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About the Book

SAS Captain Alex Temple is on an urgent mission. Someone has been murdering MI5 officers and it looks as if the killer is an insider, one of the Regiment’s own. Alex’s task is to track down and eliminate the killer, and to assist him he is assigned an MI5 liaison office – the attractive but abrasive Dawn Harding.

The body count is mounting and a deadly and relentless manhunt begins. Soon Alex will learn the bitter truth: in the shadowy battlegrounds of the Intelligence wars there is no good and no evil – only winners and losers.


About the Author

Chris Ryan was born near Newcastle in 1961. He joined the SAS in 1984. During his ten years he was involved in overt and covert operations and was also Sniper team commander of the anti-terrorist team. During the Gulf war, Chris was the only member of an eight man team to escape from Iraq; three colleagues were killed and four captured. It was the longest escape and evasion in the history of the SAS. For this he was awarded the Military medal. For his last two years he was selecting and training potential recruits for the SAS.

He wrote about his experiences in the Bestseller The One That Got Away which was also adapted for the screen. He is also the author of the bestsellers, Stand By, Stand By, Zero Option, The Kremlin Device, Tenth Man Down, The Hit List, The Watchman, Land of Fire, Greed, The Increment, Blackout, Ultimate Weapon, Strike Back and Firefight as well as Chris Ryan’s SAS Fitness Book and Chris Ryan’s Ultimate Surivival Guide.


Also by Chris Ryan

Stand By, Stand By

Zero Option

The Kremlin Device

Tenth Man Down

The Hit List

Land of Fire

Greed

The Increment

Blackout

Ultimate Weapon

Strike Back

Non-fiction

The One That Got Away

Chris Ryan’s SAS Fitness Book

Chris Ryan’s Ultimate Surivival Guide

In the Alpha Force Series

Survival

Rat-Catcher

Desert Pursuit

Hostage

Red Centre

Hunted

Black Gold

Blood Money

Fault Line

Untouchable

In the Code Red Series

Flash Flood

Wildfire

Outbreak



[image: Image]



[image: Image]



Elizabeth

(Here’s to a dance so many years ago)


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

To my agent Barbara Levy, editor Mark Booth, assistant editor Hannah Black and the rest of the team at Century.


He kitenga kanohi,

He hokinga whakaaro.

[To see a face is to stir a memory.]


PROLOGUE

Sunday, 11 February 1996

Northern Ireland

There was a moment when Ray Bledsoe might have escaped with his life. If he had trusted his instincts at that moment – if he had reached for the Walther PPK and emptied the magazine through the side windows of the black taxi as it pulled into the parking bay alongside him – he might just have made it. He’d been an undercover soldier for three and a half years now, quite long enough to know bad trouble when he saw it, and a glance at the skinheads in the taxi had told him that this was the worst trouble of all. As he looked away he could feel their eyes lock on to him in icy, murderous anticipation.

But he had done nothing. The voice that whispered danger was drowned out by the voice screaming Yellow Card. If he opened fire on these men pre-emptively and without delivering the warnings specified on the Yellow Card he could find himself pensionless, dishonourably discharged and on trial for murder. The Rules of Engagement were bollocks, of course, and dangerous bollocks at that, but seventeen years in the Royal Military Police and a couple of well-publicised trials of British servicemen had instilled in Ray Bledsoe a deep-seated anxiety concerning the procedures of contact.

And so he had done nothing. Instead of reducing the taxi’s interior to a horror show of shattered glass, jetting blood and brain-sprayed upholstery he had sat tight and reached for the packet of Embassy and the lighter on the passenger seat. Then, lighting up, he had wound down his window an inch or two and allowed the cold February air to draw out the smoke. Played it innocent. You don’t gun down carloads of total strangers for no reason, Ray Bledsoe told himself, whatever your instincts. Whatever your misgivings.

But as the sharp air lanced at his face and the Embassy smoke hit his lungs he knew that emptying his Walther into the taxi was exactly what he should have done and that the moment in which he might have acted had passed. He sensed the purposeful exit of bodies from the taxi, saw his side window implode in a terrifying shower of sledgehammered glass, felt a gun barrel jammed cold to his head, smelt vinegared breath and knew himself as good as dead.

‘Out, soldier.’ The voice low, a Fermanagh accent, smooth as the cocking of a heavy automatic. ‘And don’t even think about …’

Talk, Bledsoe ordered himself, conscious that fear was freezing him, locking down his thought processes. Blag. Use your bloody gob. He turned to the glassless window but didn’t know what words he used. Might have shouted, might have whispered. Couldn’t hear himself.

‘I said out, yer focker. Now!’

The door opening, the honeycombed sheet of safety glass sagging inwards, a blur of shaved heads and tattooed arms, and the gulls screaming and wheeling above them. For all the chance of Bledsoe’s reaching the Walther PPK at that moment it might as well have been back in the armoury at Lisburn.

Think. Think SOPs. Think yourself past the fear. Think.

And then, as he indecisively half rose, came the smashing blow to the forehead – a 9mm Browning butt, full magazine – and the blood in his eyes and the cold air and the arms dragging him and what must have been the carpeted floor of the taxi’s boot rising to meet his face. He never saw the weapon’s second chopping descent.

After an hour he began to come to. He did not immediately understand that he was in a moving car, and did not at once connect the pain at the front and back of his head with a dimly remembered sequence of events involving a PIRA snatch squad. Then he did remember and prayed hard for unconsciousness to return, and when it wouldn’t return he lay there for the best part – or the worst part – of another hour. His hands were cuffed, he discovered, and he had been stripped naked. There was a smell of vomit, rubberised carpet and lubricating oil.

Please God, he thought, don’t let them take me over the border and out of the Crown jurisdiction. If they get me past the roadblocks and the border posts I’m a dead man.

At the time of his kidnap Ray Bledsoe had been preparing to drop off payment for a tout named Proinsas Deavey in a car park. It was a standard dead-letter drop – the routine being that Bledsoe stuffed £200 in used notes in the Embassy packet and dropped it into the left-hand of the two bins by the parking bays, and Deavey swung by a short time later with a soft-drink can to dispose of, surreptitiously pocketed the Embassy packet and made himself scarce. It wasn’t an arrangement that either party actively enjoyed, but it had worked well enough up to now.

Deavey was an associate of known Republican players, but a self-destructive mixture of greed and stupidity had put him in the pay of the British security services. Things had started going wrong for Deavey when he set up a small-scale business selling pills and blow in Central Belfast’s ‘Holy Lands’. Named after its principal arteries – Damascus Street, Jerusalem Street and Canterbury Street – the Holy Lands was the bedsitter enclave serving Queen’s University, and students from both sides of the political divide washed their socks, heated their beans and drank their beer there. It was Deavey’s bad fortune to have approached a group of ultra-nationalist eighteen-year-olds, who had shopped him the moment he left the bar. Later that evening he had been given a severe beating behind a Falls Road betting office. The punishment squad had identified themselves as members of Direct Action Against Drugs, a known cover organisation for the IRA.

Resentful, half-crippled and robbed of a useful source of income, Deavey had been a comparatively easy touch for the FRU, or Forces Research Unit. The FRU was a small and highly secretive unit set up by the British army for the purpose of cultivating and running touts. It was staffed by soldiers who didn’t look like soldiers. Most of them were middle-aged men like Bledsoe – long-serving ex-NCOs with pub bellies, thinning hair and anonymous faces.

Proinsas Deavey was one of half a dozen small-time players that Bledsoe and his colleagues were handling. The former dope dealer had never made contact with any really important players, but the scraps he provided – meeting places, unfaithful husbands, who drank with whom – all assisted in the piecing together of the Intelligence jigsaw. Deavey had sold his Republican soul to Ray Bledsoe in a fish and chip shop outside Carrickfergus for a down payment of £175.

Touts were the bane of the PIRA’s existence and their work with touts made FRU members highly desirable to terrorist snatch squads. When it came to his interrogation, Bledsoe knew, the first thing they would demand would be the identity of the touts he was running. The second would be the identity of the special forces personnel he was in contact with – the other FRU members, the Det (or Detachment) soldiers who made up the undercover surveillance teams, the Box (or MI5) teams and, of course, the SAS. Then they would want the radio codes and the rest of the intelligence baggage that he carried in his head.

The PIRA, Bledsoe thought, had almost certainly had him marked down as an FRU member for months. Lifting him now was partly expediency – they badly needed to know the answers he could give them – and partly the desire to raise two fingers to the British government. The larger symbol of that contempt had been the bombing, two days earlier, of South Quay in the Docklands area of London. Like everyone else at the barracks, Bledsoe had seen the pictures on TV, had stared open-mouthed at the devastated City landscape, at shattered office blocks, at streets inches deep in a glittering slush of broken glass. The lorry bomb had killed two people, injured many more and caused millions of pounds’ worth of damage. A statement had been issued by the IRA an hour before the explosion revoking the official ceasefire that had lasted for seventeen months and nine days.

It hadn’t felt like a ceasefire to Ray Bledsoe. More like business as usual and some of his colleagues said a fucking sight worse. But the bomb signalled a change. The bomb meant that the gloves were off publicly as well as privately. The FRU and the other special forces had been warned to exercise extra caution, to double-check sources, to watch their backs.

But there was only so much, finally, that you could do. Bledsoe’s reaction to the warnings had been to request back-up for his drop-off. At his previous meeting with Deavey, Bledsoe had found the tout so jumpy that he had begun to wonder if the little bastard was playing a double game. It wasn’t impossible that he’d decided despite everything that he was safer in PIRA’s pockets than the army’s and had bought his life by promising them an FRU agent on a plate. Or perhaps, even more extremely, Deavey had been PIRA’s man all along and had been feeding them false information from the start.

Bledsoe had considered both scenarios highly unlikely – the tout seemed just too solid between the ears to run a sophisticated intelligence scam – but just in case of any funny business he had requested that a second FRU member attend the drop-off in a separate car. Connor Wheen, Bledsoe knew, had parked his Mondeo three hundred yards away near the car park entrance and with any luck he would have witnessed the snatch.

Assuming that he had done so, Wheen would have put out an alert. Perhaps even now there was an SAS pursuit vehicle a mile behind them, showing no lights.

As he bumped and rolled on the floor of the taxi, however, Bledsoe found it difficult to think coherently. He had never thought of himself as a courageous man. If the car he was in broke through the cordon and escaped over the border there would be … what? The interrogation, the stomping kicks to the teeth and balls, the burning cigarettes to the eyeballs and … Stop it, he ordered himself. Get a fucking grip. You’re a soldier. Act like one. And, more importantly, think like one.

Think of the details. Think of the SAS team bomb-bursting out of the camp at Lisburn within seconds of the alert, all with kit and weapons packed for action. Think of them hammering out on to the roads in their big Beamers and Quattros.

The ground grew steadily rougher, severely testing the big vehicle’s suspension, and Bledsoe prayed for the grinding, rubber-flapping lurch that would signal that the car had punctured itself on an army spike chain. But there was no such lurch and then suddenly there was no movement at all. From far away came the heavy, squealing scrape of a sliding door. The car rumbled forward for a further few seconds and the sliding door rasped once more. A moment’s stillness, then the boot sprang open to reveal the hard white glare of strip lights and Bledsoe was hauled, blinking, on to a flattened earth floor. The floor was cold and damp beneath his bare feet, the cuffs cut into his wrists and he could feel his hair stiff with blood. There were voices all around him.

Things took shape before his dark-accustomed eyes. He was in a large, iron-sided rectangular barn, surrounded by expectant-looking men in dark-blue boiler suits. Vapour rose from their mouths, and the excited, contemptuous sound of their voices. In the corner to his left, mockingly normal, stood a John Deere tractor and an ordered pile of plastic fertiliser sacks. At the centre of the wall was a workshop area with pulleys and chains, and at the far end a stud-partitioned office. Ahead of him, parked along the right-hand wall, was an unloaded trailer.

He half-turned, still blinking. The entrance through which the car had come was barred by a pair of tall corrugated-iron doors hung from greased rails, in front of which waited two boiler-suited guards. One was fingering an automatic handgun, the other was pissing a steaming puddle on to the ground. Both were smirking at him with hate-filled, delinquent eyes.

Bledsoe stood there for a moment, swaying. Two thoughts hit him immediately. Where were the Regiment lads going to hit the place from? This was bad, but the other realisation was worse, so much worse that his chest began heaving involuntarily and he thought for a moment that he was going to pass out.

They were going to kill him and probably to blood some of the younger foot soldiers in the process. They were going to make it messy, to see who could do the business without flinching and who couldn’t.

The nearest man, a burly red-haired figure, sniggered.

Fuck you, Bledsoe thought, shaking badly now but attempting to rally himself. PIRA cunt. When the Regiment lads get here – and get here they will, blowing the doors off if they have to – I hope they blow your fucking head from your shoulders.

For a moment things seemed to coalesce in the icy air. Bledsoe was in pain, concussed and very frightened indeed, but he knew what he was going to do. Breathe, he told himself. Clear your head. Ignore the pain. Think.

And then a dark-blue figure came from one side, slammed a fist into Bledsoe’s stomach and brought his knee up hard into the FRU agent’s nose, splintering the bone. Blinded by the flash of his breaking nose, gagging for air, Bledsoe went down. They’re going to hit me again, he thought absently.

He was right. A steel toecap to the balls that froze his mouth into a silent scream followed by a crunching boot to the lower ribs. At least two of the ribs fractured now. His grasp on consciousness wavering, Bledsoe closed his eyes.

Hands took him under the arm, dragged him across to the trailer, slammed him against the iron tailgate and cuffed him to it, arms spread. His legs gave way for a moment and they let him hang there, drooling and half-suffocated, blood pouring down his face from his nose.

Finally he found his feet. Dragged icy farmyard air through his mouth. Opened his eyes a crack. Counted eight of them. Nine – there was one he hadn’t seen before, a pale-faced figure with depthless eyes who could have been any age between twenty-five and forty, and unlike the rest was not smiling.

‘Name?’ The speaker was the one who’d kicked him, a thin, broken-nosed guy.

Bledsoe dragged his head up. Spat blood. Cleared his throat. ‘I don’t know who the hell you think I am,’ he began blearily, ‘but …’

‘I’ll tell ye who ye are,’ the thin man said. ‘Ye’re Sergeant Raymond Bledsoe, formerly of the Royal Military Police, presently seconded to the so-called Forces Research Unit. There’s not a deal we don’t know about ye, cuntie, ye can thank yer Regimental magazine for that, sae don’t go gi’in us any crap.’

Silence. The older man from the car regarded him levelly.

‘Ye know what we want,’ the older man said, zipping himself into a pair of overalls with fastidious and terrifying care. ‘Radio codes, SAS names, tout names – everything. We can start with yer man Deavey if you like, though as ye’ve probably guessed by now he’s not quite the t’ick Paddy you took him for.’

Bledsoe said nothing. Stared up at the strip light, tried to distance himself from the pain of his nose and ribs.

The other man smiled. ‘Ye see, unlike yer occupying army, we’ll always be here. Deavey had the wit to realise that.’

Bledsoe struggled to keep his expression neutral, not to rise to the bait. Here we go, he thought. As rehearsed. ‘I’ll talk,’ he said. ‘But not to you. I’ll talk to Adams or McGuinness or any of the executive-level officers of Sinn Fein and I’ll give them everything they want to know. Or Padraig Byrne.’

Byrne, ostensibly a Sinn Fein councillor, was known to the security services as the chief of the PIRA’s Belfast Brigade. There was purpose and calculation in Bledsoe’s insistence on talking face to face with senior players: they were watched round the clock and in the event of a British agent being lifted, as Bledsoe had been lifted, this surveillance would be doubled. His trust in Connor Wheen was Bledsoe’s only hope of survival. One or other would come through for him. The alternative was quite literally unthinkable.

‘Ye’ll talk to Byrne?’

‘I will.’

His interrogator looked round the room. Everyone smiled.

‘Yer word on that, then, ye’ll talk to Byrne?’

Bledsoe hesitated, sensing a trap. Was it really going to be this easy?

The interrogator took a step closer. ‘Well?’

He nodded. ‘I’ll talk to Byrne. No one junior to him.’

The other man nodded and glanced round the assembled faces. The smiles were wider now, displaying contempt, amusement and bad dentistry in equal measure. The man from the car shook his head, pulled a cellophane pouch of Drum tobacco from his trouser pocket and began to roll a cigarette. As he licked the paper the thin, broken-nosed man turned away, took a 9mm Browning automatic from the pocket of his boiler suit, considered it for a moment, then swung the butt back-handed and with full force into Bledsoe’s broken ribs.

The pain was indescribable, an explosion of liquid fire in his chest that seemed, once again, to drain the FRU man of all coherent thought. He fell forward, hanging from the tailgate by his cuffed wrists, and for a moment saw himself as the young Provos surrounding him saw him – a pallid, bloody-faced, flabby-arsed forty-fags-a-day chancer, close to his pension and closer to tears. As an agent handler Bledsoe’s world had become that of his informers – a world of beer and bar-stools and clapped-out cars. He had fitted in well, but at the cost of his health and fitness. ‘There’s no disguise like a fat gut!’ the instructors had told them at Tregaron, and Bledsoe had laughed along with the others.

Now look at him. Pathetic.

Something still beat in his chest, however, even as he hung there wheezing and gagging. Some ghost of the bloody-minded squaddie he’d once been still hung grimly on. There’ll be a fuck of a bang when the lads blow that door. A fuck of a bang. And the killing spree of all time. None of these Provie cunts would live to …

A hand grabbed Bledsoe’s hair and pulled his head level. Through a film of pain he saw a short, square figure walking out of the office area, a figure whose reddened and bony features, slicked-back hair and carefully buttoned Aran cardigan he recognised instantly.

‘Would ye be knowing this gentleman?’ It was the gun-butt man again.

‘Yeah,’ said Bledsoe, attempting to sneer. ‘Val Doonican.’

That earned him another kick in the balls and this time, as a lurching despair became one with the pain, Bledsoe kept his eyes shut.

The man in the Aran cardigan was Padraig Byrne. No Det unit was about to follow the fucker anywhere. He was already here – wherever here was – and he had probably been here for days. When Bledsoe finally reopened his eyes it was to see Byrne pulling on a boiler suit.

‘Pleased to see me, Sergeant Bledsoe? You will be, that I promise.’ The voice was light and cultured, and somehow horribly at odds with the raw-boned features. The considered view in Lisburn barracks, Bledsoe remembered, was that Padraig Byrne took it up the arse.

‘You see, Sergeant, we’ve got something for you.’

A book hit the ground with a thump next to the FRU man’s feet. What the fuck?

‘Raymond John Bledsoe,’ Byrne continued in his soft wheedling brogue, ‘this is your Death!’

There was snigger of sycophantic laughter from the young Provo foot soldiers. Opening his eyes a fraction, Bledsoe saw that the book was a Yellow Pages directory for the Newry and Mourne area. He hadn’t crossed the border, then. There was still hope.

Please God, he thought, let Wheen have hooked a follow car on to that taxi. Let there be a Regiment team out there right now, taking out the sentries.

He hung on desperately to that hope. He suspected that the interrogation was about to start and he didn’t know if he had any courage left to bullshit them with. It was going to be very bad – he was certain of that from the number of young guys they’d assembled, and from the hunger and expectancy on their faces.

And then, with a blast of cold air, the sliding doors opened again and a mud-spattered white van drove into the barn, shuddered for a moment in a haze of exhaust and was still. The barn doors were quickly dragged shut, then a terrible high-pitched screaming issued from inside the van. The screaming seemed to go on and on, and ended in a sound that was halfway between a retch and a whimper.

‘Do you recognise that voice, Bledsoe?’ asked Byrne, continuing his Eamonn Andrews impersonation. ‘Yes, all the way from Lisburn barracks, Belfast, it’s your old friend …’

A second naked and plasticuffed figure was dragged from the back of the van by two more boiler-suited Provo foot soldiers. He had been severely beaten around the head and upper body, dirt and vomit smeared his chest and legs, and his face was a shapeless blood-smeared mask. In the middle of the room the foot soldiers kicked the new arrival’s feet from under him and he fell heavily to the ground.

Byrne looked on, enjoying the moment. ‘Good evening,’ he addressed the man on the ground. ‘And thank you for joining us on this special occasion.’

‘Fuck you!’ said the fallen man. At least that’s what Bledsoe guessed that he was trying to say, but something horrible had happened to his mouth and teeth, and all that came out was a bubbling, gutteral rasp.

Bledsoe stared. Tried to beat back the worst of the fear.

With an immense effort the battered figure squinted around him, found Bledsoe, and winked one blackened and swollen eyelid. As he did so his face took momentary shape and with a sullen jolt of recognition all hope died in Ray Bledsoe.

‘That’s right,’ crowed Byrne exultantly, resuming. ‘It’s your old mate Connor Wheen!’

I’m dead, Bledsoe thought dully. We’re both dead.

Byrne watched them, delighted with his coup. A chair was brought from the office and the two men hauled Wheen into it, forcing his cuffed hands behind the backrest.

‘I know what you’re wondering,’ said Byrne to Bledsoe with vast good humour. ‘You’re wondering if you’re still north of the border, so that your SAS pals can drop in on us. Well, you know something …’ Byrne shook his head at the sheer hilariousness of the situation. ‘You’re not!’

Bledsoe felt his sanity slipping away. All that remained now was terror, pain and death. His unhinged gaze found the pale-faced man, who stared back at him with ageless, unsmiling intensity. You are in hell, that gaze told him. Welcome.

Byrne turned to the pale-faced man. ‘Joseph, as we agreed earlier, I’d like it to be you that does the killing.’ His tone was casual, conversational.

‘Please,’ whispered Bledsoe. ‘I’ll tell you everything.’ His lips were papery and his voice was a submissive monotone. ‘You can have the Det list, the SAS list, the tout list, the codes …’

Padraig Byrne frowned and looked at him intently for a moment or two as if wrestling with some complex moral or intellectual issue. Then he smiled again and turned back to the pale-faced man he called Joseph.


ONE

Sierra Leone

AFTER AN HOUR’S march, Captain Alex Temple held up his hand and the patrol came to a cautious halt. Above them the waning moon was obscured by lurid bruise-coloured rain clouds. In the forest to either side of them insects drilled and screamed. It was fifteen minutes after midnight and all six men were soaked to the skin. They were sweating too, as their dark-accustomed eyes scanned the clearing.

Alex had been right. Above the distant booming of thunder, just audible, was a faint staccato crackle. Gunfire, surely. To his side, all but invisible in the dank shadows, Don Hammond nodded in agreement, showed two fingers – two clicks ahead – and pointed up the trail. Yes, thought Alex with fierce joy. Yes! This is what I joined the Regiment for. This is what I’ll do for as long as they’ll let me.

He grinned at the wiry sergeant and glanced round at the four other members of Zulu Three Six patrol as they melted into the dank foliage. Immediately behind him was a sharp-faced trooper named Ricky Sutton, the patrol signaller. At twenty-three, Sutton was the youngest and least experienced member of the team. Covering Sutton’s back as he worked was Stan Clayton, a long-serving and famously mouthy cockney corporal, and on the other side of the clearing, shadowy in the dimness, crouched Lance Wilford and Jimmy ‘Dog’ Kenilworth, a corporal and a lance-corporal respectively. Like Alex, they were dressed in sodden jungle kit and webbing, and carrying M16 203 rifles and a sheathed parang. Beneath the frayed rims of their bush-hats their faces were blackened with cam-stick. All had compasses attached to their wrists and rifles.

At Don Hammond’s sign, the patrol members quietly lowered their heavy Bergan rucksacks and began to cache them. Mosquitoes whined around them, settling greedily on their hands and faces. A couple of the men had leeches visible at their necks and wrists, and Alex guessed that they all had at least half a dozen sucking away beneath their wet shirts and combat trousers.

Crouching in the dank foliage, Hammond unfurled the aerial of the sat-com radio, and reported the patrol’s position and the direction of the small-arms fire to the SAS base in Freetown. When Hammond had completed the report Alex resumed the lead scout position. Signing for the rest of the patrol to follow, he set off towards the distant gunfire.

This was it, he thought – this had to be it – and breathed a silent prayer of thanks to the gods of war. He was thirty-five years old and a commissioned officer, and both facts militated against him. SAS officers, or ‘Ruperts’ as they were known, were usually directed into planning roles, while the ‘chopping’ was done by the troopers and NCOs. As a Rupert, Alex was lucky to be here at all. Somehow, against all the odds, it seemed that he had been granted one last adventure.

*

Zulu Three Six patrol was searching for a missing ITN news crew.

The journalists – reporter Sally Roberts, cameraman Ben Mills and sound recordist Gary Burge – had been missing for more than thirty-six hours now. They had last been seen in the town of Masiaka, thirty-five miles inland from the capital, Freetown. Masiaka was a strategically important staging post, and its mildewed and flyblown bungalows had been much fought over in the dirty war between the Sierra Leone army and the Revolutionary United Front. At present it was in the hands of pro-government forces and so considered more or less safe for Western media teams.

According to the Agence France Presse people who’d been showing them around, Sally Roberts and her team had arrived in Masiaka intending to interview members of a notoriously volatile pro-government militia known as the West Side Boys. The ITN team had hoped to find the militia’s commanders at the mildewed and bullet-pocked bungalow that served as their HQ, but on arriving there had discovered that the occupants had decamped eastwards in pursuit of an RUF raiding party.

Undeterred, and against the advice of the other Western press agencies, the ITN team had decided to follow the West Side Boys into the RUF-held badlands and at dawn the next day had set off on the Kissuna Road in a hired car. No one in Masiaka knew what had happened to Roberts, Mills and Burge after that. No one had seen them and no one had heard from them, despite the fact that all three were carrying sat-phones.

From evidence later provided by militia members it seemed that the West Side Boys had followed the raiding party far into RUF territory and that a vicious but inconclusive firefight had taken place near Kissuna, after which the militia had withdrawn back towards Masiaka. During the battle, as usual, most of the combatants had been blind drunk; the RUF on palm wine, the West Side Boys on the plastic bags of raw gin that they habitually carried. A dozen or so fighters, several of them children, had been killed on both sides.

When the ITN team neither returned that night, nor contacted anyone in Masiaka, people began to wonder. At noon the following day, fearing the worst, a BBC news crew filmed an interview with a West Side Boys militia leader called ‘Colonel Self-Loading’. Within two hours of the interview, and following a swift triangular exchange of secure calls between Freetown, Whitehall and Hereford, an unedited video copy of the film was running at SAS HQ, Freetown. The HQ was a former security complex on the edge of Lungi airport – a scruffily anonymous cluster of tents, low Nissen-style huts and radio masts. Watching the video clip were Major David Ross, OC of the forty-strong detachment from ‘D’ Squadron, and Captain Alex Temple of the Regiment’s Revolutionary Warfare Wing.

The twenty-minute clip made for grim viewing. Colonel Self-Loading’s eyes were red with fatigue, ganja and trail dust but he was certain of his facts: no Western correspondent had spoken to any member of the West Side Boys since their departure from Masiaka two days earlier. And certainly no Western woman.

If the team had been anywhere near the Kissuna battle zone, the colonel told the BBC interviewer, then they had probably been lifted by the RUF. Even now, he said, the woman was probably being asked if she wanted ‘long sleeves’ or ‘short sleeves’ – amputation above or below the elbow. Hacking off arms was the RUF’s calling-card. Recently, they had extended the practice to genitals. Once mutilated, victims were made to sit in bowls of caustic soda.

‘And maybe they eat them, you know.’ The young colonel shrugged, reaching under his Tupac Shakur T-shirt to scratch his belly. ‘Food is short.’

Colonel Self-Loading was in a position to know about the RUF’s dietary habits. A year earlier the West Side Boys had sided with the rebels, sweeping down to occupy Freetown on a manic tide of blood and slaughter, and to the thumping beat of the RUF anthem ‘No Living Thing’. The conversion of the West Side Boys to the government’s way of seeing things – a conversion which was rewarded by British mercenaries with a thirty-five-ton sanctions-busting consignment of Bulgarian weaponry – was comparatively recent. If Colonel Self-Loading said that the RUF ate human flesh, then they did.

‘You see, this is a bad war,’ he declared to the camera with all the authority of his nineteen years. ‘A very bad war.’

Excusing himself, he explained to the interviewer that he was off to find a ‘popsicle’ – an iced lolly made of neat gin – and a woman.

‘Doesn’t look good,’ said Alex levelly, when the footage came to a close.

‘Nor it does,’ said David Ross. ‘And I’ve got a feeling it might be coming our way.’

Alex nodded. ‘I’ll put my lads on standby.’

‘Do that,’ agreed Ross.

The Revolutionary Warfare Wing, from which Alex’s twelve-strong team had been drawn, is the most secretive element of the SAS and the unit’s existence has never been officially admitted. Its purpose is the execution of officially deniable tasks and contracts, including the covert training of overseas ‘friendlies’. These last have included the Mujahedin of Afghanistan and the Cambodian Khmer Rouge.

On this occasion, rather less controversially, Alex Temple’s team were in Freetown as part of a training package for the Sierra Leone army. They found it uninspiring work and between exercises were glad to return to the temporary base they shared with the forty men of ‘D’ Squadron.

At twenty minutes after 5 p.m. Alex was summoned to the OC’s hut for the second time that afternoon. In a few succinct sentences David Ross put him in the picture concerning the kidnap of the ITN team. The squadron would be mounting a search operation that night, Ross informed Alex, and the RWW team would remain on standby at the base to help with the planning of a rescue.

Alex heard Ross out and proposed an alternative plan. The RWW team would mount the search, he suggested, while ‘D’ Squadron would stand by to effect the rescue.

Ross politely but firmly turned Alex’s plan down. The RWW team were separate from his command, their presence in Sierra Leone was being paid for by that country’s government and there would be an awkward convergence of responsibilities.

Alex countered that for the purposes of the operation he would be happy to place himself and his men under the direct command of Ross. If he led the search team ‘D’ Squadron could be kept intact for the rescue. ‘If we find them,’ he pleaded with the OC, ‘it’ll be a “D” Squadron success. If we don’t, it’ll be an RWW fuck-up.’ What Alex didn’t need to add was that he had several years’ more experience than Ross and was undoubtedly the best man to lead the search.

Ross considered Alex’s suggestion. The two men liked and respected each other, and the lean-faced ex-Signals officer was aware that this would probably be Alex’s last chance of leading his men into hostile territory. In the end, he gave Alex the nod. Intelligence reports from RUF informers suggested that the hostages had been taken to one of two possible camps. Alex was to divide his men into two six-man patrols and prepare for insertion under cover of darkness.

As he listened to the briefing an hour later and pored over the map table with his men, Alex felt the first fluttering crawl of anticipation. This, he knew from experience, would build to the taut excitement which always preceded action. When the time came, the excitement would give way to an icy, analytical calm. Then, for better or worse, he would do his job.

And on this one, he reckoned, it might well be for worse. Looking at the aerial reconnaissance photographs – at the drab, swampy vastness of the jungle, the tiny gnat-bite settlements and the sullen clay-coloured waterways – it seemed almost unimaginable that they would locate the ITN team. How the hell could they find three people in all of that? And even if one of the patrols did locate the journalists, would they still be alive? Would there be time to scope the place out, accurately assess the enemy’s strength and firepower, insert a rescue team and lift the hostages from under the noses of the notably well-armed RUF?

‘We have to think positive, gentlemen,’ said Ross briskly, as if reading his thoughts. ‘The intelligence people have established a link with RUF commanders in the interior. We’re assured that if they want to negotiate, the infrastructure exists. Having said that, of course, we can’t count on any such thing. We’ve got to find the hostages and prepare a hard extraction.’ He swept his hand over the maps. ‘Now, it looks like a huge search area, but the probability is that if our hostages are still in one piece they’re being held at one of a pair of jungle camps in the Kissuna sector. These are located as follows’ – he overlaid the assembly of aerial photographs with a clear sheet marked up in chinagraph pencil – ‘and I’ve coded them Arsenal and Chelsea. Both, as you can see, are on the Rokel river, and neither is more than ten clicks from our LZ here on the ridge line, which we will call Millwall.’

Carefully, Alex scanned the aerial photographs. The camps were just about visible if you knew exactly what you were looking for. They were surrounded by a hell of a lot of jungle, though.

‘Search teams will be dropped off at Millwall at 2330 hours tonight,’ Ross continued. ‘By the time they reach their recce points, judging by past experience, the bulk of the RUF soldiery will be off their heads on dope and palm wine, and security around the camps will be piss-poor. We could approach earlier but the risk of the patrols being discovered would be much greater, with concomitant increase of risk to the hostages.’ He steepled his fingers and regarded them levelly. ‘As it is you’re going to have to go bloody carefully, and remember that just because these buggers are part-time cannibals who like dressing up in weird costumes and chopping toddlers’ arms off with machetes, it doesn’t mean they aren’t at home with sophisticated weaponry. They’ve got RPGs and all sorts in those camps, thanks to their income from those bloody diamond mines they control, and I don’t – repeat don’t – want to lose any men. You will not, under any circumstances, risk a contact, is that understood?’

Everyone nodded. Alex glanced at the other patrol members. He was the only officer.

‘From Millwall,’ Ross continued, ‘patrols will tab in to their respective targets. Whether or not there’s any sign of any hostages, we’re going to need full reports concerning numbers, weaponry, fields of fire, disposition of buildings and all the rest of it, OK? By 0230 hours tomorrow, if we haven’t located the TV people, I want both patrols back at Millwall for evacuation by Puma. If we have found them I want both patrols to converge on the camp in question and remain eyes-on. Alex, you and one other will then tab back to Millwall and be choppered back to Freetown to brief the Squadron. Any questions so far?’

Along with the others, Alex shook his head.

‘The timing of the assault will depend on the intelligence you get back to us and the outcome of any negotiations that take place,’ Ross continued. ‘It’s still perfectly possible that the RUF can be persuaded to return the hostages – Roberts and Co. are an international press team, after all, and the RUF aren’t completely indifferent to world opinion.’

Oh no? thought Alex, who had seen the school-age amputees on the streets of Freetown and Masiaka. You could have fuckin’ fooled me.

‘Assuming the negotiations fail, the “D” Squadron assault team will go in between twenty-four hours and a week from tonight. Again, any questions?’

And again there were none.

At 11 p.m., the two RWW search patrols boarded a Puma. Showing no lights, fitted with low-noise rotor blades and flown by a pilot in night-vision goggles, the helicopter slipped silently inland, overflew Masiaka and swung eastwards into RUF territory. At 1130, precisely on schedule, the twelve soldiers de-bussed, crouching in the rotor wash as the Puma lifted away from the ridge line and turned back towards Freetown.

Thirty minutes after caching the Bergans the patrol halted for a scheduled comms burst from base. As Ricky Sutton looped a plastic-coated aerial wire over a tree branch, a damp, overbearing heat pressed around them. The sporadic bursts of rifle fire were clearly audible now and over the smell of decomposing vegetation the air carried a faint drift of woodsmoke.

Were the ITN team being held at the camp ahead of them? As always in the presence of danger, Alex felt tautly, intensely alive.

Checking his watch, he joined Don Hammond and Ricky Sutton who were huddled over the 319 patrol radio, waiting for the burst to decrypt. In silence, the three men stared at the miniature green-lit VDU screen.

Black letters leapt into view. Ricky Sutton wiped away the rain.

‘HOSTAGES TO BE EXECUTED 14th 1200. INFORM WHEN LOCATED. SEARCH PATROLS TO SUPPORT D SQN ASSAULT AT 1ST LIGHT. ROSS’

‘Fuck me!’ breathed Alex, his heart pounding. ‘The fourteenth is today. First light’s in about four hours. And we haven’t even found them yet.’

He’d wanted an adventure.

He’d got one.


TWO

ASSAULT AT FIRST light.

That turned everything – everything – on its head. The RUF must have issued some impossible ultimatum – the freeing of all prisoners taken by the Sierra Leone army, for example.

The patrol had moved through the remaining jungle as fast as humanly possible. They were very close to the camp now and Alex recognised the random discharges as being those of British-issued SLRs. The sound was a good sign. Unless the RUF were fighting among themselves it meant that they were in party mood, emptying their 7.62 rounds into the river and the surrounding jungle out of a kind of stoned machismo. And perhaps, Alex thought, in anticipation of the killing of the news crew at midday.

‘Left a bit,’ murmured Don Hammond behind him.

Alex raised a hand in thanks. As lead scout, he was the only member of the team not responsible for navigation – all his concentration went into watching and listening: for the unexplained movement, the shadow that wasn’t a shadow, the tiny suck of a boot in clay, the oily straining of a cocking lever.

Listening was becoming harder. In addition to the rifle fire, there was the faint thump and whisper of music. Straining his ears, Alex recognised one of Sierra Leone’s big summer tunes – a favourite of the RUF, the SLA and the militias alike – called ‘Titti Shaggah’.

Had they posted sentries, he wondered, stilling the five men behind him with a hand gesture. For two minutes the patrol crouched unmoving in the animal track, but there was no sound that shouldn’t have been there. They moved on and the ridge line began its gradual descent towards the Rokel river. Step by silent step, Alex negotiated the gradient. The rain was still holding off, but splashing rivulets streaked the treacherous clay incline. They were five hundred yards away from the camp now and through the dense foliage below them Alex could see the yellowish flickering of electric lights. Surely, he thought, they must at least have some bloke on stag.

They had and Alex almost missed him. All he saw, in fact, was the tiny swing of a cigarette coal at the side of the track twenty yards ahead. Stilling the patrol again and deliberately steadying his breathing as the adrenalin flooded his system, Alex moved silently down the skiddy clay, feeling with his feet for the rocks and tree roots that would noiselessly support his weight. One squelch, he thought – one snapped branch or kicked stone – and we’re buggered.

Ten yards now and he could see in the moonlight that the sentry was leaning against the other side of a tree trunk. A tree trunk whose thickness was approximately that of a man’s chest. Once again, the arm swung sideways. The hand held a ganja spliff, not a cigarette.

Quietly, Alex drew a short Mauser stabbing knife from his belt webbing. It took him three agonised heart-thudding minutes to cover the last sodden yards of the descent and then finally he was behind the trunk, his nose and eyes full of drifting ganja smoke but his feet secure on the slippery twisting tree roots. Like a striking snake, as his right hand reached across with the knife, Alex’s left hand clapped across the sentry’s mouth. At the last moment, though, with a desperate outrush of breath, the SAS officer checked his blade. The face beneath his hands was smooth, the neck slender, the struggling body pitifully small. The sentry was a kid – might even have been a girl – couldn’t have been more than ten, and almost immediately went limp with terror in his arms. The spliff fell to the ground and went out with a tiny hiss.

Keeping a hand firmly across his captive’s mouth, Alex gestured to Don Hammond to join him. The sergeant quickly gagged the child with a sweat rag, tied the slender wrists and ankles with a length of para cord from his belt kit, and concealed the immobilised figure beneath a dense bush in the darkness to one side of the track.

The patrol proceeded warily with the descent. They encountered no more sentries and, as they neared the lights and the music, the ground began to level out until they found themselves close to the edge of the tree line. In front of them a parapet of knotted roots supported a thick tangle of rotting vegetation, beneath which was a drop of about six feet. Beneath this, either drunk or stoned but unquestionably asleep, lay two RUF soldiers. One was wearing a white nylon wedding dress, the other threadbare tracksuit trousers and a combat smock hung with plastic dolls’ heads.

Ricky Sutton, keen as ever, drew his commando knife. ‘Shall I do ’em?’ he mouthed, but Alex shook his head. If the bodies were found the whole camp would go to a state of alert, jeopardising any potential rescue mission. As Ricky sheathed his blade, Alex scanned the area with his binoculars.

Below them, contained within the dark curving sweep of the Rokel river, lay the camp. Roughly oval-shaped, it occupied an area slightly greater than a football pitch. At the nearer, lower end was a large bonfire on to which, at intervals, silhouetted figures heaped wet branches and tree roots, encouraging a thick column of grey-brown smoke. On the higher ground to the east, lit by strings of low-wattage bulbs, two windowless cinder-block huts stood at right angles to the river. Beyond them was a cluster of mud-walled outhouses. On the far side of the river the jungle rose steeply for a hundred metres or so to the ridge line.

Of the hundred and fifty-odd figures visible in the camp, perhaps a score were dancing and drinking around the bonfire, while at least twice that number were milling around the far end, near the huts. The remainder staggered about, singly and in large drunken groups, at the river’s edge. Most carried SLR 7.62 rifles, but there were a few AK 47s and RPGs in evidence too. Several of the men appeared to be so attached to their weapons that they were dancing with them.

The sheer numbers of the RUF made any assault of less than company strength hazardous. The cinder-block huts would provide cover for anything up to fifty soldiers each and if the hostages were in this camp they were probably situated close to or inside the huts. Bringing fire to bear on the RUF without injuring them would be difficult. The most positive factor, in Alex’s view, was the topography of the camp. Surrounded as they were on three sides by the vast grey-green bulk of the river, the RUF were like rats in a bag. If all of the SAS firepower was positioned along a single front in the tree line, the bag could be drawn shut. The difficult part was going to be finding, and then extracting, the hostages.

Another plus point was that despite the recent incursion into the Kissuna area by the West Side Boys militia, no serious attempt had been made to implement any form of camp security. The noise, for a start, was considerable. The crack of random discharges tore the air, as did the answering, echoing smack as these impacted in the surrounding jungle. No wonder no one wants to go out on stag, thought Alex, with all this random shooting you’d take your bloody life in your hands. From beneath the sound system, which continued to belt out ‘Titti Shaggah’ and other local hits, came the steady thump of a generator.

‘If I’d known it was a party,’ muttered Stan Clayton, ‘I’d ’ave worn my dancin’ trousers!’

Alex smiled and beckoned the men around him. ‘No sign of our people so far,’ he whispered, ‘but I want to take a closer look. Those huts up the end look promising for a start. Don, I want you to stay here with three of the guys and count heads and weapons. Stan, I want you to come with me. We’re going for a swim.’

The cockney grinned, grasping the plan immediately. Quickly the two men stripped off their webbing, leaving their kit in two neat piles. Then, creeping past the unconscious RUF soldiers, they lowered themselves down the tree roots to ground level.

In front of them, bordered by the river, was the camp. To their right were the black-shadowed margins of the jungle. Ahead of them, and falling away behind them into the jungle, was a rough, mud-churned road. Swiftly the two men turned right, paced off twenty yards into the swampy foliage, turned through ninety degrees, took bearings from their wrist compasses and set off through the darkness on a fast-paced eastbound course parallel to the road. Ten minutes later they exited the jungle. The dark sweep of the river was now at their feet and they were well upstream of the camp.

‘We’ll ’ave to tuck in
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