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  CHAPTER ONE


  Time differences, just two hours between London and Lagos, at least meant that the British Prime Minister was informed of the Valentine’s Day explosions at 10 a.m., during his normal waking hours. Not so the US President. When the bomb went off in Jakarta, blasting apart the US Embassy, it was 5 a.m., and he was in bed. He had to be woken from a deep sleep to be told the bad news.


  Then the report came in telling him what they’d found at Lake Champlain. That too pointed to the likely involvement of America’s number one international enemy, the Muslim terrorist Osama bin Laden. By the time he made the White House briefing room, at 7 a.m., all the members of the National Security Council were present and briefed. The live broadcast from CNN in Jakarta, showing the huge damage, was killed off as he entered.


  ‘Good morning ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, just before he sat down. ‘This is, indeed, a sad day.’


  It was. But for those round that table it was a sadness tinged with a touch of relief. Bombs striking at embassy personnel were awful, shattering lives for victims and relatives alike. In the past Washington had been guilty of ignoring warnings from those on the ground that they were vulnerable, a situation which that morning’s events proved was still not resolved. It was not a day for showing a palpable sense of deliverance. Yet that very feeling existed. The one thing they all feared most hadn’t happened. No weapon of mass destruction had been employed on US soil.


  ‘What are the latest casualty figures from the embassy bomb?’


  It was the National Security Advisor, Norland Jensen, who replied. White-haired, with pale blue eyes and translucent skin, he was the Chief Executive’s right hand man in a crisis, something be rarely let the others at the table forget. Right now he cut across the State Department, providing a response that should really have come from them.


  ‘Over fifty dead already, Mister President, thirty of them our own people, but they fear at least thirty more buried in the rubble.’


  ‘Lagos?’


  ‘Nine confirmed, only two of them British nationals. The rest are local and unconnected to the legation.’


  ‘They’ve been lucky,’ the President mused.


  ‘On balance, sir, so have we. I don’t wish to minimize the loss, but without prompt action on our own soil we could have been dealing with a national emergency.’


  Those words came from the Director of the FBI. He was eager to concentrate on the success at Lake Champlain, rather than the failure of the security measures in Jakarta.


  The US Government had tried many things to prevent what had happened at the lake: bombing raids or chemical plants even in countries considered neutral; threats, arrests, comprehensive surveil-lance operations, some of questionable legality. But the threat persisted. That one lone bomber, armed only with a couple of innocent looking canisters, could get through with a weapon that would kill thousands.


  ‘Have we talked to the Afghans?’ the President asked.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ Jensen replied, again stealing the limelight from State. ‘We have, as you requested, told them to meet us for talks.’


  ‘Firmly, I trust.’


  ‘The message stated in unequivocal terms that a refusal to do so would be seen as an act of aggression every bit as serious as bin Laden’s bombs.’


  ‘Good.’


  The latest military intelligence briefing was in a folder on the table in front of his chair, and no one spoke as the President leafed through it. Legally trained, he had a very sharp mind and the lawyer’s ability to rapidly absorb the main points of a case. The notes listed all the areas that could be designated as targets – places considered vulnerable, set alongside the names and organizations, world wide, that were being kept under close observation. The list was lengthy, and the explosions showed the extent of bin Laden’s reach – that he had evaded the entire might of the western world’s intelligence community, and got through with two massive bombs made of everyday fertilizer.


  The folder also included a map showing the facilities that the Muslim terrorist had in his home base of Afghanistan: the camps outside Kabul, already subjected to an attack by cruise missiles; the new trio just outside Kandahar intended to replace them, with the Muslim leader’s own private compound close by, inside the airport complex. There was the house in Jalalabad, as well as others, half a dozen in total, dotted around the country.


  The last one, in the mountains to the north-west of Kandahar, near a lake and village called Zu ol Faqar, was the most interesting. Recently discovered, it consisted of two buildings that the intelligence watchers had concluded might be important. For what it was supposed to be the level of protection was excessive, and the mere fact that Osama bin Laden was a frequent visitor made it something to focus on. The man had been the objective at Kabul, and was still target number one.


  ‘This Zu ol Faqar looks interesting,’ said the President; words which had everybody at the table, except the Director of the CIA, leafing frantically through their briefing papers.


  What they saw was a photograph of a ruined sandstone castle, plus the information that it purported to be a religious school. There was a second shot of a flat-topped one-storey building surrounded by trees. An attached memo pointed out that US satellites were, for obvious reasons, routed over Kandahar. Zu ol Faqar, over fifty miles away, close to a lake and with an elevated position in the mountains was at the edge of their range. The location also had the kind of microclimate that makes satellite intelligence difficult; frequent cloud cover with mist morning and evening.


  But ground observation had been excellent, and the report they were reading had enough in it to have the whole table nodding at their boss’s next words.


  ‘If bin Laden is a visitor maybe as often as once or twice each week, that alone elevates Zu ol Faqar to a target of primary importance.’


  Getting bin Laden had been an American policy objective ever since the first bomb. But it wasn’t easy. Snatch raids had been planned, rehearsed and then scrapped. In Kabul he’d been surrounded by thousands of fighters, the only option a cruise missile attack launched more in hope than in any certainty that he would be a victim. That hail of Tomahawks had caused him to re-deploy hastily to Kandahar, a much more difficult facility to attack given its geographical location. The man knew he was a target so moved continually never, it was rumoured, spending two nights in the same bed.


  After several minutes of further reading, the President put the report down. Invited to speak in turn, each member, privy to the same information that their boss had just studied, voiced their opinion. There was a familiar ring to the words; all had been here before, and most, though not all, were in favour of the strongest response. And each speaker was acutely aware of the limitations on what they could achieve, having hit bin Laden once and seen him survive. But all they could offer was advice. When it came to a decision the President was on his own.’


  The President listened, nodding at whoever was speaking, before adding his own conclusions. ‘The options do now at least include the possibility of a ground assault. That stands a better chance of success than another air bombardment.’


  The Secretary of Defense spoke again. ‘I’m sure, sir, you are aware of the risks, even though the preliminary nature of the brief you have before you tends to cloud that aspect somewhat.’


  ‘I am,’ he replied. ‘But it strikes me also that Lake Champlain is very significant. We must strike, and fast. Added to that the Lagos truck bomb alters the picture somewhat, guys. The US is no longer the sole target.’


  ‘All it means, sir,’ said Jensen, ‘is that bin Laden has broadened his target base, not surprising after he extended the fatwa against us to include the United Kingdom. It does little to change the mindset we agreed on after the last outrage. Should we decide to strike we must do so with the utmost speed. Seeking to broaden the base of such an operation would not assist that.’


  ‘Allow me to disagree.’


  That produced the odd smile. The courtesy, from the incumbent, was common. It was also unnecessary. The President could do what he liked; yell, curse and scatter insults if he so chose. The right went with the office.


  ‘Whatever we do, and I am minded to do a great deal on this occasion, opens the United States up to a high degree of international opprobrium.’ A hand was raised to kill off the murmur of anger. ‘It might not be justified, indeed we know it is not. But that’s, unfortunately, the world we live in, folks. Even faced with the awful possibility that he might employ weapons of mass destruction which might even be targeted at their own citizens, most of our friends in the world fail to support us. It seems, faced with this, we have only one reliable ally.’


  As he was speaking, the President looked at each face, trying to see if they’d got the point. US operations had always been hamstrung by the possibility of body bags coming home to the waiting TV cameras instead of live soldiers. It was a political leg iron that had hampered every occupant of the Oval Office since Vietnam. The Secretary of Defense was quite right to point out that what was being proposed could bring that very image into every US citizen’s home.


  But if the operation wasn’t all-American, it not only halved the potential casualty list, it minimized vastly the opprobrium that could fall on a President’s head. The taking of casualties, if the cost was shared with another country, an old and trusted ally, would make Americans proud instead of angry. Politically it was a master stroke.


  ‘You wish to involve the British in whatever action we decide upon?’ asked the NSA, proving that he at least was on the case.


  ‘I wish to consult. I think it would be wise to put a call through to London.’


  That took time, since the Prime Minister was not a man to be found sitting doing nothing. Meanwhile the President made contact with the Joint Special Operations Command to establish quite clearly that the notion he’d formed from reading the intelligence briefing was possible, and to secure from his military advisors what it was he needed to ask for.


  JSOC, based at Fort Bragg, had convened at the same time as the men in the White House briefing room, ready to provide any military advice requested by the President. Comprising officers from all three services, Army Intelligence, Delta Force and Navy Seals, it was formed as a direct result of the Desert One phase of Operation Rice Bowl.


  That operation, to rescue American Embassy hostages held in Tehran by the late Ayatollah Khomeini, had gone badly wrong. A subsequent inquiry laid the blame fairly and squarely on two key elements: the insistence from the Joint Chiefs that all three services participate, combined with the ad hoc command structure, hurriedly put together to direct a complex set of military components. The rivalries and crossed lines of authority had led to a serious loss of life, as well as an embarrassing set of news stories which had described what had gone wrong without ever explaining why.


  In the end it looked like an operation dogged by misfortune from the outset. Interference from the then President, seeing to put constraints on the mission, didn’t help. But simple things, like helicopters prepared by navy mechanics who had no notion of how to ready them for a desert battle counted for just as much. Precious and very necessary assets were damaged by a sandstorm, rendering them ineffective. A final crash between a C-130 and a helicopter, a case of pilot inexperience that cost eight lives, caused the mission commander to abort the operation. The lesson learned was that for Special Operations everything had to come under one roof. So JSOC came into being, charged with overseeing any task that fell outside the normal US military role.


  US forces had been waiting for a long time to prove that they could mount a major assault far from their home bases, one that would wipe the fiasco of the Rice Bowl op from the collective memory of the American public. Panama had been a plus, Grenada less so. They’d rehearsed snatch after snatch using small mobile teams, only to see them embargoed due to the risk of casualties. Could the mountains of Afghanistan provide them with what they so desperately wanted?


  The first requirement for JSOC, should they be tasked to do any such job, would be to carry out a full mission analysis. That meant looking at all the available options and coming up with a plan that would achieve the operational objectives. Kandahar and Kabul and half a dozen other locations were already on file, though the first two were not considered viable due to the number of troops required.


  The JSOC Target Board had been hard at work following the preliminary assessment on Zu ol Faqar. It was their job to identify and prioritize targets, to develop initial mission statements and mission concepts and to prepare a Mission Tasking Packet. That had to include a clear recognition of sensitivity and oversight requirements. Put simply, they had to look not only at an operation but also at the consequences.


  Such Mission Tasking Packets were prepared for every foreseeable scenario and this operation was no different. As soon as the site had been identified as a potential target, the board had begun its work. Within days, the troops and equipment needed as well as the outline orders to move them, were on file. A rehearsal schedule was raised so that troops could be readied for that particular battle scenario. This sort of training went on all the time; the Target Board’s efforts meant that, for the men involved, it had a hard and up to date edge to it.


  But no situation is static, and no responsible commander would send troops into action without an up to the minute examination of all the factors pertaining to the operation. The most telling change in what was outlined as a solely US operation came with the President’s call, alerting JSOC of his own feelings regarding possible targets, as well as his intention to request assistance from London.





  CHAPTER TWO


  ‘W are of one mind about the Kabul and Kandahar camps, Mister President. In that, nothing has changed. The troops and equipment required would render it more of a complete invasion than a surgical strike. We’d have to attack those sites in battalion strength.’


  The speaker was the commander of JSOC, Brigadier-General Lucius B. Morton. The military part of the briefing the President had read on Zu ol Faqar he had compiled, so his agreement on that was automatic.


  ‘But Zu ol Faqar is different. More isolated and with fewer of the enemy to contend with. There is also no indication of a camp follower element; wives, children and the like, which removes collateral casualties, a major obstacle to any attack. And it is my opinion that having the Brits along would not materially alter that scenario, sir.’


  An ex-Delta Force CO, Morton was young for his rank, tanned and fit with hard blue eyes that rarely blinked. A man who had risen fast through a combination of ability and good connections, he was also an astute player of the political game, able to read the direction a conversation was going before it got there. He was no ‘yes man’, but he’d perfected the art of resisting an idea from a superior without in any way riling the person putting the proposal. Not that he was in that frame of mind now. Morton meant what he’d said.


  Colonel John Franklin spoke next, taking the opposite view. That was his prerogative as the present commander of Delta Force, and no President asking for advice wants anything other than honest opinion. But Franklin had the reputation of being a tact-free zone, and as usual he managed not only to miss the point, but act in a more bellicose manner than was absolutely necessary.


  ‘My boys would be exceedingly unhappy to be stood down, sir, especially in order that another force may be tasked to do what they see as their job. And might I add, they are accustomed to working together. We have, in part and very recently, put in place a training schedule for such a mission, which is not the case with an SAS squadron.’


  ‘General?’ the President asked.


  ‘We have had a programme of joint training with the Brits for many years, Mister President,’ said Morton. ‘And I know from my own experience that it works better than OK, though I would have to concede that this particular target was confined in the original outline to Delta. That however, since they have yet to commence battle rehearsals, is easily rectifiable.’


  Franklin responded again, his voice full of pique. Clearly he felt that Morton should be supporting him more fully, not fence-sitting.


  ‘There are major equipment level differences between the two forces, both in comms and weaponry. We are up to speed on those, sir and that I think is going to be vital. The SAS are not.’


  Morton sighed. Franklin was being stupid, seeing the whole scenario from the inside. If the operation went ahead, news of what happened and who was involved would leak out in the future. He was worrying about the effect on the morale of his men, which could be said to be admirable, if short sighted. Sure they’d be unhappy, especially having trained month in month out on snatch ops only to see them killed off.


  But Franklin was ignoring the bigger picture, the one his Commander-in-Chief was concerned with: how zapping camps inside a foreign, sovereign state would look to the outside world. It would be big bad Uncle Sam again, throwing his weight around like a bully. Regardless of what success Delta achieved they would be vilified, even by some of their fellow citizens. An operation like this would result in a lot of spilt blood. But make it international and it might be possible to make it look like sensible world policing.


  There wasn’t a civilized country in the world now that failed to understand the dangers of international terrorism. If anything, most of them had woken up to that before the President’s fellow-Americans. Oklahoma and the World Trade Center had concentrated minds in a big way. But, regardless of their real thinking, certain countries would use the United Nations to distance themselves from a purely American strike, even if it was against a person they actively feared. National interest would take precedence over everything. Involving the Special Air Service Regiment would stifle at least a portion of that.


  And it was axiomatic that if the President put forward that kind of question, it wasn’t speculative; he’d already thought it through. The only thing that would shift him from his present conclusion would be a strong and unanimous opinion against, based on purely military factors, which was not going to happen. Not for the first time, Morton wondered if Franklin had reached the pinnacle of his military career. As a field commander he was excellent, but he lacked the touch, the ability to view the world from a non-military standpoint that was a prerequisite of a move to higher command.


  ‘The SAS train just as hard as your boys, John, and I wouldn’t mind a small bet that somewhere in their files there’s an action they rehearsed not too dissimilar to the one being proposed. I’ve known that to happen before.’


  Morton’s voice was deliberately pleasant, trying to give Franklin a way out. He was also seeking to remind him of the long and successful association the two forces had enjoyed, something Franklin himself had experienced on more than one occasion.


  ‘And those guys are pretty good. You and I should know. We worked alongside them during Desert Storm. In fact, they were operational long before us and briefed our teams on everything they’d learned. Between us we took out a whole lot of Scuds.’


  ‘I am aware of that, sir. I personally have nothing but praise for the Brits when it comes to Special Forces operations. But they are, in technology terms, a few years behind us. And by employing two separate forces we risk all the problems of divided command structures. I need hardly remind you, Mister President, what that can lead to. Operation Rice Bowl was destroyed by that very thing: oversight by non-military thinking and people who had no real knowledge of the task or how to pursue it, serving alongside those who did. This committee was brought into being to prevent a repetition of such an event.’


  The non-military thinking jibe was particularly offensive to the man asking the questions. But the President didn’t slap him down and remind him who was the boss, which was what Morton would have done. That caused the JSOC commander to speculate that he would no more make a politician than Franklin would make a general. The President’s voice was as even as ever, with no hint of rebuke, yet it was in there for anyone listening.


  ‘I’m sure you are aware, Colonel, that I have looked at that aspect. And I have come to you for military advice, speaking as I am from a room full of good people who can assess the political fallout. They agree with the position I have outlined.’


  ‘Sir,’ Franklin insisted. ‘This is going to be a difficult job to see through and it is not without risk.’


  ‘I know that, Colonel.’


  ‘It is my contention that we stand to lose more than we will gain by a joint operation. I will be tasked to put my men in a battle, which is a responsibility I accept as their ground commander.’


  ‘And it is one I accept as their Commander-in-Chief.’


  Morton cut in, to stop Franklin from being a complete asshole. The man at the top must know that a serious loss of life was a real possibility. There was no need for the officer who commanded the soldiers to say so.


  ‘I’d like to add one major factor, sir. You have looked at the targets, as well as the area they cover. I’m sure you have observed that there will be, tactically, no divided command. Colonel Franklin would have to assign two squadrons to the task, each one acting independently of the other, though offering mutual support.’


  ‘Under my command,’ Franklin insisted.


  Morton finally realized what was bugging Franklin, and the thought, selfish and career enhancing, didn’t please him. Aware that the President was still with them, his voice, when he spoke, was severe enough to make the rigid Delta Force officer sit up just that little bit straighter in his chair.


  ‘You will command it as part of JSOC, Colonel. We will collectively oversee the operation. The tactical command does not lie with us. The Air Force Special Operations Command will deliver whosoever we decide to employ on to the target and extract them when it is completed. On the ground, in the actual battle, the individual squadron commanders will exercize control.’


  It was as good a way as any of telling Franklin that he wasn’t actually going on the op, a position he might have finagled his way into with two of his squadrons engaged. If an attack on Zu ol Faqar worked, and bin Laden was put out of business, the fame to follow would be massive. None of the higher commanders would get even close in the celebrity stakes to the man who led the ground assault.


  Franklin must have guessed he’d been rumbled and had the wit to stay silent while Morton did what the President required which was to seek objections from the other committee members. There were none. They could all see the political sense in what the President was asking for.


  ‘So what should I request, Lucius?’


  The first name, compared with the way Franklin had been addressed, was telling enough to make the Colonel frown.


  ‘As I’ve already outlined, sir, it’s a two-squadron operation. If you decide to proceed then one of those should be from the SAS.’


  ‘Thank you, General Morton.’

  
  Within the hour the British Prime Minister was in the Cabinet Office, on the secure line to a man who was more than just a political ally. The President commiserated first on the Lagos casualties, and accepted in turn the PM’s words on the more serious situation in Jakarta. Then he outlined what had been discussed, and what he hoped for in the way of assistance, without admitting that a decision on the response had already been made.


  ‘It seems to us that no other course has any chance of terminating this campaign. And the need to act before bin Laden ups the stakes to a biological conflict is paramount. We must take direct action.’


  There was a pause to allow the emphasized expression ‘direct action’ to register in all its meanings: overt or covert action against an enemy force; seize damage or destroy a target; capture or recover personnel and or material in support of a strategic or operational objective. It was an expression rarely used because it was an option to be employed only in the most serious political situations.


  ‘And before you point it out,’ the President continued, ‘we know here in Washington that this will not choke off Muslim terrorism or even end the fatwas. But we must send a message to say that we can get to you, that neither distance nor your God can protect you. What I am suggesting is a joint operation to get that message across.’


  ‘Are the camps the target?’


  ‘Yes. But bin Laden must be on site. We will strike at the chosen location only when and if he is present to be apprehended. We will, of course, try to inflict as much damage as possible on his support.’


  There was no hesitation in London. It was made clear that the British Government was both willing and eager to come on board, with the single proviso that the Prime Minister would seek and be guided by his own military advisors.


  ‘Tell me what you want.’


  ‘The commander of the Joint Special Operations Command informs me that I should ask you for a full SAS squadron to participate. We will undertake to get them to where they will be able to do their job, and we will get them out again.’


  ‘Then, subject to that one stated condition, you have them.’


  ‘Do you wish to consult? There are bound to be members of your cabinet disinclined to agree.’


  ‘I’ll do that afterwards. In my experience, that’s the best way.’


  That engendered a laugh. Not much of one; the situation was too serious for prolonged humour. But the PM was telling him that he could carry his cabinet, and that was very important. He was also saying that he understood the reasoning behind the joint nature of the operation. London was just as much at risk as Washington from bin Laden now, and at a loss to know how to counter him. Though less hamstrung than his American counterpart, he too would shy away from too many deaths in a purely UK venture, even if, and this was a very doubtful prospect, they could find a way to carry one out. He was being offered a gift and he knew it. The fact that the benefit was mutual was a bonus.


  ‘What will the operation be called?’


  ‘Joint Strike,’ the President replied, in a voice loud enough to elicit a nod from everyone in the White House briefing room.


  *


  ‘Bin Laden has to be expecting something,’ said Rear Admiral Harry Shearsby, the naval representative on JSOC. With a Carrier Battle Group led by the USS Carl Vinson already in the Gulf on permanent stand by for this kind of operation, he probably had the least to do. Even the USS Essex, leading the Amphibious Ready Group, which might be required to participate, was attached to the CBG.


  ‘He’ll be expecting another dose of your Tomahawks, Harry,’ said Morton, grinning. ‘This time, we’re going to give the bastard a mite more than that.’


  Major-General Carter Radabee, a slow talking Georgian, spoke next. He represented the Air Force Special Operations command and had already stated his own force requirements. The 16th Special Operations Wing (Airforce), flying C-130s would be tasked to get the assault force to the Forward Operating Base. They would also provide Spectre gunships in a role that was yet to be finalized.


  The helos – Chinooks and Black Hawks, flown by the pilots of 160th Special Operations Regiment (Airborne), the famous ‘Night Stalkers’ – were army and came under the command of General LeForgue ‘Lee’ Taylor. They were tasked to deliver the force on to the target.


  ‘I take it, with the target where it is, we would be staging out of somewhere in the Persian Gulf?’ asked General Taylor.


  ‘Given the size of the operation,’ said Admiral Shearsby. ‘I cannot envisage a way in which it can be amphibious based.’


  ‘That’s what the target packet suggests,’ Morton added.


  ‘My helo pilots sure as hell want some training. I can’t give my men realistic build up training and mission rehearsals in any of the bases in that area.’


  ‘So?’


  Morton was asking on behalf of the room, with each man well aware of the importance of what Taylor was saying. The Tehran hostage rescue had gone pear shaped as much through pilot error as any other factor. And lack of training had a lot to do with that. It was axiomatic that if you couldn’t deliver the Special Forces safely, there was no point in going at all. And his words underlined that Taylor, like the good commander he was, had done his homework.


  ‘We have facilities in Nevada that match the terrain around the proposed target area near Kandahar, from mountains to flat plain. I suggest that any rehearsals should take place at that location.’


  ‘Time?’


  ‘The President indicated that we have that, and Nevada is no more than a red-eye flight away from any of the bases you mentioned. Better a measured approach that gets it right than a hare-brained dash that repeats past errors.’


  Morton looked around the room. John Franklin was so subdued he just nodded. Admiral Shearsby and Carter Radabee concurred, while the Army Intelligence representative always wanted more time to be sure that what he knew was accurate.


  ‘OK, Lee,’ Morton said finally. ‘Nevada it is.’


  Carter Radabee wasn’t finished. He had one last point to raise.


  ‘The outline plan may call for a Tactical Landing Strip inside the Afghan border, to act as a Forward Operating Base and a Forward Air Refuelling Point. We have two possible sites identified there, but there hasn’t been a ground recce for some time.’


  ‘CIA Special Operations have been alerted and are taking care of that.’


  ‘Mister Director, I think we might have something, but I cannot yet be sure it is the real McCoy. Another couple of days and I might be able to give you a more precise answer.’


  ‘I take it,’ the FBI Director asked, sarcastically, ‘you have a watch on?’ The best brains, as well as the most powerful software tools, had been put on to unscrambling the hard disc from the Lake Champlain portable computer. But the continuous running of programs to unlock what the field agents had presented them with took time. Hurrying it wouldn’t help.


  The Head of Computer Analysis answered with just as much sarcasm. ‘I know the time.’


  ‘But not the luxury of it. I need a percentage guess.’


  ‘At sixty.’


  ‘That’s the best?’


  ‘It is.’


  ‘Go for it at midnight.’


  ‘Your call, sir.’


  ‘Damned right!’ the Director snapped.


  The Director of Special Forces, Brigadier Harry Millar, had direct access to the Prime Minister, and for security reasons received his orders from the Cabinet Office. The directive to activate a whole squadron, sent on the secure line to Hereford after the news of the Lagos bomb, induced no panic. The most experienced and longest serving Special Force group in the world was used to this. B Squadron was on standby, those not physically on the base on pagers that would bring them back within hours.


  Once B Squadron had deployed, G Squadron, who were conducting training tasks, would step in to take the role of standby. A Squadron would remain on the Counter Terrorist team while D Squadron, although conducting overseas training could be called on to provide extra personnel if required.


  Then the signal came though for the joint operation. A line was opened to JSOC within the hour, so that the CO would talk to his opposite number, as well as the command structure led by Lucius Morton that would oversee the operation. Signals flashed back and forth between Delta and B Squadron ensuring that both units had a full complement of compatible weapons and equipment, and outlining a joint build-up training programme to be undertaken in Nevada.


  ‘Joint Strike,’ said the CO of the 22nd Special Air Service Regiment. Julian Gibson-Hoare jabbed a finger at a point on the map, the Afghan City of Kandahar. ‘About bloody time.’





  CHAPTER THREE


  It is one of the oddities of British Government that the Prime Minister uses the cabinet room as an office, with anyone called in to see him occupying the other side of a very large table, in what is a cavernous room. Although he’d agreed wholeheartedly to the request from Washington, he was not the type to trust any other government or foreign agency blindly. He bore the responsibility for the troops he had committed, and he was obliged by his office to ensure that everything that could be done to ensure success was covered.


  And he was fortunate to be in possession of many of the same intelligence briefs as the President, thanks to the close co-operation that existed in such areas as electronic surveillance. Right now he had in front of him his Cabinet Secretary, the head of the Indian Desk at SIS whose responsibilities included Afghanistan, and the Director of Special Forces, Harry Millar. Prompted by the PM, the DSF was discussing targets.


  ‘Kabul will never figure in JSOC’s plans,’ said Millar. ‘Lucius Morton and I have discussed the possibilities from time to time, and we both saw immediately that any operations they might undertake need a Tactical Landing Strip inside the country. To my mind Kabul as a target needs a landing strip mighty close to the Panshir Valley.’


  ‘Where there is still fighting?’ asked the PM.


  ‘It’s spasmodic, sir,’ replied the SIS man, a fellow named Pierce who looked, to Harry Millar’s way of thinking, like a bit of a poof. The hair was just too neat; the lips thin and compressed. And the hands, flopping about, well they were a dead give away. ‘The Taliban push Masood’s men back to the Tajikistan border, but they can’t finish them off. And after a while, re-supplied with old Soviet tanks and equipment, they’re back down the valley threatening Kabul.’


  ‘As you will see, sir,’ the DSF continued. ‘He’s constructed a trio of camps on the plain outside Kandahar, duplicating everything he had outside Kabul. And I must tell you, even if I haven’t looked at it in much detail, my own gut feeling is that it’s not on either.’


  ‘Why?’ asked the PM.


  ‘Too large an area, too close to Kandahar and support, and frankly sir, too many bloody fighters. It’s also a hell of a trip to get in and out. Midair refuelling. And for safety’s sake, probably a Tactical Landing Strip.’


  Pierce, who had already been in the room when Millar arrived, used his long fingers to push another map across the gleaming table.


  ‘There’s a satellite camp they’ve picked up fairly recently – in the mountains some eighty-five kilometres from Kandahar – and the prelim assessment is that it presents a tempting target.’


  ‘Have they indeed?’


  Harry Millar looked at the map, as much to cover his anger at the SIS man as to read it. What he wanted to do was to say sarcastically, ‘Thank you for making me look like a right arse.’ Not that he would. Why give the bastard the satisfaction. It was just another pinprick in the endless turf war between two departments that were supposed to work hand in hand, but rarely did. The only people in the intelligence community from which Harry Millar could expect true co-operation were ex-SAS officers.


  ‘You’re sure of this?’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ Pierce replied, smugly. ‘The Americans have done their homework. Much easier to get to and not nearly so many of the enemy to contend with when you do. Washington also has intelligence that bin Laden is quite often to be found spending the night there, which gives a large time window.’


  Harry Millar could read a map, and there was one glaringly obvious point that had been missed. ‘This is still long range. I can’t see how they will get to this location, either, without the use of a Tactical Landing Strip.’


  ‘I am right in thinking, am I not,’ said the PM, ‘that this Tactical Landing Strip you speak of is the point from where the operation will be launched?’


  ‘Yes. Given the distances and the time over target, they must, for safety’s sake, have a FARP.’


  ‘No jargon, please, Brigadier.’


  ‘Sorry. Forward Air-Refuelling point.’


  The PM pulled a face, and looked at his Cabinet Secretary. ‘Which is what they had when it all went wrong on the Tehran rescue?’


  ‘I’m sure they’re better prepared now,’ said the DSF, with just a trace of haste. The last thing he wanted, having just discovered that his previous reservations might be groundless was the PM getting cold feet about committing his men.


  ‘I’m sure you’re right. But you know the extent of my responsibilities. How will the site be chosen?’


  ‘It’s already identified, sir. But the Americans will certainly send in a team to take an actual look at the location and report back.’


  The PM addressed his next question to the SIS man. ‘Can we do that?’


  ‘We could,’ Pierce replied, with an overly glum expression. ‘But I doubt if our cousins would be delirious about handing the entire responsibility for such a vital part of the mission over to us.’


  ‘No more happy than I am to entrust it entirely to them,’ snapped the PM. He looked at the Cabinet Secretary again. ‘I think this should be a joint responsibility, to go with the joint nature of the whole operation.’


  ‘One of each?’ asked Pierce.


  ‘That is feasible?’


  ‘Yes. But it would require to be arranged very speedily.’


  ‘Then I suggest you do it now.’


  ‘Am I to insist, sir?’


  ‘I doubt you’ll have to,’ the PM replied, noticing as he did so how unhappy that made Millar. So he addressed his next remark to the DSF. ‘But if you must, I think you should. That, for me, is a precaution against a repeat of what happened before. It is a fact, Brigadier, that soldiers have to accept casualties. Unfortunately politicians are the people who are required to explain them to the public.’


  Jake Steel’s pager beeped about two seconds before Blue Harding’s phone rang. He killed the sound on the TV, leaving just the image of the second shattered building. It had been twenty-four hours since the two embassies had been hit. The British Legation in Lagos had been lucky, the car bomb exploding seconds before it actually arrived at its target. The building had been badly damaged and the casualties were serious. But that was nothing compared to what had happened to the Americans in Jakarta.


  There, the terrorists had blasted their way in through the outer defences, and got their van close to a wall in a narrow alley that served to double the effect of the blast. That was where the news was coming from now: the grim face of the reporter, behind him the silent anguish of those trying to cope with the tragedy of broken bones and the knowledge that over two hundred people, half of them embassy personnel, had been killed.


  The pager was in Jake’s jacket hanging in the hallway, so he had to retrieve it. Returning to the kitchen, he read the message calling him back to Hereford.


  Jake also heard his father say, loudly and clearly, ‘Shit!’


  Blue was listening intently, nodding silently as the information was imparted, lips pressed hard together. But the eyes flicked sideways as Yan Yan appeared from the bedroom, hastily tying her short dressing gown, and somehow managing at the same time to run her fingers through her long, jet black hair to take out the tangles of a night’s sleep. Jake couldn’t help looking either. Yan Yan was Dad’s latest floozie; long legged, elfin like and Sichuan Chinese. She was lithe, young and capable of oozing sexuality through a labourer’s donkey jacket. Yan Yan was also the same age as him and that dressing gown was just short enough to make you wonder if, underneath, she was wearing any knickers.


  When Jake looked back to his dad, the lips had parted into a thin smile. He was still listening to the voice on the phone, but half his mind was on the way his son had looked at Yan Yan. There would be no anger, Jake knew that, just amusement. Since they’d got to know each other he had learned a lot of things about his Dad. The first was that he was nonjudgemental, never presuming a paternal right to criticize. And he didn’t have a jealous bone in his body. He expected other men to admire his women, and that included his own flesh and blood.


  ‘Coffee?’ asked Yan Yan.


  ‘When you’ve got things sorted ring me back,’ said Blue, his face now unhappy.


  ‘Already made,’ Jake replied. He wasn’t listening to Blue, but looking at Yan Yan, who’d made a better job of straightening her hair than her dressing gown.


  Jake held up the pager as Blue put the phone down. ‘Hereford.’


  ‘One of these days, eh?’ Blue responded, glaring at the phone.


  He’d known that Jake, along with the rest of B Squadron, was on standby. It was a risk he’d accepted when he’d arranged for the three of them to go to an Arsenal-Aston Villa match, with full VIP treatment thrown in: Director’s box, smoked salmon and Champagne, plus a chance to meet some of the players after the match. The Arsenal chairman was a Charter Security client: Blue had been used several times by Dave Hefter at Charter to give him close protection on short trips abroad.


  In the five years since Sierra Leone Blue had gone from being an unemployed ex-SAS trooper to being a highly sought after operative. When Jake walked into his life he’d realized, very quickly, that Blue Harding was now connected, back on the firm. There was money around, with no known source, trips taken suddenly that Blue never talked about. Language CDs and books, Spanish, French and Arabic, surrounded his computer. And he worked out as if he was still in the regiment, running a regular five miles a day with a weekly ten-miler thrown in for good measure. He’d looked fit when Jake first met him. Now he looked sleek as well.


  ‘Dave Heffer might go to the match instead,’ he called into the kitchen. ‘Do you want to go with Dave if I can get him, Yan Yan?’


  ‘Don’t tell me you can’t go either?’ said Jake.


  ‘Two oil pipeline guys have been lifted near Grozny. There was a shoot out apparently. One of them might be hurt. The insurance assessor needs a bodyguard.’


  Jake couldn’t be certain, but he reckoned his dad was lying. There was just a hint of glibness in the voice. And it had been said loudly, so that Yan Yan could hear. Besides, a story like that would have made the news big time. Not as big as the embassy car bombs maybe, but certainly second or third on the bulletin.


  ‘You gotta job?’ Yan Yan asked from the kitchen doorway, her face unhappy.


  Blue shrugged. ‘Got to make a crust somehow.’


  ‘Can you not go after the match?’


  ‘It’s first flight out, sweetheart,’ Blue replied. ‘I’m just waiting for the call.’


  ‘I’d better split,’ Jake said, heading towards the door that led to the spare bedroom.


  Blue stood looking at his back, feeling that surge of pride that came over him every time he calculated his luck. Three marriages and countless live in lovers had failed to produce any kids. The lack of complications had been a source of quiet joy. Yet here was Jake, product of a one-night stand when he’d been no more than a green army squaddie.


  A lot of things had happened to improve his life in the last five years. Blue had gained a lot of brownie points in West Africa, not only for the way he’d carried out his tasks for Charter Security but also for his part in taking the heat out of a potentially hot hostage scenario. He’d done excellent work for Charters’ client, and left in place as protection a well-armed mercenary force and a training programme that had stayed intact throughout the upheavals that followed. Whatever happened in the rest of the country, the client kept on mining, and Charter kept on being paid.


  And word got round in what was, and still is, a tight incestuous business. People come and people go. The guys who’d had a down on Blue Harding had moved on, to be replaced by men who cared only for his skills and reputation, not for the way he’d departed the regiment. Sierra Leone had raised Blue’s profile, and several other successful jobs had caused his name to be mooted as a potential operative in the right quarters. The approach, given his record, was only a matter of time. Every government needed men for ‘black ops’, work too secret for any formal agency to undertake, and HMG was no different.


  There were various establishments where the spook community drank, and one of these was an obvious place in which to make the initial contact. Such select spots acted as a magnet for those who’d served in all the branches of special operations: SAS troopers, some still in some retired, including grey-haired OAPs who went all the way back to those who’d started with David Stirling: Det.14 intelligence staff from Ulster; Scotland Yard S10 negotiators and Special Branch officers. The latter tended to use such places to get away from their fellow coppers. On top of that you would, if you were in the know, run into operatives from both branches of the security services, MI5 and MI6.


  Sitting in any of these places, watching the clientele, you could never be absolutely sure who was what. That ancient guy on the two sticks, who could hardly walk from the wounds he’d received in the Western Desert, could be a real mover and shaker, just as the loudmouth at the bar, busy hinting to everybody how important he was, could be a total nobody, And, intertwined with all of these, ran the nexus of the security companies, all staffed by ex-players, men who recruited mercenary and body-guarding teams, or provided highly trained consultants who could create a degree of safety in the world’s danger zones.


  Francis Christiansen, his old troop commander, had invited Blue to this particular club, one of the most frequented haunts on the circuit. And he also made the introduction, trying but failing to make it look as though the thing had not been pre-arranged, greeting Tom Bowers as though he hadn’t seen him for months.


  ‘Tom, this is Blue Harding. Do you know each other?’


  ‘Only by reputation,’ Bowers replied, holding his hand out.


  ‘What’ll you have, Tom?’ asked Francis, moving away.


  ‘Laphroaig, please, old boy,’ Bowers replied, before sitting down, his eyes fixed on Blue. ‘And that’s some reputation. Dave Heffer at Charter can’t stop singing your praises.’


  ‘He can’t stop pissing either,’ said Blue.


  ‘The old pancreas, I believe,’ Bowers responded, deliberately ignoring Blue’s remark. ‘Quite gone to hell. Poor bastard did like a drink too.’


  ‘And now he just lives for his work,’ Blue replied, lifting his glass of wine.


  He was being Bolshie and both men knew it, and if he’d been asked Blue could not have said precisely why. Bowers was a Rupert, an ex-SAS squadron commander, but Blue had never served under him so there was little enough cause for the cold shoulder, especially in a place like this where it was an unwritten rule that all grudges were supposed to be left at the door. Perhaps it was his bearing, that air of total superiority; public school, black-button regiment, private income and a job waiting when he retired – the bloody old boys network that would keep Bowers in clover regardless of whether he fucked up or not, the same network that had in the past condemned Blue to scratching a living.


  ‘What really matters,’ said Bowers, ‘is Heffer’s judgement, and I won’t hesitate to say that I trust it absolutely.’


  ‘Good show,’ Blue responded, in a perfect upper class drawl.


  ‘Drinks,’ called Francis as he left the bar and headed for their table, his still youthful face wearing the keen look it had carried the first day they’d met.


  Blue hid his smile with the rim of his wineglass as another was laid in front of him. If Francis had wanted to alert him to some kind of approach, he couldn’t have done it better. That call, from such a distance, was unnecessary unless they were discussing something that needed to be kept discreet. What was said next only confirmed that.


  ‘Bit of business at the bar, Tom. Don’t mind if I leave you with Blue for a trice?’


  ‘No prob, Francis. You carry on, old boy. In fact, while you’re over there, do me a favour and get the barman to chuck up another round.’ He turned to Blue as Christiansen moved away. ‘Lovely fella, Francis, don’t you think. Right out of the top drawer.’


  ‘I like him,’ said Blue.


  There was no sarcasm this time, he did like Francis Christiansen. There were few ex-Ruperts he would ever term a friend; Blue had spent all his life keeping them at arm’s length when he wasn’t cursing them. But that didn’t apply to Francis, Blue’s first troop commander in the regiment: he was, quite simply, the best officer he’d ever served with. The man had no side and was honest to the point of embarrassment. Moreover, the fact that he was heir to a massive fortune had no effect on him whatsoever. He was that rare creature, somebody who could treat everyone the same, general or squaddie, without ever giving offence.


  ‘He’s also wont to sing your praises, though God alone knows how along ago you two served together.’


  ‘It’s over fifteen years,’ Blue replied, in a tone deliberately wistful, designed to draw Bowers out.


  Blue Harding was all for subtlety in the right quarter, but he hated people who wanted something from him to beat around the bush. He was more inclined to respond positively to a direct request.


  ‘You sound as if you still miss it,’ Bowers said, his own tone sad. What followed proved he’d fallen for Blue’s stratagem. ‘Can’t say I’m any different. Once you’ve been in the regiment, nothing quite seems to measure up. One keeps in touch, of course, but it’s not like actually being a part of things.’


  The look was in the eye, inviting Blue to speak. But he stayed silent, happy to let Bowers do the work. The man was no mug. He knew what Blue was doing and how he had to respond. The voice dropped to a level that excluded everyone but the man he was talking to.


  ‘I have contact with certain people who occasionally require the services of someone trained in the right skills. Of necessity the jobs they wish carried out are highly sensitive. Given your recent activities, and the discretion with which you have undertaken them, we feel that you could be very useful to us.’


  It was lovely, the way he avoided committing himself. ‘Having contact’ made him a player. The ‘right skills’ covered everything from a simple money drop for a working agent to assassination. ‘Sensitive’ quite simply meant, ‘get caught and we don’t even know you’. And ‘we’ was the Secret Intelligence Service.


  ‘Naturally,’ Bowers continued, ‘should you agree, you would be retained, paid monthly, though there would be no written contract. Provided notice was given, you would be free to top that up with other short-term commitments. And there are, of course, bonuses.’


  Bowers was right about that. The biggest bonus was to be back on the inside track, a player again. Then there was money. When it came to black ops the British government, normally as tight as a duck’s arse, threw away the purse strings. And when you came back, usually by a route and time chosen at your own discretion, nobody asked for receipts or insisted on change. But despite all the things that had gone right in the last few years, nothing compared to that day when the deep voice on the phone, a man’s voice had said, ‘I’m your son, and I’d like to actually meet you.’





  CHAPTER FOUR


  Packing was no big deal. Jake had permanent access to Blue’s place, so he could leave clothes there. He was back in the kitchen before his dad had time to console Yan Yan. She tended to get a bit weepy if she ceased to be the centre of attention. She was at it now, sniffling and pouting because her man was on a fastball. Much as he fancied her, Jake knew she’d be no use as a serving trooper’s wife. Blue was rarely absent for more than a week or two, but for Jake Steel it was different; he could be away for weeks or even months. The SAS was busier than ever. That tended to make a lot of his carnal arrangements affairs of short duration.


  Yan Yan’s tears bored Blue; that was obvious. He might cuddle her and mouth platitudes, but he’d also manoeuvred her round so that he could look at the TV over her shoulder, which was reporting the latest release of IRA prisoners. That brought on a flood of memories; the hypertension he’d experienced walking alone and armed into a bar in bandit country; high-speed car chases mingled with stake outs that had gone on for months only to come to nought; the occasional ops that suddenly went from total silence to ear-splitting action in the space of a split second.


  And the kills! Not many – there couldn’t be for an organization that prided itself on being unseen. But there had been a couple of occasions where he’d downed his enemies, taking them out in a cold professional manner before they could do the same to him. One, maybe more, in a roadside ambush; two more on a hard arrest in a terrorist hideout, operating in the dark with no time for shouted warnings or the reading of rights, no time for anything but instantaneous reactions. That brought back a feeling tinged with sorrow. Blue Harding would kill if he had to, but it was not something he enjoyed.


  He sensed rather than saw that Jake was ready to leave, so he detached himself from the clutching arms and came towards him, his thumb jerking over his shoulder to the faces on the screen.


  ‘Christ. I spent half my life lifting those IRA bastards. Ever since the peace deal they’re letting them out and giving the fuckers pensions. Do you know some of them are getting as much as ten grand?’


  ‘The sign of a wasted youth.’


  ‘Take care of yourself, Jake.’ The arms wrapping round the shoulders, and the grasping of the body were hard, genuine and brief. ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’


  ‘Are you kidding?’ Jake scoffed, as the gap between them opened. ‘I wouldn’t do half the things you did. How you old buggers survived I’ll never know.’


  ‘We were hard in the old days, mate. Old and very bold, not like it is now.’


  ‘Yeah!’ Jake responded


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

