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Introduction

With a little over two hours of darkness remaining, we 
moved up onto a small earthwork feature just short of 

a Balochi village in a godforsaken area of the Pakistan Afghan 
border dominated by the Taliban, Al Qaeda and opium 
traffickers. Inside the village was an individual who had been 
taken by one of these groups and I had led twenty-five heavily 
armed Pathan militiamen across a mountain range close to 
the border to try and rescue the poor bastard. This was the 
first time we had attempted anything like this and we were 
about to give some literal bang for buck to the American 
taxpayers’ sixty-five million dollar contribution to a discreet 
State Department programme. Now we’d either have to kick 
some serious arse or potentially die trying.

Three hours earlier, the State Department’s “gifted” Bell 
Hueys had dropped us off on a sandy plateau well up in the 
mountains to the east of Quetta, about ten kilometres from 
the village. It had been a perfect drop-off. The helicopters 
were only on the ground for about four seconds. The noise 
and commotion during the drop-off had pushed up every-
one’s adrenaline to near-toxic levels.

On the way down the mountain, I took “point” and came 
upon a small concrete irrigation aqueduct. I chose to follow 
this path down the mountain and the patrol changed forma-
tion to single file. To our left was a massive chasm. We needed 
to avoid treading on any loose gravel here because, if it gave 
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way, it would mean a fall of several hundred feet to certain 
death. The moonlight levels were very high that night and our 
Night Vision Goggles (NVGs) provided excellent clarity. As 
we approached the base of the mountains, the slope gradually 
surrendered its gradient and the landscape opened up to an 
undulating desert plain. We now had to turn northeast to the 
village, which was remarkably difficult to pick out through 
the NVGs against the bland background.

A Cessna Caravan, piloted by an American pilot, Pete, 
circled thousands of feet above us in the darkness with a 
Forward Looking Infra-Red (FLIR) camera mounted in its 
belly. Its operator, a Pakistani officer, had “eyes-on” the target 
village and reported that several dogs were in the area. There 
were also at least two armed sentries posted outside the 
village house where the hostage was reported to be held.

As we came close to the village, the shape of the single-
storey buildings gradually took form though our NVGs. The 
light breeze to our back was doing us no favours and, as our 
scent drifted on the wind, the dogs began to bark. One of 
them picked up our scent and came dashing boldly out of the 
village, barking as he charged, with two less audacious pack 
members behind him. We must have been about 400 metres 
from the village when he came bounding up to see what 
smelled so interesting.

I dropped to one knee and the patrol did the same behind 
me. I reached down to my belt and slipped the retaining band 
from my dagger’s handle and pulled the razor-sharp knife 
from its sheath. If the dog chose to attack, I would have no 
choice but to dispatch him. The dog was now thoroughly 
confused by the apparent lack of any fear or verbal aggression 
and thus waited for his two canine colleagues to catch up. He 
was now about ten metres away from me, standing his ground 
and wondering what he was up against. He reservedly barked 
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before taking a couple of steps forward. I stood up and did the 
same, sans the barking. I had my rifle in my left hand and 
dagger in my right. It was time to see who would blink first; I 
knew it couldn’t be me.

No sooner had I stood up than the twenty-five Pathans 
behind me mistakenly took this as the signal to resume 
patrolling and were also on their feet. The dog instantly 
assessed that the odds of defeating this invading “rival pack” 
were decidedly not in his favour and turned tail, running back 
towards the village with his small gang giving an occasional 
bark of protest as he did so. The observer in the Cessna 
reported with some amusement that the dogs did not stop 
running when they reached the village but continued on, 
clearly not wanting anything to do with further events of the 
evening. I sheathed my knife and was quite relieved the dog 
had chosen not to escalate the situation.

As we closed on the target, the level of activity around the 
normally dormant village was much greater than expected. 
The initial phase of the build up to an assault was for our 
snipers to get “eyes on” the sentries. They were dispatched 
forward to find suitable firing positions. My best sniper was 
Sana Ulla, otherwise known as Smiler simply because he 
never did. He was an incredibly hard man and a brilliant shot. 
His stalking ability approached animal instinct and, at some 
time in his life, he had developed the skill of using terrain and 
cover to crawl silently into a position that enabled him to get 
within killing distance of any prey. He carried a 7.62mm. 
Draganov sniper rifle with ten sniper rounds in a short maga-
zine. His spotter accompanied him to provide his rearguard.

We waited about twenty minutes before Sana and the 
other sniper whispered their respective codewords “Alpha 1” 
and “Alpha 2” over the radio to indicate they were in position, 
undetected, and had the sentries in their sights. The Pakistani 
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officer operating the Caravan’s FLIR was by now providing a 
streaming commentary to our earpieces on movement within 
the village.

One of the six man sections remained to the rear as rein-
forcement and rearguard. They would immediately mark the 
Helicopter Landing Zone (HLZ) as soon as the breach of the 
target occurred. The breaching team moved into the village, 
but the militia’s Pakistani platoon commander, Pervaiz, 
became hesitant. I urged him forward and we were now 
within short reach of the target building. This was no time to 
go wobbly.

Crouching behind a low wall, we were still completely 
undetected by the sentries. I moved silently to the rear of the 
target building with the explosives trooper. We laid the two 
“homemade” distraction charges [detonators sealed in sand-
filled washing-up bottles] on each of the high windowsills of 
the two rooms and withdrew behind the wall, trailing the 
wires as we did. Once we were back behind cover, the explo-
sives trooper passed me the battery and I twisted the ends of 
the wires onto one of the terminals.

I looked along the wall and gave Pervaiz the thumbs up. I 
then saw him glance back along the wall at his Pathan assault 
group toting AK-47s, crouched close to each other and ready 
to go. These guys had killed before and they were ready to do 
it again. They hated the Taliban and for pay of seventy dollars 
a month were willing to risk life and limb to drive the jihad-
ists out of their country.

I watched as Pervaiz reached for his Press-to-Transmit 
button on the lapel of his combat jacket. He whispered the 
codewords, “Bravo-Bravo.” This told the entire force and the 
supporting aircraft that we were ready to make the assault. 
The Caravan responded, “Roger, that is a Bravo-Bravo.”  
I knew that Caz, our American Huey pilot, and his four 



5

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Pakistani-crewed Hueys were in a holding pattern some 
sixteen kilometres away and would now be turning towards 
the HLZ.

One of them, a gunship that had been ably converted by 
Jason, a former U.S. Marine, would be over the village within 
minutes in order to provide suppressive fire should we need it. 
Now, there was no turning back. The clock was running and I 
knew the rearguard would move quickly to mark the landing 
zone after Pervaiz’s next radio transmission.

He looked at me, I nodded, thinking that we were only 
metres from the sentries and, for now, completely undetected. 
Any second one of the sentries might realise they were not 
alone and if we lost the element of surprise that would cost us 
lives. We had to get it done and do it right now! He gathered 
himself for the sprint across open ground. By now, his  
team was a human force of pent-up energy and adrenaline 
waiting to be converted momentarily into shear unbridled 
aggression.

Pervaiz again pressed his transmit button. “Standby…
Standby…Go!” I pushed the wire onto the battery terminal 
and instantly the detonators exploded, showering sand and 
causing stunned distraction. I saw two sniper lasers shine 
through the night, one from a small hole in a wall, the other 
from a shallow gulley. They had found their targets; I didn’t 
see them fall but I knew the sentries were no longer a threat. 
Pervaiz and his Pathans were already across the eight or so 
metres of open ground, with the strongest, Ali, hitting the 
first door of the building with the full might of his body.

The door instantly gave way and the three soldiers who 
were right behind him were in the room as one, providing a 
crushing force against whoever might be with the hostage. In 
tandem, another trooper hit the second door of the alternate 
room. Both rooms were treated with equal priority until the 
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hostage was located. There was shouting in Pashtu and several 
shots fired. The young male hostage was dragged from the 
first building and handed to two troopers who were specifi-
cally waiting for him at the door. They each grabbed an arm 
and ran him to meet the helicopters that were, by now, about 
two minutes away.

In an instant, the deafening noise of the Huey gunship was 
overhead. If there were any threat from outside of the village, 
its mini-guns would suppress it and permit the team to make 
its extraction. I moved forward to the building to tell Pervaiz 
to “Move it out.” We were a small raiding force, with no 
reserves to help us if we became embroiled in a sustained fire-
fight. We’d gotten what we came for and wanted no more. Ali 
and the “enemy” were in the room where the hostage had 
been held. Two men lay motionless and rendered harmless 
with their AK-47s’ on the floor. Whether they were dead or 
alive would have to be left for the villagers to discover. We 
had no room for prisoners. The other room was confirmed as 
“clear”. I knew we needed to get out of there “right now” to 
avoid being surrounded.

I bellowed at Ali above the noise of the gunship, “To the 
helicopters! Let’s go! Let’s go!” The Pathans knew we were 
probably only minutes from being heavily outnumbered so 
moved out at speed with each section covering the other in a 
rearward movement towards the HLZ. The Hueys were now 
on their final approach. I waited at the outskirts of the village 
and saw the snipers running at full speed towards them. We 
had allocated our only Punjabi, Iqbal, as “last man” and I 
recognised his gait amongst the Pathans.

“Last man?” I shouted as I touched his arm to ensure I got 
a response. “Last man!” he shouted back above the din of the 
Hueys. We turned and ran as a pair through the swirling sand 
toward the last helicopter that now nervously waited for us. I 
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was running as fast as I could alongside Iqbal, who acceler-
ated to a full sprint. I knew all the other section commanders 
would be confirming as their own last man on their aircraft. 
The ground was undulating and stony and Iqbal must have 
had about twenty years of youth on his side, so I was not going 
to be last man by choice but by vintage. I reached the Huey 
and rolled into it, screaming, “Last man, last man!”

The crewchief must have given the pilot the “Go, go, go,” 
and we were almost instantly into the air in pursuit of the 
lead aircraft. As I tried to get my breath back from the sprint, 
I looked out of the open door and saw the shape of the gunship 
Huey closing to tactical formation distance. I spat some of the 
dust out of my mouth. We must have been on target for only 
about three minutes from the time of the assault. My militia 
had performed brilliantly.

Back at the airfield an ambulance was on hand but not 
needed. We made our way to the briefing room and went over 
the various points of the operation. Morale was high and the 
input from both pilots and troopers alike carried a tone of 
satisfied excitement. This level of operational efficiency was a 
new experience for them. Now they functioned as a unit, 
actively working to make things as slick for each other as 
possible. Amid the laughter of the men, I walked out of the 
completed debriefing and the daylight took me by surprise. I 
checked my cheap watch to discover, with some amazement, 
that it was 6am.

With sunrise came the stunning outline of the Sleeping 
Lady of Quetta, an uncanny but natural mountain formation 
that ironically flouts the curves of female form over the deeply 
austere and fundamentalist city of Quetta. Her welcome 
appearance brought by the daylight signified that our work 
was over for now. It was time for a shower and then to bed, 
but not without some reflection before sleep. This platoon of 
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twenty-five willing Pathans had come a long way in a very 
short time. I even wondered if British or American soldiers 
could have adapted so quickly. These mountain men had 
proven themselves time and time again over the past few days. 
In the preceding hours, they had conducted one of the most 
difficult of manoeuvres with absolute professionalism and 
precision.

As my mind drifted and meandered towards a long-
awaited sleep, my final thoughts hoped we didn’t yet again 
fuck up the end game on the Pakistan/Afghanistan border. Of 
course, statistically, it was highly probable that the ‘powers-
that-be’ would.


