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'Kaphar hunnu bandhar marnu ramro.'




It is better to die than live a coward.
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Traditional Gurkha motto














 Dedication




For my father, Alfred Gordon Smith (1924-1983). I think you’d have liked this, Dad.














Acknowledgements







I would like to offer my heartfelt thanks to Michael James of Penmore Press for taking a chance on this, my first novel, and to Chris Wozney for her eagle-eyed editorial skills. Your combined and unfailing professionalism, humour and support have been tremendous.

I would also like to thank the artist, Stuart Brown, for allowing me to use his excellent painting, Towards the Bomb, for the cover design, and 11 EOD Regiment, who commissioned the work, for their permission to use the image.

Although all of the characters in the novel are fictional, many of the events closely mirror real life. I would therefore like to thank the extensive cast of friends, former colleagues, and fellow veterans whose actions—often heroic—contributed to this story.














Explanatory Note: 

British Army Organisation




Better to Die centres on the exploits of the King’s Royal Rangers, a fictitious infantry regiment of the British Army. With few exceptions, British Army infantry regiments trace their histories back to the 17th century. Each has its own long history,  traditions, battle honours and insignia, and a soldier will generally serve his entire career with the same regiment. A regiment is made up of one or more regular battalions.

A battalion is a unit of 500-800 troops, commanded by a lieutenant colonel. Battalions of the same regiment rarely serve together in the same formation or even the same geographic region. 

Each battalion comprises three rifle companies, plus a Fire Support Company and a Headquarters Company. Companies are around 100-150 strong and are commanded by a major.

The rifle companies are made up of three rifle platoons of around 30 soldiers, each commanded by a lieutenant or second lieutenant.














Prologue




Border Crossing Point ‘Hotel 55’, Northern Ireland, 

5 November 1996

‘They’re Sass.’

‘Keep yer feckin’ voice down!’ A hissed response in an Armagh accent, edgy with stress. ‘Course they’re not Sass. Look at ‘em. Those buck eejits couldn’t fight their way out of a wet paper bag. And the officer’s wearing a tie, for Jesus’ sake.’

‘Which one’s the officer?’

‘See that tall lanky fella? The one walking like he’s got a twenty-foot pole up his arse, and the face like a long Lurgan spade. Him.’

‘Maybe they’re in disguise.’

‘Then it’s a feckin’ good disguise. Can y’imagine it? “Right, boys, we’re going under cover. Get down to the cookhouse and stuff yer faces for the next six weeks till they’re all fat and shiny. And while you’re at it, iron yer combats so you look like a bunch of shop window dummies.”’

Aidan O’Flynn peered harder at the patrol. For sure, the big man was right. These fellas were acting like they were out on a Sunday dander. Web equipment all over the place, like a mad woman’s breakfast. Everyone gawking straight ahead—no one checking the rear or flanks. The lazy bollickses didn’t even hold their weapons like SAS. Just out for a bit of the craic in so-called Bandit Country. Well, they might just have chosen the wrong day for a visit. 

Reassured, Aidan relaxed his grip on his weapon, a Czech-made Kalashnikov assault rifle, and wiggled his fingers to bring some warmth back into them. Only twenty years old, and a townie born and bred, he was way outside his comfort zone in the countryside. As the day wore on, his mild aversion to nature in all its glory had gradually turned to outright loathing.

The four-man IRA team manning the hide had infiltrated overnight. The intent was that they should have the target under constant surveillance well before the attack went in. As the saying goes, ‘No plan survives contact with the enemy’, but this precaution should at least minimise the risk of any nasty surprises. Following hedgerows, to avoid being lit up by the moon, they had moved stealthily in single file, well spread out, with five metres between each man. Every few minutes they had halted—listening, watching, scanning the horizon. There was always the danger that the op had been compromised and that ‘Crown forces’ were lying in wait, ready to launch an ambush.

The night had been cold. November in South Armagh always is. But at least it had been dry. It was only after they were in position close to the objective that the rain had started. At first, it had swept across the fields in a dense wall, driven by the bitter wind, swishing off the treetops and flaying the grass in the meadow to their front. The hide was concealed behind a low, grassy bank, amid a clump of ash trees, and the stark autumnal branches had initially provided some feeble protection from the downpour. But, as the day wore on and the torrent subsided, the watchers were subjected to endless dripping, tapping and spattering on unprotected heads and necks.

Morning had passed into afternoon, and Aidan had struggled to control his shivering. He constantly fought the urge to curl up into a ball to preserve his body heat, knowing that the others would be watching him—seeing how he performed on this, his first big op. So he maintained a prone firing position, his hands welded to the clammy, wooden pistol grip and forestock of his weapon. Gradually, the tips of his fingers had turned white, and he was forced to place one hand at a time inside his Barbour jacket to bring the warmth back. He also became aware of a small but steady rivulet, trickling down the bank, weaving a track through the soil, and drenching his jeans. The arrival of the British Army helicopter had at least taken his mind off his growing misery. 

Seeking a distraction from the wet and cold, and at the risk of further antagonizing the big man, Aidan spoke again. ‘So we’re still dead on to go then, boss?’ he ventured. 

Sean Gallagher didn’t answer straight away. His mind was busy weighing up the odds. He didn’t like leaving operational matters to chance. He’d come desperate close to being bitten once too often to trust in luck alone. But it would be a big call to cancel the op now. The Provisional IRA had spent months planning this attack down to the last detail. They’d observed their target incessantly—both at close quarters and at long range. They knew every aspect of the routine surrounding the isolated border post: how many troops manned it; where they were deployed and what weapons they had; the schedule for changing over guard positions; and the length of time that each small detachment would spend at the base before being replaced by fresh troops. If the raid succeeded, it would sure smack those Brit bastards. Hard.

And, boy, did Sean want to do that. Because smacking the Brits, whenever and wherever he could, had been his life’s whole focus ever since the day his big brother had been blinded by a rubber bullet. Danny had been an innocent bystander—a good Catholic boy of fifteen, with aspirations for the priesthood. He’d been watching some routine aggro in the street outside his home in Newry when the baton round, fired from a British Army riot gun, came crashing through the front room window. The solid lump of rubber, an inch and a half in diameter and weighing a quarter of a pound, had cannoned into the side of his head, smashing both eyeballs as it carved a path across his face, level with the bridge of his nose. Sean was the first into the room. He would never forget the screaming. Never forget and never forgive. That had been twenty years before, and his thirst for vengeance had never left him. But this was no time to let emotions hold sway. Revenge is a dish best served cold.

‘Maybe we’d better just be on the safe side, though, eh, Aidy? Get the boys to round up a couple of farmers and have ‘em run some dogs out through the undergrowth. We might just as well see if there’s anything nasty lying out there. And be feckin’ quiet about it!’

‘Right you are, big man,’ whispered O’Flynn, as he inched his way backwards out of the camouflaged hide from where they’d been observing the patrol.

 

Border Crossing Point ‘Hotel 55’, on the Derrynoose Road between Clontibret in the South and Keady in the North, was a tiny outpost. Built in triangular form, it contained two huts—the ops room and the troops’ accommodation. Both cabins were reinforced with overhead screens to provide protection from incoming mortar bombs. An observation post, fortified with sandbags and mounted on a small tower, dominated the front left corner of the compound, and a further ground-level sangar was positioned alongside the steel double gates that opened onto the main road. This allowed intimate fire support for the two soldiers outside, involved in checking cars passing across the border. 

Under normal circumstances, the post contained thirteen soldiers from A Company, the King’s Royal Rangers—a sergeant and three four-man fire teams—along with a policeman from the Royal Ulster Constabulary. But, just thirty minutes before the planned start time for the IRA’s attack, A Company’s commander, Major Valentine Phillips, had been dropped off by helicopter to pay a surprise visit. Three soldiers from company HQ accompanied him as close-protection escorts. It was his unannounced arrival that had spooked the watchers outside. It had done a fair job of spooking the occupants of Hotel 55 as well.

An hour after turning up at the base, and oblivious to the escalating activity around the perimeter, Major Phillips leaned back in the shabby armchair that graced the small ops room and took a deep swig of coffee from his tin mug. His belt kit and weapon, a 5.56 mm SA-80 rifle, lay discarded on the floor beside him. His unbuttoned combat jacket hung open, revealing body armour worn over a standard issue green pullover. Despite these constricting layers, a pale khaki tie protruded from the crew neck of his jumper. The major considered the wearing of a tie, even in combat dress, to be ‘good form’. Northern Ireland might be an operational theatre, but Valentine Phillips was determined to maintain a certain ‘style’.

At that moment he was gazing with a bored, petulant expression at a wall-mounted map of the area. A naked bulb hanging from the ceiling cast a weak reflection off the transparent plastic overlay sheet, inscribed with tactical symbols in thick marker-pen. The air was a rank mixture of boot polish, gun oil, sweat, fag smoke and farts. Standing alongside the map, Sergeant Nick Adair was trying to update his company commander on operations at Hotel 55, despite needling interruptions from the major, often completely unrelated to the briefing.

‘We’re doing well with car searches, sir. Eighty-two in the past ten days. Two of these resulted in arrests. One for trying to smuggle counterfeit cigarettes across the border. The other for a suspected stolen car with false number plates.’

‘Why is there no photograph of the brigade commander in the ops room?’ interjected the major.

‘Er… because company HQ hasn’t sent one down, sir.’

Phillips pursed his lips impatiently. ‘Well, have you asked for one?’

‘It didn’t seem like a top priority, sir. The lads have been a bit busy.’

‘So what happens if the brigadier turns up on a visit and no one recognises him? How do you think that will go down?’

‘Not very well, sir, I guess.’

‘Not very well? You guess? I can tell you, Sergeant Adair, it will not go down very well at all. I want it sorted. Today.’

‘Sir.’

‘And who’s that fat knacker on barrier duty outside?’

‘Which one, sir?’

‘Which one? Are you coming down with lardy arses in Number Two Platoon?’

‘No, sir. It’s Walters, sir.’

‘Walters. Yes, that’s the man. When did he last pass his Basic Fitness Test?’

‘Don’t know, sir.’ Nick could feel his responses becoming more truculent as his patience wore thin.

‘Well, you bloody well should know! That’s the sort of detail that a platoon sergeant needs to carry in his head at all times. It would be embarrassing if the commanding officer asked, and you didn’t know. Embarrassing for you, and embarrassing for me.’

‘Sir.’ Yanked from his focus and annoyed, Nick imagined lifting the major forcibly from the armchair by his jacket and head-butting him so hard that a fountain of blood spurted in an arc from his nose. Or maybe just smashing his combat boot into those infuriatingly arrogant features, sending Phillips’ head ricocheting into the seatback. Would it be worth it? Bust to private and six months in the military nick at Colchester? Nah. Maybe not. Nice thought, though. 

Either ignorant or indifferent, the major continued, ‘Right now, he doesn’t look as if he’d stand a chance of running a mile and a half in the time allowed. In fact, he looks like he could barely run at all. On operations, that’s a disgrace. If we didn’t need every man for this tour, I’d have left him behind on rear party in Tidworth. He shows the battalion in general, and this company in particular, in a bad light. It’s totally unacceptable.’ The last word was accompanied by a few flecks of spittle spraying from the company commander’s plump lips. 

‘Sir.’

‘Well, don’t just “sir” me. What are you going to do about it?’

Nick knew the officer commanding A Company well. He’d first encountered Phillips as a 20-year-old second lieutenant—a ‘Rupert’—fresh out of Sandhurst. It had been 1986, and the 1st Battalion, The King’s Royal Rangers, had been shipped out to Northern Ireland to take their turn supporting the Royal Ulster Constabulary on the urban battlefields of Belfast. The new officer had quickly gained a reputation as a young man full of ‘top show’—always the first to be noticed when the commanding officer was on the scene, but skulking in the shadows when the bricks, bottles and petrol bombs started to rain down.

The colonel might not have noticed, but the troops did. By the time Phillips was a captain, he’d already earned the nickname ‘The Eternal Flame’. He thought it was a compliment—the rising young star whose career would blaze a trail on its ever-upward path. It wasn’t. The Eternal Flame never goes out. And neither did Phillips. At least, not where patrolling out on the ground was concerned. Not if he could help it.

So there had been some bemusement among the troops when Major Phillips had turned up unexpectedly at the remote border post that afternoon. Whatever his motivation, it certainly wouldn’t be anything to do with the best interests of his men. If Phillips was going to risk coming out on the ground, it must be something to do with his career. Maybe the colonel had indicated that he’d be paying a visit to the battalion’s outstations soon, and the major thought he’d better make sure everything was in order first. Yup, that would do it.

Nick Adair was tough, fit and astute, but such qualities allowed little time for fools. And in Nick’s eyes, Phillips was a fool. Unfortunately, the Army’s top brass thought otherwise. The regimental hierarchy of the King’s Royal Rangers had long viewed Phillips as future ‘commanding officer material’, slotting him into all the right jobs to ensure his smooth passage to the top. Nick knew this, and it was just one more irritant that was pushing him towards civvy street. Missing his son Jack’s first birthday a week earlier because his R&R had been changed at the last minute didn’t help. His wife, Sandra, still wasn’t speaking to him over that one. Which was a bit of a pisser when you had to queue for half an hour to get on the phone, only to have it slammed down at the other end.

 

Outside, in the late-afternoon drizzle of the grim November day, the IRA assault group began to manoeuvre into position. Shaking off the weariness of many hours spent huddling against the stinging wind, repeated drenchings and bone gnawing cold, they wormed their way forward. Although dusk was now gathering, the overwatch capability provided by the base’s observation tower inhibited any sudden movements. So, with muscles aching from long inactivity, each man inched through the undergrowth—crawling, sliding and slithering, brushing brambles aside and trying to ignore the occasional sharp prick of a thorn. With the earlier squalls having subsided, the scent of damp earth and mouldering leaves wafted upwards. A light mist began to form, clinging to folds in the ground, but not thick enough to guarantee cover from the watchtower.

Senses heightened by nervousness and anticipation, every slight noise became magnified: the bark of an early evening fox marking out its territory half a mile away; the clunk of a car boot closing at the vehicle checkpoint ahead of them; and the seemingly deafening crack of a twig snapping.

From ‘H minus 5’—five minutes before the attack was due to start—watchers surrounding the base, in pre-arranged order, began reporting in by short-range radio that the coast was clear of satelliting patrols. At H-Hour, the single-word message was sent to unleash the attack: ‘Shamrock’.

Within seconds of the codeword being broadcast, a flatbed truck emerged from a track several hundred yards along the road on the south side of the border. Innocuous in appearance from the outside, internally the vehicle had been prepared for battle. Sandbags lined the driver’s cab and had been stacked to form a fortified firing position in the cargo area. In the back, positioned on a tripod and disguised by a tarpaulin, was a 12.7mm Russian DsHK heavy machine gun—a ‘Dushka’. Capable of delivering 600 rounds per minute, this fearsome addition transformed the vehicle into a gun truck. When the weapon fired, the shock of the noise alone could paralyse anyone unlucky enough to be caught in its killing zone.

As the vehicle descended the slight hill towards the Border Crossing Point, Lance Corporal Jim Anderson stepped out with his hand raised to bring it to a halt. Ranger ‘Walt’ Walters stood back to one side, ready to provide covering fire with his SA-80 rifle. Instead of slowing down, the truck seemed to pick up speed as it approached the red and white barrier pole. Walters started to raise his weapon into a firing position but, still unsure quite what was happening, hesitated to shoot. The last thing he needed was the death of an innocent civilian truck driver on his hands.

The lorry drew closer. Now there was no doubt that it was accelerating towards the barrier. Anderson remained in position with his hand raised until the last possible minute before launching himself sideways onto the road. The wagon rammed the blockade at speed, demolishing the barrier pole and juddering to a halt. Walters raised his rifle to his shoulder and loosed off two rounds into the side of the cab. Anderson was still struggling to his feet when the truck’s side panels flew open. He just had time to glimpse a hooded figure dressed in green combats bringing the barrel of a Dushka to bear before the rounds smashed into him. The body armour that he wore under his combat jacket offered no protection to the solid 12.7 mm bullets that punched into him at over 800 metres per second, shredding his clothing and tearing massive exit wounds in his back. The impact lifted Anderson off his feet and threw him several yards back across the road. Within seconds a lake of blood was pooling around the shattered body.

Walters saw this and ran. Two large steel gates barred the entrance to the compound, with a smaller pedestrian access door set into the one on the right. Even as he fumbled to get through in haste, two RPG-7 rockets, launched from concealed positions on the far side of the road, exploded against the left-hand gate, tearing holes through the metal. 

Outside, the lorry had manoeuvred to allow the Dushka a free field of fire across the entire front of the border post. As Walters dashed towards the ops room, he could hear brickwork and metal being flayed by the incoming rounds. Several punctured the lightweight steel, cover-from-view screening that made up much of the perimeter fence, and he could feel the change in air pressure as they whipped past his head.

In the ops room, the sudden overwhelming racket had interrupted Major Phillips in mid-flow. Grabbing his rifle and hastily shrugging on his body armour, Nick Adair raced towards the entrance, bellowing ‘Stand to!’ at the top of his voice. As he flung the door open, he collided with Walters who, in his terror, was desperately seeking any hiding place.

‘Walt, with me!’ Nick screamed. But Walters barged past him into the ops room. The Dushka stopped firing and Nick spotted two hooded figures charging through the access door in the main gate. A sheet of flame burst from a nozzle in the hands of the lead terrorist. Blazing fire engulfed the rear of the sangar by the front gate, silencing the machine gunner inside.

‘Jesus! They’ve got a flamethrower!’ Acting on instinct, Nick shot off five rounds in rapid succession. The torch man stumbled forward and twisted as two rounds slapped into his body, exposing the tanks containing liquid fuel strapped to his back. Nick took aim again and double-tapped into the tanks, but the liquid inside failed to ignite and dribbled harmlessly out through the two puncture holes. 

Nick was conscious of the reassuring thump of covering fire from one of the base’s General Purpose Machine Guns being laid down by the Ranger occupying the tower sangar. This was abruptly terminated by the impact of another RPG-7 rocket fired from somewhere near the main gates. A third terrorist had now entered the compound, and both of the IRA men still standing were firing Nick’s way. With bullets spattering the ground around him, Nick loosed off more shots before retreating to the ops room. The hut door was closed. As he turned to grab the handle, he felt the passing impact of an AK-47 round ricocheting off the rear ceramic plate of his body armour.

At his first push, the ops room door failed to open. Nick put his shoulder to it and barged, shoving aside a desk that had been jammed up against it from within. The door moved ajar just enough for him to squeeze through as rounds pockmarked the outside of the building.

Inside, he had expected to find Major Phillips and Walters using their combined firepower to transform the open area of the compound into a killing zone. The two occupants had other ideas. In the far corner of the small room, Walters had wedged himself into a wardrobe-sized, lightweight steel locker. He was crouched inside with his arms over his head, while Phillips, pointing his rifle at him with one hand, tried to drag him out with the other. 

‘Get out, you fat bastard! Move it!’ Phillips was screaming, as bullet holes continued to drill through the cabin’s thin wooden walls from outside.

Walters’ voice had taken on an inhuman keening sound, a wailing cry of ‘No, no, no!’

With a final jerk, Phillips ejected Walters, who fell forwards onto the floor, still sobbing and with his hands over his ears. From just outside the door, an AK-47 firing on automatic sprayed 7.62 mm slugs through the woodwork, followed by the leading IRA man’s boot crashing into it. With the desk still providing a degree of resistance, the door failed to open fully at the first attempt, giving Nick just enough time to return fire and take out the attacker.

He gave a quick glance over his shoulder to check Phillips’ position so that he could co-ordinate his own arc of fire with the major’s. But Phillips wasn’t there. From the corner of his eye, Nick glimpsed the company commander crammed into the metal locker and pulling the door closed on himself. As a grenade tumbled into the room, Nick flung himself sideways over Walters, who lay whimpering on the floor. The concussion wave from the explosion swept through the room. Less than a millisecond after the grenade detonated, a steel fragment, no bigger than a child’s milk tooth, entered Nick’s face just below his right eye, travelling up behind the socket and piercing his brain. He hadn’t even heard the explosion that killed him.














Chapter One




Twenty-five years later

Calvi, Corsica

It is evening in Calvi, the small city on Corsica’s northwest coast that is the island’s closest point to mainland France. In the harbour, protected by an extensive breakwater, millionaires’ yachts bob at anchor, rubbing shoulders with small pleasure boats and local fishing vessels. 

Several jetties extend from the quayside out into the bay, maximising the number of mooring sites, and presenting a forest of masts as the boats muster at the day’s end. Back from the water’s edge, the promenade is lined with numerous restaurants, cafes, bars and souvenir shops, their brightly coloured awnings becoming redundant as the sun sets. Behind the town, rugged, pine-forested mountains stretch away to the south, turning purple in the fading light and emphasising the fact that Corsica is the most mountainous island in the Mediterranean—the ‘mountain in the sea’. 

Dominating the skyline is the Citadel, a towering fortress built by the Genoese in the 13th century to protect Corsica from invaders. It sits in brooding majesty above the town, its ochre-coloured ramparts and bastions presenting a magnet for any visiting tourists who have the energy and determination to climb the steep cobbled paths to its entrance. But this is no Disneyesque castle or elaborate mock Hogwarts. Arches are crumbling, wooden doors look like they might fall off their hinges, plaster is peeling off the walls and signs are crudely handmade. One might almost expect a Corsican bandit to step out of the shadows.

Stretching away from the marina, to the east of the town, is a long, sandy beach that traces the crescent-shaped curve of the bay. A stroll of some four miles out of town, keeping the shoreline to the left, brings one to a military barracks. Its entrance is set back from the road, protected by a sliding electric gate. To the right is a guard house that is almost inappropriately pretty, its cream walls set off by a tiled roof of burnt orange and fronted by a hedge-lined veranda. A water tower stands opposite the guard house. Emblazoned on the tank is the regimental badge: an inverted triangle, bearing a winged, serpent-like, oriental dragon. Smack in the middle of the beast’s body is a flaming grenade, picked out in gold, on a rectangle painted red and green. Only a compulsive military buff would know that the triangle represents a deployed parachute, the dragon harks back to the unit’s early history in Indochina, and red and green are the regimental colours.

The sentry on the gate is wearing parade dress of light khaki, his trousers bloused neatly over black combat boots. The uniform is set off by a broad blue cummerbund, held in place by a green, webbed, combat belt, and green epaulettes trimmed with red fringes. The silver wings of a parachutist glint on his right chest. But it’s the hat that is the real giveaway. Such is the renown, or even notoriety, of this particular unit that it is instantly recognisable—le képi blanc—the dazzlingly white, flat-topped, circular cap of the French Foreign Legion.

As if further confirmation were necessary, the unit’s name is embedded in the wall to the right of the gate, spelt out in gold capital letters: ‘2eme Régiment Étrangere des Parachutistes’—2nd REP—the parachute regiment of the French Foreign Legion. To the left, in even larger gold letters, is the name of the base: Raffalli.

If Calvi’s tourists tire of its beautiful sandy beach, its cafes and restaurants, its marina and its historic buildings, the inmates of Camp Raffalli can always be relied upon to add an air of mystery, a hint of danger and, maybe for some, even a night of romance. Tonight, they are out on the town.

 

‘Bollocks to it, Jack! That’s all I can say.’

‘Bollocks to what, you mad bastard?’

Both speakers necked another long swig of beer straight from the bottle before the one who wasn’t Jack spoke again.

‘Bollocks to the fact that you’re bloody well leaving.’

‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Josh. Not that again. Ta gueule—get over it!’

Josh Corrigan was shouting at Jack Adair across the table at full volume, competing with the throbbing music that was making the club’s floor vibrate. His face was flushed and sweaty, the disco lights reflecting off the shimmering surface, highlighting the acne scars that peppered his cheeks. Around him sat the rest of the Mafia Anglais—ten in all—the hard core of English-speakers within the 2nd REP.

‘Come on, Jack. The whole shagging place will just go downhill fast once you’re out.’

‘Yeah, right! I hardly think so. The REP’s been here over fifty years, and I’ve been here less than five.’

‘But it’s still not too late. Sign back on, mate. You just know you ain’t gonna enjoy it out there in the world. This is living, mate. Really living.’

The group was sprawled around several tables in the corner of the Club Tropique, one of several bars close to the seafront in Calvi. White képis, which had earlier been scrubbed to near-luminous perfection in order to satisfy the guard sergeant before leaving camp, now sat on the table amid the debris of bottles of Kronenbourg, packs of Marlboro, Bic lighters and pools of spilled beer. Light khaki dress shirts, meticulously ironed to show fifteen razor-sharp creases, had long since started to wilt in the clammy atmosphere.

The Mafia planned to get drunk. Dead drunk. Not just because Jack was leaving the Legion and tradition demanded it. Not just because it was yet another Friday night in Calvi. Not just because they were all borderline alcoholics, although most came close. But because they were young, and fit, and soldiers. And that’s what young, fit soldiers do when they haven’t got a war to go to. They get drunk.

‘Sorry, mate,’ Jack was bawling back at Josh. ‘You know I’ve got plans.’

‘Sod the plans. You’re already a corporal. You’ll make sergeant easy in your next contract. The Legion’s your family, man. Legio Patria Nostra. Remember? The Legion is our country!’

‘Yeah, fine, Josh. But even as a sergeant I’d still get bossed around by twats like Chabot and every other pathetic twenty-something tosser of a second-lieutenant straight out of officer school. It’s bad enough now—never mind in ten years’ time.’

‘So, instead of being bossed around by the tossers and twats, you’ve decided to become one yourself. I can’t believe you wanna be an officer. I was in the British Army before this, mate. They’re even worse than the dickheads we’ve got in charge here. And they’re a bunch of snobs with their heads up their own arses.’

‘Well, I’ll just have to make sure I keep my head well away from my arse then, won’t I?’

‘Yeah, I’ll believe that when I see it. Once they take your brain out at Sandhurst, you’ll end up just like all the rest. They’re all the bloody same.’

Jack shrugged. He’d been hearing the same argument from Josh for months now, and the booze wasn’t making it any more persuasive.

‘So what mob you going for?’

‘Told you already. KRR—King’s Royal Rangers.’

‘Yeah, I know what you told me, mate. But I thought you might’ve seen sense and changed your mind. I still don’t bloody understand it. It’s just bollocks. You’re an airborne warrior through and through. Why not the Paras? That’s what I was in. The Maroon Machine. It’s the closest thing the Brits have got to this mob. You’d be bloomin’ brilliant. The boys’d love having an ex-Legion para as their boss. Talk about duck to water.’

‘Dad was in the Rangers. Got killed in Ireland before I really knew him. Mum never talks about him. She re-married some nerd of a college lecturer—typical save the gay whale type, who hates my guts and despises anything military. That’s why I legged it from home and came here. Feel like I still owe the old man, though. Gotta be done.’

‘Your choice, mate.’

Jack gazed across the room, through the smoke haze and pulsing lights. A larger group of legionnaires stood near the bar. The ‘Chetniks’. Mainly Serbs from the former Yugoslavia. Some, as children, had witnessed at first hand the wars that had ravaged the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. One or two had even been old enough to fight. More than a few were veterans of Serbia’s ultra-violent football firms, like those that supported Belgrade’s two main clubs, Red Star and Partizan. Hard bastards to a man. As nails.

At the centre of the group stood Corporal Jannie Draskovic—black eyes set deep into a face that could have been carved out of granite. Implacable, brutal, remorseless. And right now, those eyes were boring straight into Jack.




Jack had been in Draskovic’s sights ever since the incident in the hills with Osman the Turk. It had been over a month before, but feuds ran deep with the Chetniks. Everyone knew that. The two corporals had been assigned to assist Sergeant Lacroix with running a course for the latest squad of new recruits to the regiment, coming straight from basic training at Castelnaudary near Toulouse in southern France. The month-long course, known as the promotion—or ‘promo’—was intended to convert the new legionnaires into parachutists. It was also a useful means of imprinting them with 2nd REP’s very distinct regimental ethos. 

Jack knew how desperate the recruits would have been to escape ‘Castel’s’ training regime and get to their new regiment. The journey by ferry across from Marseille to Bastia in Corsica would have seen them out on public display as fully-fledged legionnaires for the first time. Trying to live up to the mystique evoked by their white képis. Adopting a touch of swagger. Doing their best to exude the aura of hard-bitten fighting men. Relishing, but not acknowledging, the surreptitious glances they were attracting—some envious, some pitying, but mostly curious. Male tourists with beer bellies, sizing them up, thinking, ‘Could I? Would I?’ Young women in short holiday skirts, flashing wide smiles, thinking, ‘Could I? Would I?’

During the ferry crossing, as tradition demanded, they would have tossed into the waters of the Med the badges of the training unit that they’d just left. But, like all new recruits to the 2nd REP, they quickly learnt that the regiment’s sergeants and corporals were no less forgiving than those at Castel. Jack had discovered that within his first hour of arriving at Camp Raffalli, when a Polish corporal’s fist had cannoned into his stomach for a minor infraction. His crime had been speaking English at the wrong moment. And as far as the Polish corporal was concerned, any moment was the wrong moment. 

The parachute training for the promo was scheduled to last for a month, during which each novice would have to complete six jumps, including one at night, to qualify for his wings. After the arduous routine they’d experienced at Castelnaudary, it sounded like a holiday camp—sitting around in a hangar all day, learning parachute landing falls and swinging from ropes attached to mock harnesses. Except that Sergeant Lacroix had a different view. He was determined that the new arrivals would not become soft during his watch. So, for the first week, they conducted forced marches with full kit over the rugged Corsican countryside. They patrolled, skirmished, set ambushes and practised unarmed combat until they were bruised and bleeding. At the end of each day, standing around a fire under the stars, they sang the Legion’s songs and listened as Lacroix regaled them with stories of the REP’s past heroic exploits in Algeria, Indochina and Kolwezi. 

On their last day in the field, Sergeant Lacroix was required to return to Camp Raffalli to carry out some admin duties. He nominated Jack to drive him, leaving Draskovic in charge. It was already dark when Jack returned alone. As soon as he switched off the vehicle’s engine, the sound of Draskovic bawling someone out cut through the night air. This was nothing new. Draskovic wasn’t a fan of the Legion’s attempts in recent years to eliminate violence as method of punishment. In his eyes, it was the only way to enforce discipline with a bunch of dropouts, hard men, former criminals, and veterans of other wars. But then, he was a borderline psychopath.

‘If you’d done this in combat, you’d have been shot, you lazy, useless, piece of shit,’ screamed Draskovic. ‘Falling asleep on guard duty is one of the easiest ways of getting you, and all your comrades, killed. I don’t give a fuck whether you live or die, but if you are dead, you will fail in your mission. And the REP doesn’t ever fail!’

The trainees were gathered in a circle, illuminated by the campfire, which burned some twenty yards away. As Jack walked closer, he could see that they were all transfixed by something about the size of a football in the centre of the ring. This was what Draskovic was shouting at. Then the object moved. It wasn’t a ball; it was a head. The body was completely buried under a pile of earth—just like a kids’ game on the beach. Except this was no game.

Jack knew instinctively that Draskovic’s victim would be Osman the Turk. Osman was the only Muslim in the promo, and Draskovic harboured a fanatical hatred for all Muslims. He’d only been eight years old when his Orthodox Christian family had been stopped by a Kosovo Liberation Army checkpoint when returning to their village in Podujevo just after the war. He knew one or two of the Muslim militiamen from his own village by sight. They’d always been friendly enough. He’d even joined in games with their children. But that night he’d sensed the change in atmosphere. He could actually smell his father’s fear, as he answered their questions with nervous, stuttering responses. There was something about the look on the men’s faces. No trace of a smile. Nothing warm or reassuring about their gestures. Just coldness, as if he and his family had lost their status as human beings. 

And they had. The young Jannie realised this when five of them forced his mother from the car and raped her repeatedly like a feral bitch over the bonnet. All the while, one held the muzzle of an AK-47 in his sobbing father’s mouth as he looked through the windscreen into his wife’s eyes. Mrs Draskovic had lived on for three more years, withdrawn, silent, traumatised, until the ever-present memory eventually overwhelmed her, and she hanged herself in the family barn.

Maybe there were good reasons why Draskovic was a psychopath. 

Now the corporal stood over Osman wielding a steel entrenching tool, sizing up the best angle of attack. Continuing to shout obscenities, he swung it, landing a blow just above the Turk’s left ear with the reverse side of the spade. Osman let out an agonised shriek, then subsided into barely audible whimpering. Draskovic tossed the entrenching tool to one side and, standing with his legs apart directly in front of Osman’s face, undid the zip fly of his combat trousers. 

‘This is all you’re worth. And when I’ve finished, the rest of the promo will each take turns in watering your head. You need a shower to wake you up.’ With that, Draskovic extracted his cock and started to piss, the stream of urine falling in an arc on Osman’s head. So intent was he on his victim that he remained unaware of Jack’s approach.

‘Leave him,’ Jack barked. ‘He’s had enough.’

Draskovic half-turned as Jack entered the clearing to his right. ‘What the hell has it got to do with you, Adair?’

Jack’s savate kick smacked into Draskovic’s stomach, driving the wind from him and knocking him over backwards, the last drops of urine spattering into the breeze as he fell.

Picking up the shovel, Jack slung it at the nearest Legionnaire. ‘You! Legionnaire! Dig Osman out.’

The trainee hesitated for a second, stunned into temporary paralysis by what he’d just witnessed.

‘Now!’ bellowed Jack.

The soldier rushed forward, as did several others, who began scraping away at the earth with their hands. As Osman struggled free, Jack could see Draskovic clambering painfully to his feet. The Serb stood, legs apart, doubled over at the waist, hands resting on his knees. Shoulders heaving as he struggled to regain his breath, he stared across at Jack with a look of pure malice.

‘I’ll get you, Adair, you English bastard. You are a dead man.’

‘You think so? You wanna try it on, then? Come on, I’m up for it.’

Twin beams lit up the clearing as a Peugeot P4 military four-by-four swept into a space between the trees some thirty metres away, spraying up mud and water.

‘Looks like you got away with it, Adair,’ spat Draskovic. ‘That’s Lieutenant Chabot come to check up on his boys. Don’t think I’m going to forget this. Ever. Just watch your back.’

The Serb drew his hand across his throat in a theatrical slitting motion before turning away to welcome the newly arrived officer as if nothing had happened.

That had been four weeks ago. Jack had sensed a re-match was inevitable. Here it was.






Chapter Two


Through the fog of alcohol that was starting to cloud his brain, Jack watched in fascination as a beer glass from the other side of the room, describing a perfect parabola, sailed through the air towards him. It smashed into the floor at his feet, glass crystals spraying against his boots.

As Jack’s thought processes started to click into place, Josh was already up, ready to engage the fifteen or so Chetniks that were charging across the dance floor. Toby Simmonds, 220 pounds of solid muscle and a former Royal Marine, intercepted the first, smashing a chair straight across the man’s mouth. 

Josh was screaming at Jack: ‘It’s you they’re after! If they get you, they’ll bloody well kill you! Get the fuck out of here through the bog window. We’ll see you back at camp.’

Jack had just time to launch his own beer glass at the advancing mob before he felt himself being propelled backwards by his mates through the lavatory door. The door swung shut behind him, blocking out his view of the valiant rear-guard action being fought by the English Mafia. Apart from the steady thump of muffled disco music, the room seemed weirdly silent after the din outside.

Jack crossed to the window set high up on the wall, hauled himself up, squeezed through, and dropped down on the other side. He staggered across the road and sat down on a low wall opposite, allowing the cool night air to clear his head. It seemed only a couple of minutes had passed before he caught sight of another figure in Legion uniform struggling through the same window he had just exited from. It was Josh.

‘Here, mate, thought you might need this to get back onto camp.’ Josh was holding out a képi. 

‘How did you know it was mine?’ asked Jack.

‘Because nearly every other bastard has their own mugshot pasted inside. Yours must be the only one with a photo of some other geezer in it, wearing a British Army uniform with a King’s Royal Rangers’ cap badge. Your old man, right?’

‘Yeah, right.’

Josh perched himself on the wall next to Jack.

‘That was fun.’ With his ears adapting to the quietness outside the club, Josh was still talking at full volume. 

‘What happened?’

‘As soon as he saw you’d gone, Draskovic and his two nasty shadows, Lucovic and that bloody great monster, Kralj, lost interest. I think they disappeared out the front looking for you. Toby Simmonds played a blinder. Took out two of the other fuckers. One’s gonna be seeing the dentist first thing in the morning. Then the bar owner started hollering about calling the Military Police, and everyone bomb-burst out of there. Great end to the perfect evening! You’re gonna miss all this.’

‘Yeah, right!’

 

With the bar brawl certain to bring the MPs down on Calvi like a swarm of angry hornets, Jack and Josh headed out to the coast road for the four-mile walk back to camp. At least the fresh night air might sober them up enough get past the guard sergeant without incident. Reports of the bust-up downtown would have come straight into the guard room, and he would already be champing at the bit for scalps—whether guilty or innocent.

Sure enough, when they arrived at Camp Raffalli an hour later, all hell had broken loose. The gate guards had been reinforced by regimental police—big men with small brains, and displaying a fine collection of broken noses, cauliflower ears and tattoos. Their intimidating appearance was further enhanced by a couple of Alsatian dogs, straining at their leashes, and snarling and snapping at anyone who came too close.

Four German legionnaires, who’d tumbled drunkenly out of a taxi moments earlier, were being subjected to endless press-ups by the guard sergeant. He was taking great delight in ramming his boot down on random backsides while unleashing a torrent of abuse. The taxi was still parked across the gate, with the driver shouting that he needed more money to pay for cleaning up the vomit in the back. A couple of civil policemen were doing their best to calm him down and move him on, with the resigned air of having witnessed a similar scene many times before.

Amid the pandemonium, Jack and Josh managed to slide in past the guard room with relative ease. They made their way across to the barrack-block and slowly climbed the bare concrete stairs to the first floor. With two sections away on commando training in Perpignan, the accommodation was almost empty. 

Walking into the darkened dormitory, Jack could make out the huddled shapes of two legionnaires deeply asleep on their beds. He fumbled for the light switch. As he did so, he noticed some movement at the far end of the room, close to the entrance to the showers. Like wraiths in the mist, three figures rose silently from the beds on which they had been sitting. It was Draskovic, flanked by Lucovic and Kralj, the latter, at six feet five and 240 pounds, looking like some monstrous troll. Jack’s hand stopped feeling for the switch and the room remained in semi-darkness. 

‘Oh look, Josh, that’s all we need, a night in with the fucking Marx Brothers,’ muttered Jack, now beginning to regret walking back from town. The three Serbs had obviously taken a taxi.

‘Yeah, with Drasko being the gobby smart alec, and Kralj being the dumb stupid one.’

‘You know what this is about, Adair,’ snarled Draskovic. ‘No one does such a thing to me and expects to get away with it.’

‘So did you bring your friends along to watch, or are they here to get their heads smacked in as well?’ Jack inquired, sounding more confident than he felt, weighing up the odds. ‘Actually, I don’t know why I’m even asking. You couldn’t take me on your own, so you’ve brought your own pet ogre Kralj with you.’

‘You insult one of us, you insult all of us. That was the choice you made. Now you face the consequences. Simple as that. Corrigan, it’s not your fight. You don’t have to stay around for this. But if you do, Kralj will beat you senseless.’

‘Not if I can help it!’ Silhouetted in the doorway to the shower room, behind the three Serbs, stood Toby Simmonds. As their heads turned to face him, he took three swift steps and launched a flying drop-kick straight into the small of Kralj’s back. The giant toppled. Before he could recover, Simmonds was on him, raining punches down against the side of his head. 

Lucovic twisted to deliver a kick into Simmonds’ rib-cage with the toe of his boot. Simmonds barely felt it, but as Lucovic was drawing his leg back for another kick, Josh Corrigan crashed into him with a rugby tackle at waist height.

Jack closed with Draskovic. Each fell into a semi-crouch, watching for an opening. Jack feinted with a left-handed back-fist to Draskovic’s head, following up with a swift jab. Draskovic jerked back sharply, so the fist barely made contact, but Jack felt a stinging sensation near his wrist as his arm snapped back from the punch. In the semi-darkness, he could see a long dark line forming along his forearm, just inches short of his wrist, along with the hot feel of blood leaking out over his hand. He’d been cut. As the Serb moved, Jack caught the quick glint as the lights from the stairwell beyond the dormitory doors reflected off the short, narrow blade of a flick-knife.

‘You bastard!’ he roared, launching a flurry of kicks. The first, a front-kick with his right foot, sent the blade spinning away across the room. His left followed on with a sharp curving roundhouse kick to the side of Draskovic’s head. As the Serb staggered, momentarily stunned, Jack spun through 360 degrees, landing a killer back-kick into his adversary’s midriff halfway through the turn. 

Draskovic’s feet left the ground as he was propelled backwards, landing on his arse. Jack went to spring forward, intending to finish the job off. But as he moved, he felt a hand grip his foot, bringing him down with a crash. Despite Toby Simmonds continuing to punch the side of his head, Kralj had managed to haul himself up onto his knees, just able to reach out and trip Jack before he could start his charge.

Taking Simmonds with him, Kralj hurled himself forward, still on all fours, driving the breath out of Jack’s body as he landed on him. Jack tried to crawl from underneath, but Kralj’s massive bulk kept him pinned down, spread-eagled. It was Josh Corrigan’s toe-cap smacking into Kralj’s face that did the trick. Blood sprayed from the big Serb’s nose as he threw Simmonds aside
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