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Аннотация
Scarlet ‘Cairo’ Sloane fired up another Dunhill and waved out the match. Beyond the Escalade’s tinted windows the busy streets of Karachi’s Noor Jahan Market district buzzed with life under the baking Pakistani sun.
She blew the smoke into the SUV’s cab, drawing a weary glance from her superior officer, Captain Clive Hudson. Taking the hint, she lowered the window an inch and redirected her exhaust fumes into the street outside.
As a freshly-minted lieutenant she had transferred out of the Parachute Regiment into the Special Air Service only three months ago and she was still finding her feet in the distinct atmosphere of the world’s most elite Special Forces Regiment. Hudson had worked hard to fit her in, but the note of recommendation from her CO in the Paras — Major Richard Eden — had sealed the deal among the others in the squad. There weren’t many people in this close-knit world who had not heard of the notorious Cairo Sloane.
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PART ONE

2005
Scarlet ‘Cairo’ Sloane fired up another Dunhill and waved out the match. Beyond the Escalade’s tinted windows the busy streets of Karachi’s Noor Jahan Market district buzzed with life under the baking Pakistani sun.
She blew the smoke into the SUV’s cab, drawing a weary glance from her superior officer, Captain Clive Hudson. Taking the hint, she lowered the window an inch and redirected her exhaust fumes into the street outside.
As a freshly-minted lieutenant she had transferred out of the Parachute Regiment into the Special Air Service only three months ago and she was still finding her feet in the distinct atmosphere of the world’s most elite Special Forces Regiment. Hudson had worked hard to fit her in, but the note of recommendation from her CO in the Paras — Major Richard Eden — had sealed the deal among the others in the squad. There weren’t many people in this close-knit world who had not heard of the notorious Cairo Sloane.
In the front, Sergeant Eddie “Mack” Donald slowed to cross Third Avenue and then Cairo felt herself pushed back into her seat when the chunky Scotsman hit the throttle again.
“Couldn’t pass me one of those things, could you Cairo?” he said in his heavy Glaswegian accent.
As a lieutenant, Cairo was an officer and several rungs above Mack on the army ladder, but she didn’t flinch when he called her by her nickname. This was the SAS, and that meant life was very different from before. In normal regiments he would have called her “Ma’am” and she would have called Captain Hudson “Sir”, but out in the field the SAS overlooked such formalities. Their job was too hard and their bond had to be greater.
“Sure,” she said, and tossed a cigarette into his lap.
“Thank you kindly, lass.”
Hudson sighed. “Great, now I’m stuck in here with two sodding chimneys.”
Cairo smiled but said nothing. As the smoke drifted through her teeth in a thick plume her eyes crawled over the parks either side of Fifth Avenue. This was her first serious mission with the regiment and she knew she would be under observation the whole time. A major screw-up could see her ‘returned to regiment’ and that, as they said, would be that.
“Smoking calms the nerves, Cap,” said Jonny Lane, the final member of their classic four-man unit. Jonny was the youngest of them all — a fusilier who had amazed everyone with the grit he’d demonstrated during SAS selection.
“We’re here,” Mack said.
“About bloody time,” Jonny said. “I need a slash.”
Cairo looked up and saw the heavy security gates of the British Deputy High Commission at the end of Fifth Avenue. Moments later they were producing ID and being waved through into the enormous compound in southern Karachi.
They were met by Peter Everard, the British Deputy High Commissioner and Commander Olivia Hart of the Royal Navy. They stood in the shade of an Indian beech tree as they shook hands.
“We spoke earlier, Captain,” Everard said casually. “And let me introduce Commander Hart. She’s here in her capacity as the commanding officer of the SBS team you’ll be working with.”
At the sound of the word ‘SBS’ — Special Boat Service — Mack pretended to be sick behind the backs of Everard and Hart, but a quick glance from Hudson brought him back to the conversation. Once, SAS and SBS rivalry was infamous, but with the non-stop merging of the UK Special Forces they were gradually morphing into one, and many on both sides didn’t like it.
They walked past the High Commission’s elegant swimming pool and stepped into one of the buildings in the north of the compound. Leaving the baking Karachi sun behind was a relief, and after climbing a short flight of stairs they reached a confidential briefing room where another two men were already waiting for them.
Hart moved forward and made the introductions. “This is Imran Zafar from Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence.”
The sombre man gave them a shallow nod but said nothing. The ISI was the highest level intel gathering service in Pakistan and an essential tool in the national security of the country. Established after World War Two by Major-General Robert Cawthome, and Australian-born British soldier who also served in the Pakistan Army, the contribution of its operatives had been critical throughout the intervening decades and everyone in the room held it in high regard.
Hart continued. “And this is Lieutenant George Fleming of the Royal Marines,” she said. “He’s my 2IC in the SBS and arrived from hell just this morning.”
Fleming got to his feet and shook their hands. He was tall and lean, with straw-colored hair and an honest but serious smile.
“Fresh out of hell, eh?” Hudson said.
“Yes, just back from an op in Helmand.”
Everard cleared his throat and got everyone’s attention. “We know why you’re all here,” he began. “So let’s get on with it.” As he spoke, he moved around the room and closed the blinds.
Cairo considered making a joke but thought better of it given the company and the subject they were about to discuss.
Everard switched on a laptop connected to an overhead projector and a second later a large image was beamed onto the wall in front of them. It was the Ministry of Defence’s tri-service logo — anchor for the navy, crossed swords for the army and eagle for the RAF — and beneath it three simple words: OPERATION DAGGER STRIKE. “Let’s get to it,” Everard said flatly. “Commander Hart?”
Hart moved over to the laptop and faced those gathered in the small room. For a few seconds the only sound was the gentle hum of the evaporative air conditioning unit above their heads. “As you all know, we’re here to take out Erzhan Akmetov, a Kazakh drugs cartel boss with strong connections to several high-ranking Taliban officials. He’s responsible not only for a massive amount of the opium that’s exported from this area but he helps to fund countless insurgencies against allied forces in the region as well.”
“Nice guy.”
“He’s primarily interested in the opium, but he finds the local Taliban are more amenable to his desires if he stirs up some trouble with the allied forces from time to time. He’s a ruthless individual who has exerted control over some of the toughest Taliban warlords, mostly because of his wealth, but he can also be unpredictable.”
“Why now?” Hud asked.
“He recently had his men kidnap a British photojournalist on the road south of Marjah and he’s talking about handing him over to the Taliban — plus he’s threatened to take others working in the area. He’s trying to frighten people away.”
They all exchanged a grim look. “How do we get to him?”
“This chap.”
An image of a man in a suit flicked onto the screen and Hart continued. “This is Kevin Campbell, Akmetov’s money launderer. He’s based in Karachi.”
“That doesn’t sound much like a Pakistani name,” Jonny said.
“Nothing gets past you, does it?” Hart said.
“Aye, he’s a sharp one,” Mack said. “Would this scumbag be British by any chance?”
“No,” Imran Zafar said, moving into the light of the projection. “Campbell is a Canadian national who is wanted in his own country and the United States for massive drugs trafficking offences.”
“He picked some nice new friends to start over,” Cairo said.
“Akmetov pays him the sort of money that makes everything else irrelevant,” said Hart. “Especially if you’re persona non grata in your homeland. As far as we’re concerned he’s pretty much our only way to Akmetov.”
“How so?” Hudson asked.
“Akmetov knows he’s on our Most Wanted and he constantly circulates his location, moving between various mansions and heavily-defended compounds almost every week. He doesn’t sleep in the same bed for more than a few days.”
Another wisecrack occurred to Cairo, but she was young and not entirely sure Imran Zafar or Peter Everard looked like they would share her humor so she kept it to herself.
“I knew a girl like that,” Mack said loudly, and everyone laughed.
Seeing everyone’s reaction to the gag made Cairo curse herself for not having the courage to say her own joke which had been even funnier.
“From what Imran here has gathered,” Hart continued, “Akmetov is currently in one of three locations.”
An image of a heavily-bombed compound in the Afghan desert flicked on the screen.
“Total devastation,” Hudson said.
“If you think that’s bad you should see where I grew up,” Mack said with a snort. Another chuckle and Mack casually scratched the silver stubble on his chin.
“This place is the first of the possible locations — a town in the Washer district, and this is the second possible location.” Hart flicked an image of another town on the screen, this time it was untouched by allied artillery and beside a wide river.
She changed the image again. “And this is the final place he could be…” Now they looked at a large compound full of flat-topped buildings scattered at various places within a high perimeter wall, all situated in front of an enormous range of snowcapped mountains. “It’s in the Garmser district in the far south of Helmand. Wherever he is, he travels with lots of armed men. We can’t be sure of his forces, but we know most of them are former Russian soldiers mixed with some Kazakh gangsters.”
“So what’s the plan?” Fleming asked.
“Dagger Strike will be composed of two four-man British units and two US Navy SEALs — the Americans are keen to have someone in the field on this one but they’ll join us after we have the location of Akmetov himself. The SBS will be composed of me, George here, plus two of our men already in the field,” she turned to the young naval officer. “Michaels and Sparrow, right?”
Fleming nodded.
“And the SAS contingent is all here — Captain Hudson, Lieutenant Sloane, Sergeant Donald and Trooper Lane. These two squads are ordered to capture Akmetov if possible, but if not then take him out. It’s that simple.”
“What’s the first step?” Hudson asked.
Hart switched off the laptop and the room went dark. “We pay a visit to Kevin Campbell.”

PART TWO

This time they drove in two Escalades — the SBS in the lead and following behind them Cairo Sloane and the rest of the SAS squad. There had been much talk of the rivalry and how important it was to be the first team to get to Akmetov, but they all knew they were fighting as one force.
Mack was at the wheel again and cursed as the Escalade in front pulled up and changed course for the third time. They had crossed Karachi and were now leaving its northern reaches. “They’re like fucking dolphins,” he said. “Fine as far as it goes while they’re under water, but put the wee bastards on dry land and they haven’t got a clue.”
A ripple of laughter went around the SAS Escalade but ended abruptly when they realized they had arrived in Campbell’s neck of the woods. The other Escalade pulled up in the shade of a nearby factory and then Hudson’s phone rang. He spoke for a few seconds and ended the call.
“That was the Commander,” he said, referring to Hart. “We’re to stay out of sight until nightfall in an hour, and then we go in. But there’s good news and bad news. Good news — latest satellite intel says our man is definitely in the property.”
“And the bad news?” Mack said.
“She only wants two of us to make up a team of four. Cairo and Jonny are backup.”
Cairo sighed. “Oh, for fu…”
“We’re not letting those Shaky Boats get the prize, Clive,” Mack said, talking about Hart and Fleming a few yards away in the other SUV. He climbed out of the car and padded over to the other Escalade. He returned a few moments later, got back in the SUV, pushed back into his seat and closed his eyes. “Cairo and Jonny are not back-up.”
“Eh?”
“Commander Hart agrees with me — both squads need to flex their muscles before the main strike on Akmetov. Wee Lassy here needs to get her hands dirty.”
“Hey!” Cairo said. “My hands are dirty enough!”
Hudson smiled but made no reply — Mack had more experience than any of the others on either squad and he was right — so instead he cranked his chair back a few notches and stretched his legs out. “What can a man do with sixty minutes?” he said, looking at his watch.
“I know what a woman can do with sixty minutes,” Cairo said from the back as she reached for her cigarettes. “So around half of that I guess.”
Jonny snorted and shook his head. “You really think you’re something, Cairo Sloane.”
“Better than thinking you’re nothing, Jonny Boy.”
“Ouch. got me.” Jonny pretended he’d been shot and fell back in his seat making strange gurgling noises.
And so it went on until the sun went down over the plains of Balochistan and Cairo started to drift off in the heat of the dying day. The next thing she knew Hud was waking her. She opened her eyes to see he was turned around in his seat and staring at her. “That was the Commander,” he said. “Time for our picnic.”
They split into two squads of three — Hart, Fleming and Jonny going to the front of the property while Cairo, Hud and Mack went to the rear. Armed with an array of weapons ranging from Glocks to Mack’s trusty Remington shotgun, they were ready for anything. Now, Cairo felt her heart quicken as she moved swiftly but silently along a dusty alley running behind Campbell’s property. She pulled her weapon and jogged along behind Mack and Hudson as they approached the south wall of the compound. Hart’s voice came through her earpiece.
“Nothing going on around the front.”
“Quiet as a grave here, Guv,” Mack said.
Cairo ran alongside the two much more experienced men, gripping her gun with her hands for all her life was worth. She was a fully-trained SAS officer with several years before that as an officer in the Parachute Regiment, but being out on the streets of a place like Karachi with no back-up was different from Sandhurst or Hereford.
Very different. Now, over the sound of her stifled breathing came the Maghrib, or the sunset call to prayer. The sound of the muezzin echoed over the rooftops as they made their way closer to Campbell. An image of her family home raced through her mind… the safety of the garden, the protection of its rose-covered walls… and then she was dragged back into the moment by the sound of gunshots.
Hart’s voice came over the airwaves again. “Man down! Man down!” They all knew that meant Fleming, and then more automatic gunfire followed her words. Half a second later Mack blasted the back gate into matchwood with the Remington.
“We’re going in!” Hudson yelled.
They sprinted through the yard and slammed into the wall of a garage block a few yards to the north of the main building. Lights were on all over the property now and they heard screams coming from all over the inside of the place.
“What’s going on, Commander?” Hud said, keeping himself pinned against the wall, gun raised an inch from his face.
“Man on the upper balcony,” Hart said. “Jonny just took him out but he got George first. That’s what started the fireworks party.”
“I see that scumbag Campbell!” Mack’s gravelly voice rasped in everyone’s earpieces. “He’s making a break for it — coming this way!”
“He wants to get to the garage,” Hud said.
“Then he’s shit out of luck,” said Cairo, cocking her gun.
A second later a panicking, sweating man dashed out of the back door and staggered toward the garage. One arm was across his chest, clutching a sheaf of papers. In his other arm was what Cairo thought looked like an old Soviet combat knife.
“Going somewhere, Kevin?” Mack said.
“Just what the hell is this?” Campbell said. The hand gripping the dagger was shaking as the adrenalin pumped through his arms. “Is this Akmetov? Has Akmetov sent you? I knew I couldn’t trust that bastard!”
Behind them in the house came the sound of rapid burst gunfire as Commander Hart and Jonny Lane cleared the rest of the property.
Mack raised his gun. “Drop the knife, lad. Looks like your pals are all gone now.”
Campbell screamed and threw the paperwork into the air. Hundreds of pieces of paper drifted all over the place as the Canadian turned on his heel to run back into the house, but he was met by Hud’s fist.
Bones crunched.
Cartilage squashed.
Campbell screamed again and fell back into the hard dirt of the yard, knocked out colder than a Moscow winter.
Mack picked him up with one arm and hauled him over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift.
Hud spoke rapidly into his mic. “We have the target. Everyone out.”
* * *
They met at the Escalades and hit the gas, skidding out of the side street in a hail of diesel and dust and with a trail of death behind them. The sound of sirens rose into the Karachi night as local police responded to calls about gunfire at the property, but the joint SAS-SBS squads were already driving north on the Lyari Expressway.
No one mentioned George Fleming at all. There would be time for that later. After a silent cruise, they were in a safe house in Jamshed Town half an hour later, and Kevin Campbell was tied to a chair in a grimy kitchen. He blinked wildly and tried to speak through the gag in his mouth.
Hart had kept everyone out of the room except Mack and Cairo, and now Mack tore the gag from the Canadian’s mouth as the young Englishwoman pulled her gun from her holster and leaned back against the sink.
“Who are you people?” Campbell asked. “If not Akmetov, then Russians maybe?”
“I’m no fuckin’ Russky, lad,” Mack said, and punched him in the face. He pulled his punch. It was just meant to rattle him, and it worked.
“Then who, dammit?”
“We’re from the Boy Scouts,” Mack said. “And we want you to play nice.”
“Or what?”
“Or you’ll go home with more than a bloody nose,” Cairo said.
“What are you?” Campbell said defiantly. “Fifteen?”
Cairo’s kick was so fast even Mack didn’t see it coming, and the first anyone knew about it was when the Canadian doubled over in pain, his eyes watering.
As he screamed, Mack winced and gave a low whistle. “I do hope you’ve already got a little family started, Kevin, because I don’t think it’s gonnae happen after what just happened to your nuts now.”
“What… do… you… want?” he croaked.
Cairo spoke up. “Where is Akmetov?”
Campbell began to give a sad, pathetic laugh. Blood from his smashed nose ran down over his lips. “So that’s what all this is about?”
Then Mack moved with such speed that this time it was Cairo who never saw it coming. Before anyone knew what had happened the Scotsman grabbed the Canadian’s ear with his right hand and gripped his head with his left hand.
Campbell tried to recoil, but Mack’s grip around his head was just too tight. He started to grunt in pain as the battle-hardened SAS sergeant’s arm constricted around his skull and his leathery fingers increased the grip on the money launderer’s ear.
“One more fuckin’ peep outta you, son, and you lose your ear, you hear me?”
“What the fu…”
Mack pulled at the ear and Campbell stopped talking and began to squeal. “Yes, I hear you! Dammit, I hear you!”
“It’s not hard to tear an ear clear off,” Mack said quietly. “And yours won’t be the first.”
Cairo took a step back and instinctively looked from Mack to the door behind them. She wondered if Commander Hart knew this was happening.
“Now, where does that fuckin’ numpty Akmetov hang out these days? Answer me quick and quiet. Me and my friends are running out of time. Got it?”
Campbell started sobbing and when he nodded his head he screamed in pain.
“Best not to move your head,” Mack said. “Just say got it.”
“Got it.”
“There’s a good lad. Now, give me the location or you’re never gonnae wear sunglasses again.”
“Akmetov’s in the Garmser district for the next few days.”
“In the compound by the mountains?”
“Yes. Please let me go.”
We’re not letting you go until that’s confirmed, Kev… so if you’re bullshitting me you’re losing the ear.”
“I’m not bullshitting you. It’s the Garmer compound until the weekend.”
Mack released him and moved around to the front of the chair.
Campbell breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God for.”
Mack’s gnarled fist stopped Kevin Campbell finishing the sentence, and then Hart, Hud and Jonny were in the room.
“You hear that?” Cairo said.
Hart nodded. “I’ve already told our men in the field to get there at once and put the place under surveillance. In the meantime Imran’s taking this piece of crap into ISI custody and we need to get to Garmser.”
“I don’t imagine ISI custody is going to be the nicest of places if you’re a man like Kevin Campbell,” Cairo said, sliding her gun back in the holster.
“That’s his problem,” Hud said.
“Aye,” Mack said, “and ours is finding a chopper at this time o’ night.”
Hart pulled out her phone. “Just leave that to me.”

PART THREE

Cairo peered out of the chopper as it blasted its way through the night. Outside the desert was black and only visible when the moon broke through the clouds and everything turned a strange, ghostly silver color for a few seconds. She wondered what could drive a man like Kevin Campbell to cross over to the dark side and work for someone like Erzhan Akmetov.
The two SEALs, Petty Officer John Richards and Seaman Franky Loretto, had joined them at the airbase and were now on the other side of the chopper swapping stories with the British guys and talking about tactics. Cairo could hear them through her headset but she ignored the banter. She was nervous about her first deployment with the regiment and distracted by sudden thoughts of her parents’ bloody execution. She had witnessed it as a child and the psychological scars were deep and rough. The images rose up into her mind like black phantoms and she worked hard to shake them away.
She couldn’t afford to make any mistakes right now — the life of the young photojournalist was in her hands. She comforted herself with a promise — a promise to hunt down and kill the men responsible for her parents’ deaths no matter what it took, no matter how long it took, and then she focused on Dagger Strike.
The pilot told them to prepare for landing and like the others she gave her weapons a final check as the engine overhead began to lose power.
They descended and landed behind a low line of foothills half a kilometre to the south of Akmetov’s compound. As the rotor blades slowed and the pilots switched the machine off, Cairo and the others walked across to the SBS man who had guided them to the landing site. He was dressed in black with a black beanie pulled down to his eyebrows and his face covered in camo paint.
“Nice of you to turn up,” he said cheerily.
“Is that you Michaels?” Hart said. Concern filled her voice and she began to scan the area.
“Sure is, and I was getting lonely out here in this desert all by my sodding self.”
“Pretty crappy company, then,” Cairo said.
Before he could reply, Hart interrupted. “Where’s…”
“Bit of a problem there,” the SBS operative said, shouldering his gun.
Olivia Hart sighed, the anger on her face partially hidden by her own camo paint. “What’s he done this time?”
“About an hour ago we were watching what passes for a main road around here when we saw Akmetov’s men shoot up an MSF convoy and snatch one of the doctors.”
“Medecins Sans Frontieres?” Hart said. “I thought Doctors Without Borders were working further north than this?”
“No idea, boss,” Michaels said. “But Sparrow was off like a shot out of a gun when he saw them take that doctor.”
“And his present location?”
“He left here around thirty minutes ago and.”
His words were interrupted by the sound of distant automatic gunfire.
“I think I can assume his present location,” Hart said. “Dammit — and now we have two hostages instead of one. Brilliant.”
“That’s what he was trying to stop,” Michaels said.
Richards checked his watch. “We need to get on.”
“I’m ready to do it,” Loretto said.
Hart agreed, and the team made its way through a series of low ravines in the moonlight until they reached the compound. On their short journey the gunfire from inside the place had been sporadic and Cairo guessed the SBS guy was still on the loose, but then the party kicked off for real.
Rapid GPMG shots fired out, and they dived for cover. The Americans were to the right of her, to the east, and the SBS guys were to the left. They all saw the muzzle flash on top of the main building’s roof and it looked like the gunner was tracking someone across the yard at the front of the compound.
“He must have Sparrow in his sights,” Hart said over the radio.
“Whoever it is, he’s moving like lightning by the looks of how fast they’re swinging that gun,” Richards said.
“So let’s get in there,” Mack said, readying his submachine gun and shouldering a grenade launcher. “If it’s all right with you bastards I’d like to sleep in a real bed tonight and not on this fuckin’ sand.”
Hart ordered them in, and following their battle plan they divided into their separate units and attacked the compound from different sides with Richards, Loretto and Jonny providing sniper back-up. The SBS went in from the west while Cairo and the rest of the SAS made straight in from the south.
Knowing one of their own was inside the compound taking serious heat, all three teams fought like wildfire to get inside and draw some of the enemy fire away from the SBS man. Akmetov’s men were now facing the fight of their lives — not just to defend their boss’s hideaway, but to stay alive, and they fought like maniacs.
Cairo dashed forward on her own now, Heckler & Koch held tight to her body as she sprinted across the yard and tucked herself in behind an outbuilding. She flicked her head around the edge of the wall and saw her target.
Large man, holding an Uzi and retreating back toward the main property.
He was using an old Nissan pickup for cover, and firing in intermittent bursts to keep the raiders at bay.
Cairo hurled an L109A1 frag grenade over the hip of the outbuilding’s roof and counted three seconds.
The explosion was savage and lethal fragments of bent, twisted steel shards burst in every direction in a terrific fireball.
She checked around the corner and Mr Uzi was long gone. She ran forward through the hot smoke and devastation the frag had just caused, deliberately using it as cover as she pushed forward again. Behind her, Mack was on the roof of the garage block and had just started firing a Punisher at the upper stories of the main residence.
The precision air-burst grenade launcher, officially known as the XM25 Counter Defilade Target Engagement System was a lethal piece of equipment in the right hands, and Mack’s hands were as right as they came. Now, he unleashed hell on Akmetov’s forces on the balcony and the upper storeys behind it, firing a rapid burst of 25 mm grenades at the enemy.
Seeing some of the men leap off the roof and try and make a break for it behind the stables, the sturdy Scot smacked a new box magazine into the weapon, used the laser rangefinder to adjust the distance and let the escapees have some more hell. The grenades exploded all around them, blasting the stables to pieces and sending the fleeing men tumbling into the air.
“Did I get them?” he said calmly over the radio.
“Dead before they hit the ground,” Richards said.
“Before what was left of them hit the ground, you mean,” said Jonny.
Panicked now, Akmetov was visible sprinting through the lower levels and screaming orders at his men to keep the invaders at bay no matter the cost. It didn’t seem to work, and the remaining men who had survived the initial assault now began to scatter and run into the desert to save their own skins.
But saving skins wasn’t on the menu. Orders were to take them all out and now Richards, Loretto and Jonny began picking them off one by one.
The Kazakh drug lord appeared in the door — he was holding the photojournalist at gunpoint, pushing the muzzle of a pistol into his temple. In his other hand he had what looked like a Type 79 Chinese submachine gun. He started screaming at the team as they mopped up the last of the resistance and closed in on him.
He desperately swivelled his eyes at the encroaching Special Forces personnel, hardly able to believe how fast it had all gone down. The game was well and truly up. “I will kill him if you come any closer!”
As he spoke he loosed a volley of fire from the submachine gun, firing wildly in every direction. The journalist winced and tried to duck but Akmetov ordered him to stay where he was. He tossed the pistol away and pulled what looked like a grenade from his pocket, and then fired another burst at the invaders.
Cairo dived for cover behind the Nissan and reloaded her submachine gun, smacking another magazine into it and taking a few short breaths to steady her hands. The adrenalin was coursing through her veins like jet fuel as the bullets traced and whizzed over her and buried themselves into a cheap plaster wall behind the rusted pickup.
Akmetov’s Type 79 blasted a window in the wall and sent a burst of glass shards showering down over her head. He lowered the barrel and began ripping holes in the Nissan she was hiding behind.
The Kazakh now stumbled out of the burning building — ablaze thanks to Mack’s Punisher. “Get back!” he yelled, and made his way toward the garage block. “I’m getting out of here right now.”
From up on the perimeter wall, Richards tracked the Kazakh through his sniper rifle. “You got that right,” he said over the radio. “Crosshairs right between his eyes.”
“It has to be clear shot,” Hart said. “You can’t risk the journalist’s life.”
“I got the shot and I’m going to… wait — damn journalist moved in my way.”
Cairo felt her breath grow deeper as her heart quickened. From her position on the ground behind the savaged Nissan she had the shot but there was no time to call it in. She spun around and rested her arms on the truck’s hood, bringing her gun into the aim in less than two seconds and squeezed the trigger.
Akmetov collapsed like a rag doll and the journalist staggered away, yelling hysterically for a few seconds.
And then they all saw it — what they thought had been a grenade was a dead man’s switch tightly held in Akmetov’s hand. Now, his dead fingers unfurled and released the switch, and the entire lower floor of the compound started to blow up. The explosions lit the night for miles as the place went up in smoke, room by room.
“The whole place is wired to blow!” Mack yelled.
Hud ran forward and grabbed the journalist, dragging him to safety.
“Jesus — the MSF doctor is still in there!” said Loretto.
“And our boy,” said Hart.
Cairo shook her head for a second, hardly able to see the main residence for all the fire and smoke. She could hardly believe her eyes as she watched a colossal fireball consume the entire entrance hall, and then something happened that made her stop breathing.
A man holding a woman in his arms burst out of the raging inferno and sprinted across the yard toward the safety of the Nissan.
He skidded to a halt and fell down into the dirt beside her, and then gently rolled the unconscious woman from his arms until she was free. He started giving her the kiss of life when Hart skidded down next to him, firing off a few rounds at a straggler who was running along the roof.
“You stupid bastard, Hawke!” Hart yelled.
“I had to save her, Liv!”
“Crazy bastard Limey,” Richards said over the radio.
Cairo looked confused. “I thought you said his name was Sparrow?”
Hawke shook his head. “Name’s Hawke — Joe Hawke. Sparrow’s a nickname a few of the lads in the SBS call me. Sparrowhawk.” He looked apologetic. “To them, this is the height of humor.” He returned his attention to the unconscious doctor.
“Don’t change the subject,” Hart said. “You had strict orders not to engage with the enemy until we arrived. You could have blown the whole operation.”
“Sparrow…” Cairo said disparagingly.
The doctor began to splutter back to life, and Hawke sat her up, leaning her back against the wall. “It’s all right, Tuva,” he said, brushing her hair from her face. “You’re back with us and we’re getting out of here right now.”
“Where am I?” She looked at their faces, totally confused, and began to cough again.
“You’re in hell,” Cairo said.
“Leave it, Cairo,” said Hart.
“Cairo?” said Hawke. “You’re taking the piss out of Sparrow and you’re called Cairo. What sort of name is that?”
“The sort that will kick your arse up one side of your massive ego and down the other if you don’t watch your tongue.”
Hawke looked at Hart. “I thought we agreed only tamed newbies from now on?” “Hey! Who you calling a newbie?”
“I hate to break this up,” Hart said, “but we’re out of here — the chopper’s on its way and is meeting us south of the compound.”
As they marched back across the desert the chopper rose up into the air and crossed in front of the full moon low on the horizon. The wind whipped up, promising a sandstorm and their radios crackled: Taliban on their way.
After checking the photojournalist and doctor weren’t too shell-shocked, Hart said, “One night in Karachi and then we’re going in opposite directions. No idea what the US Navy has in store for you guys, but SBS are being deployed on a counter-terror op in Iraq and SAS are going on a holiday to Kabul.”
“That’s a shame,” Hawke said, turning to Cairo. “I was looking forward to working with you again.”
“You call that work, darling?” Cairo said with a grin. “That’s just a warm-up.”
A ripple of laughter went around the group as they approached the chopper. They shielded their eyes from the sand whipped up by the rotor wash.
“Come on,” Hawke said. “I’ll buy you a drink.”
Cairo gave him a look. “Me? I never touch the stuff.”
On hearing this, Mack and the other SAS men burst into laughter but Cairo didn’t flinch. She climbed up into the chopper and closed her eyes for a second. Her first SAS deployment was over.
THE END

Dagger Strike is a short story that I want to make available free of charge to all of my readers who have enjoyed the Joe Hawke Series. It is not available on Amazon or any other digital bookseller. It is meant purely for my readers, and I hope, Dear Mystery Reader, that you enjoyed reading a little bit about some of the team’s past lives before the infamous events of The Vault of Poseidon…
I’m also using this space to thank you all for leaving me so many amazing reviews.
As you may know, publishing novels on Amazon revolves around the review system and without these reviews an author loses his visibility on the rank and will not be able to carry on writing. I do not take these reviews for granted and it means a great deal to me that you take time out to give me this feedback. Thank you.
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