they could. Kinsella and Stubbs were as fit as they’d ever been. The pair of them were literally glowing.

But Kinsella still felt anxious. Everything was on the line today. Fail the Fan Dance and he would be RTU’d, just another Selection hard luck story.

I won’t fail. No fucking way.

I’ve not come this far to give up now.

Suddenly the truck slowed and the engine dialled down to a gentle hum. Kinsella tensed. We must be arriving at the starting point, he realised. Around him the other students gripped their dud rifles and sat up straight. Stubbs was chewing his gum furiously. Then the four-tonner jerked to a halt and the driver lowered the tailgate. From outside the truck Kinsella heard one of the DS guys barking at the students to ‘get off the wagons’, his throated voice cutting through the gloom like a chainsaw through rusted metal. Kinsella grabbed his Bergen and glanced across at Stubbs.

‘You ready for this?’

‘Do me a favour. I was fucking born ready.’ He flashed a sly grin at Kinsella. ‘Tell you what. If it doesn’t work out for you today, I’ll put in a good word for you when we get back to Colchester. Get Becky to give you a sympathy shag.’

Kinsella screwed up his face. ‘You offering me sloppy seconds, Weasel?’

‘You know me, mate. I’m all about sharing.’

They exchanged grim smiles. Then Stubbs turned and hopped down from the tailgate after the rest of the students, clutching his Bergen and his SLR. A vicious wind lashed across the blackened landscape and Kinsella felt a chill in his bones as he stepped forward. Then he took a deep breath and dropped down from the truck, ready for whatever Selection could throw at him.


FOUR

0627 hours.

Two miles to the north, a silver Ford Mondeo turned off the A470 and steered into a deserted lay-by.

Kavlak sat behind the wheel. He was the more experienced of the two men. He’d spent ten years fighting in the White Eagles Serbian paramilitary unit and he knew how to stay calm under pressure. Petrovich was the younger guy. This was his first time on the job and he sat in the front passenger seat, sweating like a one-legged man at an arse-kicking contest. His eyes constantly glanced at the rear-view mirror to check that they weren’t being followed. His knees were bouncing up and down like a couple of jackhammers. The kid’s nerves were understandable, Kavlak figured. After all, they were sitting on a hundred pounds of military-grade C4 high explosive.

There were six men on the op in total, five Serbs and the Brit. They had been divided into three separate teams. Bill Deeds and Sinisa Markovic were the kill team. They were tasked with knocking out the comms link at the RV on top of Pen y Fan. Two more guys were on the overwatch. Their job was to observe the target area at the Storey Arms. That left Kavlak and Petrovich. They were the third team, and they had the most dangerous job of the lot. They were the delivery team.

Kavlak killed the engine and sat back in his chair. Petrovich reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of twenty Marlboro Reds. His hands were shaking as he plucked out a cigarette from the pack and popped it between his lips. Kavlak turned to him and arched an eyebrow.

‘You really think that’s a good idea, nephew? Did you forget I only quit smoking last month?’

Petrovich froze. He was several years younger than Kavlak, and it showed. He was all attitude and front. He sported a mohawk and he had a young, podgy face and smooth hands that hadn’t done any killing. He probably spent his downtime listening to Dr Dre, playing PlayStation and watching Scarface. The kid was out of his depth and Kavlak instantly knew it had been a mistake to bring him along. Realising his error, Petrovich plucked the smoke from his lips and carefully slid it back into the pack. Kavlak breathed a little easier.

‘What’s the time, uncle?’ Petrovich asked, for maybe the thousandth time since they’d set off that morning.

‘Try to relax,’ said Kavlak. ‘We have to wait a while yet, and you’re making both of us nervous.’

Petrovich stilled his legs. Kavlak nodded at him, then looked away. Patience, Kavlak reminded himself. The kid needed patience. He was new to the game. Kavlak and the other Serbs had all been soldiers back during the dark days of the Bosnian war. That was how Kavlak got into the bomb-making business. He started off small, fixing up crude explosive mixes in the back of battered old Zastavas and blowing them up outside Croatian government offices. Then he moved on to bigger, more sophisticated devices. He car-bombed Croat leaders and terrorised their supporters. That was when the Tiger had taken notice, and asked him to be a part of a team to carry out an attack right on their enemy’s doorstep. Kavlak had jumped at the chance.

The bomb stowed in the back of the Mondeo was a thing of beauty. Fifty clear-white blocks of C4 had been carefully arranged in the boot. Each block weighed 1.25 pounds and looked like a brick made out of putty. Half a dozen one-kilo bags had been placed either side of the C4. The bags were stuffed with ball bearings and eight-inch nails. Shrapnel. The explosive package was rigged with a length of det cord, thin plastic tubing that looked like rope on a washing line. Except the det cord was filled with pentaerythritol tetranitrate, otherwise known as PETN high explosive. One end of the det cord was attached to the bomb. The other end was attached to a battery cell and a radio receiver unit. The detonator was one end of a two-way walkie-talkie, purchased from a hardware store in Newport and set to the same frequency as the receiver unit. Once the remote was activated, it would transmit a signal to the receiver and spark the battery into life, sending a charge down the det cord, triggering the bomb.

It was going to be his masterpiece.

A single block of C4 packed enough of a punch to blow a hole in the side of a wall. Half a dozen blocks could destroy a large truck. Fifty blocks – equivalent to sixty-two-and-a-half pounds – would cause a hell of a bang. There would be an initial outward explosion, a huge orange fireball engulfing everything inside a twenty-five metre radius. There would be a second, even more lethal inward explosion as the gases compressed and sucked everything towards the centre. Anyone who survived that force would be caught in a shower of lethal shrapnel, hot metal shards lacerating flesh and piercing vital organs.

Kavlak smiled to himself. The soldiers wouldn’t stand a chance.

He reached into his jacket pocket and dug out a Motorola C250 pre-pay handset. All the guys on the team were using them. It was a trick they’d picked up from Baltimore drug dealers. After each call they would replace the SIM card with a new one and then crush the old card, to cover their tracks. Kavlak figured it was unlikely that the authorities were listening in, but the Tiger had insisted. He didn’t want any blowback. He’d been very clear about that.

There were plenty of stories about the Tiger, but Kavlak recalled one in particular. A few years ago the Tiger had learned of a snitch in his organisation. After he’d discovered the identity of the snitch, the Tiger had the man kidnapped and beaten to death. Half a dozen of his trusted lieutenants took hammers to the guy, crushing every bone in his body. When they were finished beating him to death, the Tiger ordered his men to cut up the snitch’s body and feed it into a meat grinder. Then he had the minced guts served up for lunch. He ate what was left of the snitch and had the skin on his face made into a mask. It was rumoured to hang in the Tiger’s study.

He was not someone Kavlak wanted to disappoint.

Kavlak selected the only number stored in the Contacts list and tapped the call button. There was a long click, followed by a series of light trills. The guy on the other end answered on the third ring.

‘We’re here,’ said Kavlak.

There was a pause. The line hissed and crackled, like someone trying to tune in to a distant radio station. Figured, thought Kavlak. They were in rural Wales, miles from the nearest town. It was hard to get a reception. Two or three bars at least.

‘Good,’ the voice said at last. ‘The soldiers have just arrived.’

‘All of them?’

‘Not yet.’ Another pause. This one was longer. ‘We’re still waiting for the others. We’ll be in touch.’

Click.

Kavlak listened to the dead air for a beat. Then he ended the call. Removed the phone battery and took out the SIM. Opened the car door, dropped the card and crushed it under the heel of his boot. Reached for the tobacco tin in his pocket and took out a new SIM. Inserted it into the back of the Motorola, replaced the battery and rested the phone on the dash. A strange calm washed over Kavlak, as it always did before the start of a mission. They’d gone through the plan maybe a thousand times. The six-man team had spent months poring over maps, calculating times and distances and preparing for every possible scenario. Nothing had been left to chance.

They were ready.

‘What happens now, uncle?’ Petrovich asked.

‘Now,’ said Kavlak, ‘we wait.’

0630 hours.

Fifty minutes to go.


FIVE

0631 hours.

John Porter watched the students as they piled out of the four-tonners into the gloom. A filthy January morning in south Wales, the wind was like ice, whipping down the side of the mountains, and Porter badly needed a drink.

The newest instructor on the Regiment Training Wing had short, dark hair and two stumps on his left hand where his index and middle fingers had once been. He was standing alongside the other half-a-dozen instructors in a car park deep in the heart of the Brecons, ten miles due south of the training camp at Sennybridge and miles from anywhere on a map. In front of them the last of the seventy-five students were spilling out of the backs of the Bedford trucks, gripping their rifles and their weighted Bergens as they prepared to tackle the Fan Dance.

The plan for the Dance was simple. The students had been split into two equal-sized groups back at Sennybridge, with half starting at points at either end of the course. The first group would begin from a wooded area several kilometres to the east of Pen y Fan, not far from the Roman road and the old railway station at Torpantau. The second group would set off from a sandstone trail next to a two-storey building across the road from where Porter was standing. The Storey Arms had once been a café, then a youth hostel. Now it stood empty. Each student’s Bergen would be checked for weight. Then they would be split into groups of roughly twenty with their own instructor. Then it was simply up to the students to make sure they kept pace with their instructor during the race up and down the mountain. The Fan Dance was a race against the clock, and against their own limits of endurance.

Porter’s group would be leaving first. They would also be joined by half the SP Team, the Regiment’s specialist counter-terrorism unit. It was something of a tradition for a few of the SP lads to join in on the Fan Dance. The tab was a good way of maintaining their fitness, and it helped to alleviate the boredom of sitting around Hereford all day waiting for the phone to ring. According to the briefing yesterday afternoon, the SP team lads would RV with the rest of the guys at the Storey Arms at 0640 hours.

My first time leading the students on the Fan Dance, thought Porter. I’m supposed to be the pride of the Regiment. I should be setting an example to these lads, and all I can think about is my next fucking drink.

‘Get in a line, fellas!’ Terry Monk, one of the other instructors, shouted. Monk had been in the Training Wing since the invention of the wheel, and it showed. His face was worn and cracked and rugged, and he had a smile so straight you could strike a cricket ball with it. ‘Two ranks deep! Have your Bergens placed in front of you ready for inspection. Get a move on! This is Selection, not some stroll in the park.’

‘Lambs to the fucking slaughter, boys,’ the chief instructor chuckled, smiling cruelly as the students dragged their knackered bodies over. ‘Look at these useless cunts.’

Porter glanced at the chief instructor. Bob McCanliss had a face with more creases in it than an old shirt, and a large birthmark on his right cheek that resembled a burn mark. Porter had only transferred to the Training Wing a month earlier, joining on a two-year cycle from Mobility Troop. But he’d seen enough already to know that Bob McCanliss was a sadistic bastard.

Most of the instructors knew there was no point being too hard on the students. The bar was already set very high on Selection. Sometimes not even a single student passed. The bar didn’t need to be set any higher. It was the instructors’ job to select the best men available for the Regiment, and over a period of months guide them through an intense process that would turn some of them from highly capable squaddies into elite operators in the world’s leading SF unit.

But some of the instructors acted like glorified drill sergeants. Guys like McCanliss.

Everyone in the Training Wing knew McCanliss had failed Selection at the first time of asking. Fifteen years ago. He’d thrown in the towel. Voluntarily rapped out midway through Selection. He’d tried the next year and passed, but McCanliss couldn’t escape the reputation he earned from quitting first time round. They had a special name in the Regiment for guys who chucked in the towel on Selection. Retreads. The other Blades had a deep suspicion of retreads. Being an operator was about more than being fit and tough and dedicated. It was about your state of mind. That was the difference between a Blade and a regular squaddie. The guys in the Regiment never quit. They kept going, even when their bodies were screaming at them to stop. The thought of giving up never entered their minds.

Unlike the retreads.

Unlike Bob McCanliss.

Now a retread was running Selection and taking out his rage on the students. McCanliss seemed to think it was his personal mission in life to fail as many of the students as possible. Porter didn’t know why. Maybe he thought it added an extra inch to his dick by fucking with the students at every opportunity. On the big runs and circuits the chief instructor beasted them rotten, punishing them mercilessly and generally messing with their minds. They hated his guts.

So did Porter.

‘Worst fuckers we’ve ever had on Selection, this lot,’ McCanliss continued in disgust as the students got into line. He looked to the other instructors, rubbing his hands in anticipation. ‘I wonder how many of these pricks we’ll fail today, eh, lads? At least half, I reckon.’

Porter clenched his jaw as the students formed into a line two ranks deep. He fought a powerful urge to slog McCanliss in the guts. There was tension hanging in the air as Porter ran his eyes across the line of students. Some of the young guys stared anxiously at the forbidding mountains. Others were deep in thought. The atmosphere reminded Porter of the moments before the start of the Grand National. Everyone was tense and bristling with nervous energy. Everyone dreading the pain they were about to suffer, but at the same time just wanting to get on with it.

I know the feeling. I was in their boots once.

Eleven years ago Porter had tried out for Selection, passing at the first attempt. Eleven years, but sweet Jesus, it felt more like a lifetime. Back then he’d been a promising young Blade with a loving wife and a newborn baby girl, and a glorious career in the Regiment ahead of him.

Then Beirut had happened, and everything had gone south.

McCanliss cleared his throat and addressed the students.

‘Right, lads. This is what’s going to happen. Once your Bergens have been checked for weight, you’ll be given a colour. That’s your group. Staff Porter’s group will be leaving first.’ He glanced at Porter, shot him a genuine fuck-you. ‘Your starting point is that red telephone box.’

He pointed across the empty road at the Storey Arms, thirty metres away. The place looked like a low-grade European youth hostel. A Welsh flag fluttered in the breeze outside and a sign outside read, ‘Canoflan Y Bannau. The Storey Arms Centre.’ The two Land Rovers the instructors had driven down from Sennybridge were parked up outside the white-walled buildings. The Training Wing CO sat in one of the Landies, working the radio and trying to establish a link with the RV at the top of Pen y Fan.

To the left of the Storey Arms stood a public phone box and an old stile and a waist-high stone wall. Next to the wall was a sandstone trail that snaked up the side of the mountain, twisting through heather and long grass. The starting point of the Fan Dance.

‘The course completion time is four hours ten minutes,’ McCanliss went on. ‘You lucky bastards get the extra ten minutes because it’s Winter Selection. Be back at that gate with your DS in exactly that time, or under. Anyone who comes in late, even by a minute, tough shit. You’re binned.’

McCanliss searched the students’ eyes. They were staring apprehensively at the gate. He cleared his throat and continued.

‘Your Bergens will be weighed throughout the course. So any smart fuckers thinking of trying to empty their Bergens along the way, don’t even try. Anyone found to be in possession of an underweight Bergen will be given one of these beauties.’

The chief instructor hefted up a rock he’d been holding. It was the size of a brick. He raised it high above his head, so all the students could get a good look at it. McCanliss’s expression suddenly darkened and he fixed his gaze on a stocky student in the front rank. Porter recognised the lad. Stubbs. The instructors were constantly making notes on the students, identifying the ones who had the qualities necessary for thriving in the SAS. Stubbs had it in spades. And now McCanliss was glowering at him with obvious rage.

Silence fluttered across the car park as McCanliss stepped towards the student. The chief instructor narrowed his eyes to knife slits. His facial muscles twitched, as they always did when he was on the verge of losing his rag.

‘What the fuck was that?’ he snarled.

Stubbs blinked. ‘Staff?’

‘Did you just drop a piece of litter, Stubbsy?’

Stubbs glanced around him. Swallowed hard. ‘No, staff.’

McCanliss simmered. His face twitched horribly. ‘Calling me a liar, is it?’ He pointed to a foil chewing gum wrapper on the tarmac. ‘What the fuck do you call that, then?’ He stepped closer to the student. ‘Is that what you do on an op, Stubbsy? Be scruffy and leave signs all over the fucking place? Sacking offence that, Stubbsy.’

Stubbs’s mouth opened and shut but no words came out. Around him the other students shifted anxiously on their feet. McCanliss glared at Stubbs and pointed to the ground.

‘Cunt,’ he hissed. ‘Get in the position, and don’t stop until I say so.’

Stubbs opened his mouth to protest. Then he thought better of it and reluctantly dropped to the ground and started banging out the push-ups. At the same time McCanliss swivelled his gaze towards the other students, his eyes burning with hatred.

‘Which one of you dopey wankers saw Stubbsy drop that litter, then?’ No one spoke. McCanliss’s face shaded red. The veins on his neck bulged like tense rope. ‘None of you? Right, either you’re all blind or you’re not fucking alert. You can’t be half asleep in the Regiment. This is the SAS not the fucking Boy Scouts. Get in the position right now. All of you.’

The other seventy-four students grudgingly hit the deck. One or two shot angry stares at Stubbs. Then McCanliss gave his back to the students, smiling with satisfaction. He nodded at Terry Monk.

‘Do us a favour, Terry. Once these cunts get to fifty, get ’em on their feet and weigh their Bergens. I need to check in with the CO. See if we’ve heard anything from those two idiots at the RV yet.’

As he shaped to turn away McCanliss caught Porter eyeballing him. The chief instructor turned towards him. He shot Porter a look like he was sucking on a bag of dicks.

‘The fuck are you looking at, Porter?’

Porter shrugged. ‘I thought the idea was to pass people on Selection, Bob. Not fail them all.’

McCanliss said nothing for a beat. His facial muscles twitched.

‘Did you, now?’ he spat. ‘Well, I’ve got some fucking news for you, Porter. We’re not here to have tea and biscuits with these tossers.’

‘We’re not here to fuck with them either, Bob.’

McCanliss glowered at him. Porter stood his ground. The chief instructor stepped closer. The veins on his neck threatened to explode. He dropped his voice so low it could have crawled under the belly of a snake.

‘I’ll tell you something, Porter. Even the worst of these pricks would make a better operator than you. I wonder what our Keith would have said, if he’d heard you were on the Training Wing.’

Something like a knife moved through Porter. The memories came flooding back, stabbing at him. Beirut, 1989. A hostage rescue op. Porter’s first mission after he’d finished continuation training. A British businessman called Kenneth Bratton had been taken hostage by Hezbollah operatives demanding missile systems in exchange for his release. The government refused to negotiate and called in the Regiment to sort out the mess. The mission should have been a straightforward evacuation job, but it had quickly descended into a giant clusterfuck. In the sweat and chaos of the firefight Porter had spared the life of one of the Arabs guarding the Brit hostage. A kid, no older than twelve or thirteen. Instead of slotting him, Porter had knocked the kid unconscious.

Only the kid hadn’t stayed down. Minutes later he was back on his feet and putting down rounds on the rest of the team. Three good Blades had died that day. Steve Rashford. Mike Jones. Keith Dunleavy. Porter had blood on his hands. Regiment blood. The kind you could never wash away.

Every now and then Porter saw their faces. Sometimes it was nothing more than a flash of blood. Other days he’d see their brains splattered across the windshield, or their twisted bodies lying slumped in the streets in Hereford. So he turned to the bottle to block out the nightmares. Self-medicating, Regiment-style. On a good day he took a bottle of Bushmills to numb the pain. On the bad days, he needed two. He’d managed to hide his drinking from the other lads, but Porter knew he couldn’t keep it up for much longer. He was struggling to hold it together.

‘You’re nothing but a cunt,’ McCanliss hissed at Porter under his breath. ‘A sad, washed-up old cunt with two missing fingers. Our Keith would be turning in his grave if he knew you were on the team.’

Porter suddenly exploded. He grabbed McCanliss and took him to one side and shot the instructor a cold, hard look. He spoke in a low voice so the students wouldn’t overhear the two Blades arguing.

‘Listen, you fucking retread. Mention Beirut again and I’ll knock you back to that time you were on easy duty, sitting in that nice comfy office while we were out doing the proper ops. Got it?’

McCanliss twitched with rage. Porter had hit a nerve and he knew it. The guy had avoided seeing action in Iraq and Bosnia. He’d spent his career on the sidelines while the other lads got all the glory, and that niggled McCanliss. The chief instructor simmered, but kept his fists by his sides. There was no way he’d lash out. Not in front of the students. He stepped into Porter’s face and scowled.

‘Don’t forget who you’re fucking talking to, Porter.’

Porter smiled. ‘Is that a threat, Bob?’

McCanliss simmered. ‘Nah. It’s an invitation. After the Fan Dance. I’ll see you in the gym. Me and you’ll sort it out then. I’ll drop you so fucking hard you’ll be pissing blood for the next month.’

‘A retread with a pair of balls on him. Got to be a first, that.’

Porter released his grip and turned away from McCanliss before the guy could get another word in. He’d taken enough shit from the chief instructor for one day. McCanliss didn’t know what he’d gone through. None of the lads did. He’d been put in a sticky situation that day in Beirut. If I’d slotted the Arab kid, I would have been prosecuted for war crimes for killing a minor. I had no fucking choice. Bottom line, it was down to Porter to live with his inner demons. But he wasn’t putting up with anyone else passing judgement on him. And definitely not some jumped-up retread who’d been sipping coffee in a nice warm office while the other guys in the squadron had risked their lives.

McCanliss beat a quick path over to the Landies, glancing back at Porter and starring daggers at him. Terry Monk ordered the students to their feet and stepped towards the first guy in the line, holding out a set of handheld scales. He handed the student the scales. The lad attached the hook to his Bergen and hefted it up. Monk checked the weight, making sure he was within the regulation limits. Then he took the scales and moved onto the next guy in line. At the same time one of the other instructors set up a tea urn in the corner of the car park.

It started to rain. Porter looked up and squinted at the clouds. They were black and low and heavy, like bulging sacks of coal about to split down the middle. It was going to piss it down this morning, Porter realised. That icy January rain that cut right through to your bones.


SIX

0641 hours.

Nine minutes later, the twelve guys on the SP team arrived at the Storey Arms.

They pulled up in three civvy Range Rovers they’d driven down from the Regiment HQ. Engines chainsawing, headlamps burning in the bleak winter light. The Range Rovers skidded to a halt close to the four-tonners at the far end of the car park, twenty metres downstream from the students. A few moments later, the twelve operators climbed out from the motors and grabbed their helium-filled Bergens from the backs of the Range Rovers. They were decked out in a mixture of civvy and army clothing, and each of them was packing a Sig Sauer P226 semi-automatic pistol strapped to a thigh holster. Among the operators was a Jock with a shock of prematurely greying hair. He wore a deep frown and small, dark eyes that peered out at the world as if from behind a veil of cigarette smoke. John Bald, the meanest Blade in the Regiments, was spitting mad. And it was all Eddie Stoop’s fault.

Twenty-four hours ago Bald had been looking forward to his first training exercise as assault team commander on the Red half of the SP Team. The Regiment’s counter-terrorist unit was split into two groups of equal size, Blue and Red. The Blue guys were the three-hour response team. That meant they had to be rolling through the gates at Hereford within three hours of a terrorist incident being reported. Blue had the guys from Mountain and Air Troop. Red was the thirty-minute team. Their guys came from Boat and Mobility Troop. Both teams regularly trained at the Killing House down at Pontrilas, a multi-storey mock-up building that the SAS used to practise deliberate action drills using live rounds. Bald had been desperate for his first op at the Killing House to run smoothly. And then Eddie Stoop had gone and fucked things up.

Stoop had been fooling around with the wife of one of the other guys on the team, Bill Bowen. Nailing another Blade’s missus was a big no-no in the Regiment, for obvious reasons. Blades operated in tight-knit groups. The last thing you needed was one guy holding a grudge against someone else on the same team. Eddie Stoop found that out the hard way. He’d taken a round to the back of the head during the training exercise. Bowen had put the drop on him, claiming that Stoop had stepped into his line of fire. Which Bald knew was bullshit, but there was no way of proving it either way.

Red Team had been suspended, pending an internal investigation. And now Bald was being hung out to dry. His first test as assault commander had gone south. Big-time.

‘Good morning for the Dance, eh, Jock?’ the operator next to Bald said, grinning inanely. Bald turned and glared at him. Steve Stoner was a burly Sheffield lad with a permanent smile plastered across his mug, and an easygoing manner that really pissed Bald off. Stoner was the kind of guy who could find the silver lining in any cloud. Even when those clouds were grey as fuck and it was pissing it down across the Brecon Beacons.

‘If you say so,’ said Bald.

He sighed and shook his head. He’d only agreed to join in with the Blue Team guys on the Fan Dance to clear his head after yesterday’s shitstorm. But as the skies turned grey as coal and the icy rain stabbed him in the face, Bald was starting to think that this was a really bad idea.

Should’ve stayed at home, John. Stayed away from Stoner and the other twats. They’ll be gloating over your failure. Taking the piss out of you.

They passed the students. Some of the guys glanced in awe at the veteran Blades in their midst. Bald just ignored them and strolled on.

Stoner nodded at the students and said, ‘McCanliss had better go easy on these lads this morning. Can’t push the students too hard in these conditions, Jock. One of ’em might come down with hypothermia.’

Bald shrugged. ‘Yeah, well. Nature’s way of saying you’ve failed Selection.’

‘You’re a mean bastard, Jack.’

‘Someone’s go to be.’

They beat a path across the tarmac towards the instructors. Half a dozen of them were standing in a loose group around the tea urn, helping themselves to steaming hot brews. Among them Bald noticed



























































OEBPS/Images/embim1.jpg
Wy

CORONET





OEBPS/Images/twitter.gif





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
WHAT DO YOU GET IF YOU STRIKE AT THE HEART OF THE SAS?

HRIS
RYAN

DEATHLIST

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
STRIKE BACK






