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CHAPTER ONE

I glance at Treo. I’m worried about how he’s coping with the suffocating heat and the thudding beat of the whocka-whocka. Its giant twin rotor blades are screaming above our heads as we swoop earthwards, the helo coming in low and fast and weaving this way and that in an effort to avoid enemy fire.

I’m sitting on a fold-down canvas seat to one side of the giant helicopter’s hold, Treo facing forwards and sandwiched between my knees. The rear ramp’s already been lowered, so my dog and I can dive off it as soon as the aircraft hits the dirt. The wind is rushing in like a howling gale, mixed with the heady scent of burning avgas from the aircraft’s twin turbines.

Treo’s a handsome-as-hell black Labrador–spaniel cross, and he’s my most trusted friend. In the world of war-dogs he’s known as a toughie and a troublemaker, not a licky, soppy kind of mutt. But right now I can tell that he’s in need of some real comfort from his ‘dad’.

He feels my gaze upon him, and cranes his head around in an effort to make eye contact. The whites of his eyes flash this way and that as he searches for me, his shiny black muzzle pointing vertically at the roof above.

I reach down and get my arm around his neck, pulling him in until his head’s leant to one side and cradled on my thigh.

I hold him close and whisper into his velvety-soft ear: ‘It’s OK, lad, Dad’s here and he’s not going to let anything happen to you, not ever …’

But as I say those words I pray that I’ve got the power to deliver on them – that I truly can bring my dog out of this one uninjured and alive. When dog and handler are as close as Treo and me, emotions run up-leash and down again. He knows I’m excited to be here, but that I’m hugely apprehensive and nervous for him.

He throws me this glance, his coal-bright amber eyes like pools of trusting fire. Over the years we’ve spent together I’ve learned to read his every look. This one says: Wherever the hell it is you’re taking me, Dad, I’m sticking by your side. And as long as I’m with you I know it’s going to be all right.

I tell him that it is. I tell him that he’s right. I tell him that I’ll protect him with my very life if I have to; no one’s going to shoot or blow up my best buddy, my dog.

On one level, it doesn’t matter what words exactly you say to your dog, it’s how you say them that matters. I’m using my high-pitched ‘praise’ voice as I talk, letting Treo know I’m happy with him and that all’s good between us. But he and I have lived and worked together for so long now that we’ve formed a special, much deeper connection. I truly believe that my dog can understand every word that I say, and that’s the magic of the bond between us.

The Chinook lurches earthwards and flares out, preparing to land. We descend into a howling ‘brown-out’ – a thick, choking dust storm kicked up by the rotor blades. Luckily, I’ve remembered to pack Treo’s ‘doggles’, Perspex goggles that strap onto your dog’s head. As we go belting down the Chinook’s open ramp, we’re both sporting our protective eyewear so as to prevent the sand from getting blasted into our eyes and blinding us.

We hit the ground running, and as we exit the chopper the handler and dog team we’re replacing are ready to go pounding up the open ramp to take our place. It’s too noisy to exchange more than the briefest of words. The handler stuffs a scribbled note into my hand: Dave, welcome to Sangin. Only 186 days to go – you know the rest!

Seconds later they’re swallowed up by the aircraft’s gaping hold, the whine of the rotors screaming to fever pitch as the Chinook claws into the air. I crouch amongst a heap of our ‘K9’ – military working dog – equipment, trying to shield Treo from the crushing downwash of the rotor blades. The belly of the helicopter vanishes into the dark and howling sandstorm, whisking handler and dog back towards Camp Bastion … and safety.

Treo and I have just taken over as the Arms Explosives Search dog team here in Sangin, Helmand Province, Afghanistan – more commonly known as ‘IED Central’. This is arguably the most dangerous place in the world’s most dangerous war zone right now. Yet that’s it: our handover’s done. The man-and-dog team that preceded us has got the hell out, and with them has gone all the knowledge that they accumulated during their six-month tour. Still, I do my best to see the funny side of it: welcome to Sangin. Only 186 days to go…

With the helicopter gone the dust storm gradually abates. Treo and I are able to take stock of our surroundings. We’ve been dropped on the helipad – a stretch of parched, arid sandy terrain – which sits in the midst of the Sangin DC (District Centre), a vast compound that serves as the British Army’s headquarters here.

The entire place is dominated by the squat shape of the District Centre itself, which resembles something from out of the Alamo. It’s like a dun-coloured layer cake; one made from pockmarked concrete and shrapnel-riddled sandbags, and decorated with glistening spools of razor wire. The whip-like silhouettes of radio antennae sprout from four corners of the war-blasted building, and every bullet-torn window and doorway vomits rolls of camouflage netting.

Clustered around the foot of the building are scores of squat, ugly, makeshift shelters. The walls are made of thick HESCO barriers – a wire-mesh system filled with earth to form blast-proof structures – with sandbags overhead. There are thick tufts of grass sprouting out of the roofs, testimony to the length of time the British Army has spent under siege here.

It’s towards one of those shelters that Treo and I make our wary way, in search of somewhere to house one man and his dog. Although a dog and handler have been here before us, there’s very little on site for an animal’s welfare. All the base can offer to house Treo is a small metal cage, with some sheets of cardboard flung over for shade.

As soon as I put him in there his ears flop down and his head droops to the floor unhappily. He glances up at me with a dejected, hangdog look: What have I done to deserve this?

I reach into one of the side pockets of my rucksack and pull out a vacuum-wrapped bone. It’s one of dozens I’ve carried out from the UK. I pass it through the bars, in an effort to try to cheer him up a little.

‘Here you go then, big lad, have a chew on that …’

He sniffs at the proffered bone but doesn’t take it, which is so unlike my dog. He leaves me to drop it onto the floor of his cage. This isn’t Treo at all. Normally, he loves nothing more than a good gnaw on a big, juicy bone. This is his way of showing me how unhappy he is in these dingy and cramped quarters.

It’s a first rule in the working-dog world that only a well rested and well looked after animal will give 100 per cent. A dog that feels uncared for will be unhappy and will work way below par. Treo and I have come here on a life-or-death mission sniffing out the bombs, and in my book anything less than 100 per cent is just not good enough.

In addition to being dark and horribly claustrophobic, the cage also provides zero cover from enemy fire. From our pre-deployment briefings I know that Sangin’s getting shot-up, mortared and rocketed on a daily basis. So, first priority is going to be to build my dog and me some proper, decent bomb- and bulletproof quarters.

By the time I’ve got Treo half settled it’s last light, and we’ve got no time for any of that now. I fetch him out of his cage, for there’s no way he’ll get any rest in there. We bed down side by side on my cot, with him cuddling up to me for security. I give him a good long scratch behind the ears where I know he likes it best, and I talk him to sleep as gunfire crackles in the darkness all around us.

I lie awake, a bundle of worry. The commander of the resident unit – Bravo Company, 40 Commando, Royal Marines –has already let me know that he wants Treo and me out on their patrols right away. Sangin’s been nicknamed IED Central for a very good reason: British soldiers keep getting hit by murderous improvised explosive devices (IEDs) here. Yet from the moment Treo and I set out for Afghanistan our journey’s been dogged by trouble, and we could hardly be less prepared for the wartorn streets of Sangin town.

A few days back we’d deployed from the 104 Military Working Dog Unit, based at North Luffenham, Rutland. We were two dozen human-and-dog teams, including Arms Explosive Search (AES) dogs, Infantry Patrol (IP) dogs, and Patrol Dogs. IP dogs are trained to go out on the front line and detect the enemy from afar, whereas patrol dogs are trained to provide security at military bases and other installations.

We deliberately deployed two weeks early to Afghanistan, planning to use the extra time to get the AES dogs acclimatised to the withering heat, and their noses adjusted to the smells here. Treo’s an AES dog, which means he’s trained to find weapons and to detect a range of explosive odours – including C4, detonation cord, water gel, TNT and dynamite. But scents tend to differ wherever it is you’re searching – especially when you’ve got a nose as sensitive as Treo’s – and we’d planned to spend those two weeks training with local arms and explosives, to get the dogs tuned in.

But it sure didn’t happen that way. The first we knew that we were being sent directly into the field was when our giant Galaxy transport aircraft touched down at Camp Bastion. I was just getting Treo out of his transportation crate when word was passed around the aircraft’s echoing hold – Get your kit ready, you’re going out tomorrow! And that’s how we learned that we were heading directly into the jaws of war.

The commander of the 104, Captain Martin Thompson, called us together to explain what was what. After our sergeant major, Frank Holmes, I am the third most senior rank, and the only one of the more senior guys getting sent into the field. That didn’t worry me much. I’m infantry trained, and in my thirty-eight years I’ve gained more combat experience than most of the young soldiers being sent into Afghanistan. What did worry me was heading into the heart of war with ‘green’ dogs; ones who’d had no chance to acclimatise, or to get their noses in.

The 104 is seen as being the elite of the British military working dog world, and we’re often deployed to support Special Forces operations. Our CO explained to us that being from the 104 we could handle it, and that we’d ‘acclimatise on the job’. We’d have to ease our dogs into their first missions, carefully controlling how often they went out and for how long, so they didn’t burn themselves out, or worse still miss any IEDs.

We’re all of us total pros and we hail from a fine unit, so none of us whinged too much. But if we’d had those two weeks to properly acclimatise and prepare, who knows how differently things might have turned out.

In a way I guess it was understandable, but our OC gave the three female AES handlers the real cushy postings. Ali Sutherland got Kabul, which is nicknamed ‘Kabutlins’ by the British soldiers. Foot patrols in the Afghan capital were done with the floppy-jungle-hat, softly-softly approach, reflecting the perceived threat level. Marianne Hay had got given the military base at Kandahar, complete with swimming pool, Pizza Hut and Dunkin’ Donuts. And Debbie Cafful got Lashkar Gar, the capital of Helmand Province, which is also slipper city.

I know those lasses well, having trained them and their dogs over the months and the years. There’s not one amongst them would have baulked at being sent to the most dangerous of bases in Afghanistan. They’re as brave and capable as the lads, and I know they’d have gone anywhere asked of them, but the RAVC’s hierarchy is determined to protect them. God knows it’d be one hell of a public relations disaster to get a woman-and-dog team killed here.

That left the boys to take the murder postings. Dan Barron had been sent up to Kajaki, with his liver-and-white spaniel, Harvey. Dan’s one of the nicest blokes you could ever meet, with his funny, high-pitched Preston accent, and a habit of dropping his aitches. Dan’s only problem is his drinking: like most of us, he thinks he’s ten men when he’s got the beer inside him. He loves his ’Arvey, and I know it’ll destroy him if his dog steps on one of the thousands of deadly land mines planted up around the Kajaki area.

Then there’s Sean Cheetham, all seven-foot beanpole of him, with his black Labrador, Max. Sean’s got a wonderful good nature, and he’d do anything for you, although he sure loves doing his cheeky impersonations of my thick Mancunian accent. Sean and I are great friends, which makes me all the more worried that he’d got posted to the die-hard Taliban stronghold of Musa Qala. I’ve got a feeling Sean’s going to go up there a boy and come back very much a man.

The seventh member of the 104’s AES team is young Ken Rowe. You can’t help liking Ken. He’s a good-looking, gobby Geordie who winds me up something proper, but I love him all the same. His confidence and brash ways remind me of myself at his age – twenty-something and ready to take on the world.

Ken’s got a fantastic dog, a snowy-white Lab called Sasha. If there’s one dog in the 104 that can rival Treo’s abilities, it’s her. She’s the only one that Treo truly respects. He recognises her superlative search capabilities, and she’s also Treo’s bit of skirt. Whenever he’s around Sasha he goes all bashful, like an adolescent with a crush. It’s hardly surprising: she is one hell of a classy-looking girl.

With some K9 teams the love between handler and hound becomes so strong that the dog actually stops working properly. That was the case with Sasha and her first handler, Marianne. Reluctantly, Marianne had to give Sasha up and hand her over to Ken. She feared that she and her dog had grown too close, and that their ability to seek out the bombs had become impaired by their love for each other.

I’ve never had that problem with Treo. No matter how much love I give him, he always wants to work. I don’t believe there’s anything will ever stop him doing what we do so well together. Whenever I take him down the local hardware store at home, he’s straight over to the bottles of weedkiller, sitting on his haunches and staring up at them: Look what I’ve found, Dad. (Weedkillers can be used to make explosives.) He can’t stop being a working dog. It’s what he loves.

Ken and Sasha got together only recently, but they’ve formed a fantastic team, one of the 104’s very best. Here in Afghanistan they’ve been given Inkerman – a base that’s arguably as volatile as Sangin, but somewhat smaller. There are more firefights at Inkerman, but there are far fewer IEDs. It’s a more traditional, less sneaky kind of war the Taliban are waging there. But after Sangin I figure it’s the next worst posting in terms of your chances of getting blown up or killed.

I’m worried for Ken, Sean and Dan, plus their dogs. Dead worried. They’re new to combat and they’ve been posted to places that are pretty close to hell. They’re lone teams parachuted into a variety of regiments, and I know the horrendous work rate that’ll be expected of them and their dogs. But I’m confident that each has the personality to shine through and to win friends, which will help them cope with the loneliness, the exhaustion and the sheer relentless knife-edge terror of it all.

I’ve trained and worked and lived with those lads since 2003, when we first deployed to Northern Ireland together. I’ve coached them tirelessly for Afghan ops, trying to give them the kind of infantry know-how that I learned in my original unit, the Cheshire Regiment. But I’m not kidding myself that it’s going to be easy for them, or risk- and trauma-free.

In a tiny unit like ours involved in such life-or-death work, everyone becomes close. Ken, Dan and Sean were up at my house for Christmas, just a few weeks prior to deploying to Afghanistan. I’d made sure we had a proper good time of it, and that was really my family Christmas.

I’d bought this giant turkey from a local Lincolnshire farmer to feed all of my boys. I was getting it ready for the oven when Ken tapped me on the shoulder. He had one of those smug grins on his face, which always serve to wind me up a treat.

‘What you doing for Christmas dinner then, Dave? Turkey stuffed with giblets?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean, you ungrateful little so-and-so?’ I shot back at him.

‘You ain’t removed the giblets, have you?’

I peered inside the greasy white flesh and I could see that Ken was right – I hadn’t. I could half remember my mum removing the turkey’s innards at Christmas so she could pack it full of stuffing. I started to reach inside the big, cold slab of turkey to do likewise.

Ken was laughing outright now. ‘That’s its bloody neck! You’ve got to go in the other way, and ram your hand up its arse …’

I stepped back and gestured at the big, pimply white carcass. ‘There you go then, mate, you have a go.’

Ken point-blank refused. As far as he was concerned I’d invited him over for Christmas dinner, so all the hard work was going to be done by me. Somehow, I muddled through, and a few hours late we sat down to the mother of all feasts. And every time one of us finished off a hunk of juicy turkey, we made sure to toss the bone to Treo. He was in heaven, was my boy, and the rest of my team seemed pretty happy with the feasting.

Ken, Dan and Sean are like the honorary members of the Dave Heyhoe family, especially since I’ve got next to no hope of ever having kids of my own. I’m no oil painting, yet somehow I’ve managed to snare some lovely girlfriends in my time. But with none has there ever been the barest hint of a pregnancy. A few years back I’d gone to see an Army doctor, to have a quiet chat about it all. He in turn referred me to a local hospital.

There I had to go through the embarrassing ritual of producing a sperm sample so the doctors could take a good look. The result that came back was that I had a less than 5 per cent chance of ever fathering a child, my sperm count was so low. And so it was that I’d learned that I was more or less infertile.

I’d always seen myself as being a very ‘manly’ kind of bloke, and this just didn’t feel right somehow. Dave Heyhoe was half the man that he’d thought he was. And that in turn made the lads from the 104 – Ken, Dan and Sean – even more like my family. And as for Treo, he’s like the son that I’ll never have.

It’s typical of the cheek of those lads that even on the Chinook ride out to Sangin, they were still winding me up.

‘Sangin’s nothing more than Blackpool with a bloody river running through it.’

‘Enjoy your holiday by the water whilst we get the murder postings!’

‘Hope you packed your suntan lotion and your lilo.’

I volunteered Treo and me for Sangin. I did so because I’ve got sixteen years’ infantry experience, and if anyone can handle IED Central then I can. I’ve done years of hands-on soldiering, so it’s only right that Treo and I get the most dangerous posting of all.

There are four platoons from Bravo Company stationed here, and they’re an elite unit who’ll want a K9 team on every one of their patrols. We’re expected to get straight on with sniffing out the bombs, having had zero time to settle in. I’ve put one condition on our doing so: the boss of the 104 has to get a second K9 team sent out to serve alongside us. Without another man-and-dog team, Treo and I are going to be burned out in a matter of days.

I’ve done two decades of soldiering and I’m a veteran of Northern Ireland, Bosnia and Iraq. It’s been my role in the 104 to prepare our dog teams for Afghanistan. Most of the handlers are combat virgins, and they’re walking into the fire. If I lose a single man, woman or dog I know that I’ll never get over it: I’ll always blame myself for not bringing them all home. I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering if I could have done something more in the training, something that would have made the difference between their living and dying.

We seven AES teams are tasked with covering the entire British war effort here in Afghanistan. Treo and I were the first to be dropped on the ground, with the other teams flying onwards to their bases. As my dog and I exited the Chinook, I said my goodbyes to the young lads and lasses and their dogs. Just as Treo sees me as his dad, so do they, and it was tough letting them go. But I’ve got every faith in them.

I’m 100 per cent certain none will turn away from their task, even though they’re heading out to do the most dangerous job in the world.


CHAPTER TWO

On our first morning in Sangin Treo and I are introduced to the two surprise members of our team – Jihad and Sandbag. Bravo Company has adopted two Afghan strays as their mascots. Jihad looks like a collie–German shepherd cross, and she’s a sleek and beautiful dog. Sandbag is an impossible-looking Labrador–poodle cross, with the body and legs of a pot-bellied pig.

Jihad and Sandbag are the old dogs here in Sangin, and they’re understandably keen to meet the new arrival, Treo. I’m keen for him to get to know Jihad in particular, because I’m told she goes on every patrol with the lads. As for Sandbag, she looks too fat to go anywhere, but I’m told she’s a cheeky little mutt who everyone loves to hate, and that she’s great for morale. But before they can meet and greet Treo, I’ve got to check the both of them over.

Jihad and Sandbag may be great for boosting morale, but they’re crawling with ticks. I get an alcohol wipe and put it on the tick’s back, which forces its head and jaws to withdraw, allowing me to safely remove and to kill it. I can tell that Jihad’s recently had a litter of puppies, for her teats and belly are saggy. Her vulva’s badly infected and I’ll need to get it treated, or she’ll get septicaemia and die.

I order a batch of drugs off the 104’s veterinarian, based at Camp Bastion. She promises to get them sent out to me, but only when she can manage to get them onto a flight, and only if none of the working dogs is in need of the medicines. It’s the best we can manage, and I just have to hope I get the drugs into Jihad in time to cure her.

My inspection done, I allow Treo some face-time with Jihad, and I can tell he thinks she’s a girl with some class. At first he tries acting all cool – body rigid, mouth clamped shut, stubby tail rock-still. But as soon as they start sniffing each other’s undersides he loses it, getting this big, dopey smile on his face. Jihad doesn’t have any such qualms: she’s flirting with him outrageously. Treo gives me a So what next, Dad? look.

Jihad’s not quite had the Sasha effect on Treo, but he’s yet to see her in action out on patrol. Treo’s a typical dog, and he’s not going to hold back hitting on Jihad just because of Sasha. But I can’t let them get too close quite yet. Jihad’s a stray and she’s very likely riddled with disease, and I can’t take the risk of Treo catching anything. I’ll allow him a good bit of innocent fun, but not to take it any further.

If Jihad and Sandbag are going to be honorary members of my K9 team, I figure they’ll need some credentials. I manage to get a call through to home via the base’s satellite phone. I speak to my folks, tell them about the two new members of my team, and get a couple of bone-shaped aluminium dog tags ordered – one inscribed ‘Jihad’, the other ‘Sandbag’. Welcome to the family.

*

Next priority is to get Treo’s nose in. I’ve been warned that Bravo Company need us for a major operation, and time’s running. I ask the Afghan National Army soldiers co-located with the British forces if they have any local weaponry and explosives that I can use to train my dog. They hand me a pineapple-shaped warhead for a Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG), plus an AK47 assault rifle.

I find a deserted corner of the base. I take the RPG and start jumping on it pointy-nose-downwards, to drive it into the earth. I’ve got Treo locked in his dingy cage, and I need to bury the warhead good and proper, to really test him. I’m almost done when this Royal Marine comes running over screaming his head off. He’s going nuts.

‘NOOOOOOO!’

Apparently, the RPG round is live, and I’ve come that close to blowing myself to bits. I stop what I’m doing, check the safety cap is screwed on very firmly, and proceed to bury it a little more carefully. The ruckus over the RPG incident has attracted a lot of attention and by the time I’ve gone and fetched Treo we’ve got something of an audience.

I release my dog and give him the magical words: ‘Seek on, lad, seek on.’

He makes a beeline for the location of the RPG and stops right over it, his eyes staring at the ground where it’s buried. He turns to me, and I’m about to tell him what a good boy he is and give him a big well done, when he notices all the onlookers. Not wanting to miss the chance of putting in a top performance, he proceeds to cock his leg and to pee all over the buried round.

It’s some way to make a first impression with those Royal Marine lads. It’s also typical Treo. He’s got a real mischievous, rebel streak. The rufty-tufty Marines break into a spontaneous round of applause at Treo’s pissing-on-the-explosives trick, and I figure they have us pegged now as the joker man-and-dog team. First I tried to blow myself up with the RPG; now Treo’s peed on it. What a performance.

It reminds me of the time when Treo and I were working as the then Prime Minister Tony Blair’s personal security detail. I’d sent my dog for a good sniff around his hotel room, and Treo couldn’t resist jumping onto the Prime Minister’s bed. Before I could stop him he’d done a big luxurious doggy roll, giving his back a good scratch as he went – one that left black Treo hairs all over the pristine white sheets.

The next morning we ran into the Prime Minister having breakfast. He fixed Treo with a look – I know what you did. You think it’s funny. Well I don’t – and gave me a wry kind of a smile before telling me how lucky it was that he loved dogs.

I try explaining to the Royal Marines that peeing on something is not Treo’s normal way of indicating that he’s found explosives. But my words are lost in a gale of laughter: Yeah, course not, mate, we believe you.

We train our dogs to track a scent to the point of greatest danger – the strongest concentration of the odour in the air – but never to touch the explosives, and certainly not to pee on it! But Treo’s been parachuted into a strange environment, he’s been locked up in the cage from hell all morning, and he’s a black dog in the boiling heat of the Afghan day. I reckon we’ve got to cut him some slack.

We’re facing a five a.m. start the following day, and I’ve got a shedload of stuff to prepare. I’ll carry enough dried food to last Treo four days, just in case we get marooned out there, plus a couple of ration packs for me. I’ll carry three Camelbaks of water, a medical kit specially made for Treo, and one for me. I’ll also have my own personal weapon, a stubby SA80 carbine, and several magazines of spare ammunition. We handlers carry the Stubby – a shortened assault rifle – because it’s easier to use when trying to control our dogs.

I’ll also be decked out in body armour, grenades, a bayonet and radio kit. Basically, I’ll have everything the Royal Marine lads are carrying, plus all the gear for my dog. It’s one hell of a lot of weight to lug around on your back. Treo will be on-leash when we’re not searching, but off-leash when we are. I need him to be able to range freely and to follow his nose wherever it takes him.

Equally importantly, I’ll need to ease myself into a new mindset. I’ve got to start thinking like a Taliban, and double guessing where they’ll have planted their killer devices. Treo and I will be out front, leading patrols, studying the ground for any tell-tale signs that a bomb’s been planted. We’ll have to rely on the Royal Marines to be our eyes and ears and our protection out there.

The Taliban know what the dogs can do by now. They know we’re the single biggest threat to their murderous IEDs. So I’ll have the added pressure of always being watchful for Treo, to make sure they don’t capture or kill him. I’ve made Treo a solemn promise that I’m going to bring him out of this alive, and I’m determined to deliver. I’ll be asking him to risk his life for me and for the patrol. In return I’ll sacrifice myself if I have to, but they’re not getting my dog.

We’ll be hitting the search area at the hottest time of the day, putting Treo under immense pressure and risking heat exhaustion. My worry is for my dog first and foremost, but also for the safety of the entire patrol. A cool and rested dog is far more efficient at detecting the threat than a hot, exhausted and frustrated one. I’ve raised my concerns with the Commanding Officer of Bravo Company, but he’s told me that the plan is the plan. We’ve got to run with it.

At first light the following morning Treo and I mount up a Viking armoured vehicle, one of three forming our patrol. With a crunch of grinding gears the metal-skinned beast gets under way, and we nose through the darkened gates of the base and out into bandit country. We turn right, heading north up route 611 towards Inkerman, Ken and Sasha’s posting.

There are some forty young guns of Bravo Company distributed across the Vikings, plus a handful of the Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers co-located with us here at Sangin. And there’s Jihad, of course, the new honorary member of my K9 team.

I can sense that the Bravo Company lads are more than a little curious as to just what Treo and I can do. The story of the RPG round and Treo’s leg-cocking incident has done the rounds, and there’s been a good deal of sniggering. I guess this is make-or-break time: we’re really going to have to prove ourselves out there.

It’s seven o’clock by the time we’ve pushed the fifteen kilometres north to the start point for the patrol. We dismount in a patch of deserted bush. We’re to move south from here on foot, clearing terrain as we go. Before we get under way, the patrol commander, a young and thrusting corporal, asks me what call sign the patrol is to use to address the dog team. We’ve all got personal radios clipped to our helmets, for comms between patrol members.

I’ve noticed that this Royal Marines lot don’t appear to go in for nicknames or light-hearted call signs very much. They seem far too serious for that. Instead, they address each other by their surnames or by rank mostly, and it’s all a bit too formal – not to mention grim-sounding – for my liking.

‘Sir, it’s probably best just to call me “Dave Dog”,’ I tell him. ‘Or just plain “Dog”, ’cause I’ve noticed there’s another Dave on the patrol.’

He gives me this look, like I’m taking the piss or something. Ever since I joined the 104, my nickname has been Dave Dog. It’s become such a part of me that it’s the name everyone uses for me down my local boozer, and it’s the name I use on the pub’s pool league. I figure it’s as fine a call sign as any, now that Treo and I are at war.

‘Everyone else calls me Dog,’ I tell him.

‘Right, Dog it is,’ the patrol commander confirms, a little reluctantly. ‘Right, erm … Dog, I want you out front of the patrol, and every compound cleared from here back to Sangin. Let’s go.’

‘Hold it just a minute, sir,’ I say. ‘What’s the set-up, protection-wise, for me and my dog?’

For a moment he stares at me, like he can’t believe I’m questioning an order and holding up his patrol. I don’t give a shit. I’m thirty-eight years old to his mid-twenties. I’d reached the rank of sergeant in the Cheshires before taking a demotion back to lance corporal, which is the only way to get entry into dog handler training. They’ll only take you if you’re willing to sacrifice your rank, simply to get your K9.

More importantly, no one can order me what to do with my dog. I may be embedded with his patrol as the ‘search element’, but my dog remains 100 per cent my responsibility at all times.

‘It’s like I said, dog handler,’ he replies impatiently, ‘you and your dog will be out front—’

‘Sir, there’s something you need to know here,’ I cut in. ‘When we start the search I will be totally focused on my dog. I’ll be looking to the ground at his front, scanning for potential IEDs. I need to be eyes-on my dog, to make sure he doesn’t shoot off around a corner out of sight. If I’m looking down at my dog, I can’t be looking out for the Taliban. I need to be able to concentrate on Treo one hundred per cent, and without worrying about us getting shot or blown up.’

‘Everyone faces the same threat—’

‘No, sir, they don’t. My dog and me – we’re at the tip of the spear. If the enemy’s waiting in ambush, we’ll be the first to get it. If there’s a device planted out there, my dog and me will be first onto it. What I need is two of your lads, one to either side of the track a fair distance behind us, providing security. If either of us triggers a device, we’ll take the blast. The lads on security should be far enough back to survive. But I need to know that I can rely on them for every second that we’re searching—’

‘Understood,’ the patrol commander cuts in.

He barks an order at a couple of burly Commandos that they’re to be on my shoulder, providing the dedicated dog team security.

That done, I turn to face the narrow path that snakes through the bush. I stand there in the blinding early morning sunlight surveying the route ahead. Treo is at my feet, to my left as always, but he can sense my fear and indecision, and it’s unsettled him.

Before heading out to Afghanistan, we’d studied the kinds of devices the Taliban are using here. The most common is the cellphone-triggered IED. The bomb is dug into a road or a path like this one, just below where a patrol will be passing. When the bomb maker sees a column of British soldiers approaching, he dials the phone. His call sends the circuit live, which detonates the bomb. If it’s a vehicle convoy moving at speed it’s hard to time the detonation right. It’s much easier with a patrol on foot moving along a path, and led by one man and his dog.

I pull out Treo’s reward – a bog-standard fluorescent green tennis ball – and instantly my dog knows we’re here to search. The ball is the key. It’s how handler and dog train together from the very start. You begin by rolling a ball into a room, and letting the dog run in to play with it. You then put a target scent (such as an explosive) inside a box, and roll the ball up to the box. The dog smells the scent at the same time as grabbing the ball, and you call him back and tell him he’s a good boy. Now he’s linked the scent to the ball and to play: If I find the scent I find the ball, and so I get to play.

On that basic premise you build layer upon layer of further training. The dog never knows that he’s in any danger; that he’s searching for this deadly killer device. Once I send Treo into the Afghan bush, to him this will be just a game. If he could talk he’d probably be saying to me, Jesus, Dad, where’ve you brought me – don’t you think it’s a bit too hot to play out here?

The sun’s not fully up yet but I can feel the cold sweat dripping down my back, and the thrumming, juddering, pounding heartbeat of fear – fear for myself, but fear mainly for my dog. My stomach’s knotted tight as a fist, and my legs feel like they’re going to jelly.

I unleash my dog to let him have his head. I take the first step, Treo stepping out beside me.

I whisper: ‘Seek on, boy, seek on.’

And so we start the walk.

Treo’s off, his stumpy tail flicking from side to side, his nose suspended a few centimetres above the earth swinging this way and that as he scans for the killer scent. I guide him with hand signals and sweeping arm movements, plus the occasional whispered ‘get over’, to bring him back to where I want him.

‘Heel’, ‘sit down’, ‘stay’, ‘come’, ‘leave’ and ‘no’ – those are the basic verbal commands we teach the dogs. We add in the search-specific stuff later. But over the years Treo and I have developed our own special language known only to the two of us. Much of our communication is instinctive and unspoken, but I guess that I’m also a bit of a dog whisperer.

As we step out leading the patrol I’m nattering away to my dog: ‘Come on lad, this way; good lad, up and over that ditch, mind your pawsies as you go …’

I’m talking to him as if he were my best mate, because that’s exactly what he is to me. To me, such behaviour is all perfectly normal. It’s just the heat and the crushing fear that I’m not used to, knowing that we’ll be first onto the Taliban guns or their bombs. But I can sense the stares from the Commando lads behind me as I mutter and chatter to my dog.

‘Good boy, keep going, get on then – good lad!’ I tell him, as I guide him to the left and right of the path.

My constant, good-natured mutterings give Treo the confidence he needs to keep pushing on in either direction. If I detected the slightest hint of danger up ahead, he knows that I’d reel him in.

‘Good laaaaad,’ I tell him, as he swings his muzzle this way and that above the hard-packed earth, hoovering up the scent in great, greedy gasps. I elongate the ‘lad’, so it lasts three or four times the normal length, which is all part of the special language we’ve built between us.

I’m hyper-alert to Treo’s slightest change in behaviour: a pause, and his stubby tail going rigid for an instant, or anything that might indicate he’s onto the scent of a bomb. I keep telling myself that this is what my dog and I came here for – to save lives. Yet at the same time I know that if we mess up it could cost the lives of the Marines on this patrol, not to mention my own.

One wrong move, one tiny lapse of concentration, and that could lead to myself and those Bravo Company lads getting blown to bits. I do not want that on my conscience, not even posthumously.

But worst of all I know that if I let Treo put one paw wrong, it could so easily be his last.


CHAPTER THREE

We’ve pushed ahead for a good hour along a confusing maze of narrow pathways and alleys that thread between mud-walled compounds. Each patch of terrain we cross is a completely new and nerve-racking experience, especially since the Bravo Company lads keep issuing warnings that the Taliban are shadowing us, waiting for their moment to attack.

I’ve seen no visible signs of the enemy, and in any case I’m the search dog handler so I’ve got to concentrate 100 per cent on my task. But it’s a horrible, eerie feeling that the enemy are out there, watching our every move, and knowing that I can’t afford to look out for them, or ready my weapon for an attack.

In spite of my nervousness, nothing seems to faze my dog. Just about every compound that we pass seems to have an Afghan fighting hound tethered in it. As soon as they can smell Treo they start barking. He glances up, gives a shake of his coat, then glances back at me: So, it’s some dumb dog. Big deal.

Then he’s got his nose to the ground again, moist nostrils soaking up the scent all around him. He doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest, and especially since he knows he’s got Jihad out there riding shotgun for him.

Jihad’s running a constant security cordon around the patrol. A fighting dog starts barking and she’s there, fronting up to it and barking right back in its face. She’s providing a fine early warning system, one that enables Treo and me to box around any dog-based threat. We won’t see her for twenty minutes or so, and then she pops her head out of the bush, all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed: All right, guys?

Treo took to Jihad from the very start. In part it’s because she’s a good-looking girl but there’s something more to it now. It’s like Jihad’s saying: Hey, pal, you’re in my patch now and I’ve got your back. It’s as if they’re working as a team, and coordinating between them how best to search and clear this area of any threat.

Jihad returns from having faced down a particularly noisy fighting dog, and Treo gives her a thanks for that – you’re a doll look. His little black stump of a tail is wagging furiously. She flashes him a cool, laid-back smile, revealing a perfect set of canines: Any time, handsome, any time.

Treo’s only got a stump for a tail because I had to get it docked. On operations in Northern Ireland he used to wag it so hard that he’d bash it against walls, and on several occasions he actually broke it. Each time I had to bandage and splint it, keeping him off work for several days until it was healed.

Two months before deploying to Afghanistan I decided we had to get it done. In the Afghan heat a broken tail could easily get infected and put Treo out of action. Worst-case scenario it could give him septicaemia, in which case his entire bloodstream would become infected and he could die.

After he’d been docked, Treo came around from the anaesthetic, took one look at the bandaged stump where his tail used to be and rolled his eyes at me: I thought that’s what you’d brought me here for. Oh well, tail gone – time to crack on.

Doing a big operation like this can impact upon a dog’s ability to search, but I felt I had to take the risk. I was dreading going out on our next search exercise in case losing his tail had ruined Treo as an AES dog. But it didn’t seem to have had any effect at all. Treo was still Treo – a world-beating bomb-detection machine. Which is a good thing really, now that we’re out here facing the enemy and with half a dozen kilometres of paths and alleyways still to search.

We’re approaching maybe our fiftieth compound of the day, the sun’s high and we’re roasting. Every time Treo raises a paw and places it onto the baking earth I freeze up and tense myself for a blast. I have to force myself to keep moving forwards, and the sweat’s pouring off me in bucket-loads.

The temperature out here must be pushing well past forty degrees, and if it’s this hot for me, how must it be for Treo, all wrapped up in his glossy black coat of fur? But nothing seems to slow my dog, not even the burning Afghan sun that’s beating down upon him.

There’s a savage burst of ferocious barking off to one side of a building up ahead, and I figure there must be the biggest Afghan fighting dog ever tethered in there. Treo pauses for an instant, glances in the direction of the snarls, his ears pricked forwards to siphon up the sound.

He glances back at me: And? Are we scared, Dad? Who’s he kidding?

His head goes down and he’s snuffling again, sifting every wind-blown molecule on the baking-hot, bone-dry air. I can hear his lungs pumping as he sniffs his way forward, siphoning individual scents through his muzzle, his brain searching for the handful that we’re looking for – the ones that will give him his reward, a play with his beloved ball.

I hear a second, more familiar round of barking now – Jihad fronting up to that fighting dog and telling it to back the hell off. That’s our girl.

We’re almost at the compound when Treo shows the first classic symptoms of a change in behaviour – indicating to me that he’s onto something. His nose starts to suck up the air in great, heaving gasps, nostrils flaring as he savours the scent. His head sways this way and that as he tries to pinpoint the direction from which the smell is coming, and then he’s making a beeline for the doorway of that mud-walled compound.

This is our first ever patrol in Afghanistan, and this the first sign of my dog showing a real interest in something. The thought keeps flashing through my mind: what the hell is he onto here? It could be completely mundane, like a pile of goat poo. Treo is a dog, after all, and sometimes he does get distracted by all the usual doggy smells. But the way he’s behaving it’s far more likely to be an arms cache, hidden explosives, or maybe an IED that’s primed and ready to blow.

‘Careful, lad, careful,’ I whisper. ‘What is it you think you’re onto here?’

He glances back at me. I can read his eyes: You know, Dad, I need to get a closer sniff – but there’s something in there, that’s for sure.

Treo knows he’s in an alien environment and he knows that this is serious. He knows it’s the real deal. He can sense the fear and the potential for violence rippling through the hot Afghan air, not to mention the tension that I’m feeling. He knows we’ve upped the ante big time, and that he’s got to get in there and find something for me, for his dad.

At my signal one of the Bravo Company lads on my shoulder boots open the galvanised iron door leading into the compound. It flies inwards with an almighty crash. The moment it’s open Treo darts inside, his nose pulling him forwards like a magnet towards a giant lump of steel.

For a second I stand on the threshold, watching him track the scent that’s right on the end of his nose. Momentarily the fear that’s inside me holds me back. That fear is fuelled by the host of Afghan faces that have turned towards my dog and me in shock, surprise and real enmity. Whoever it is that lives in this compound, they definitely do not want us in here.

And then I get a grip: Dave, bloody get inside and step up to your dog. You can’t let him do this alone.

I stride across the dirt floor until I’m right by Treo’s side. A row of eyes to the left of us – all male, all openly hostile – are glued to my dog as he noses his way ahead, steadily, stealthily, each paw-step taking him further in the direction that he’s heading. Ahead of my dog there’s a shed-like building. Suddenly I know for sure that’s where he’s heading. Question is: what the hell is there inside it?

As Treo creeps steadily onwards every second seems to last a lifetime. I place one boot in front of the other, feeling like I’m moving through a slow-mo scene of pure, icy fear. I’ve never experienced anything like this before. It’s evil, and it’s only my link to my dog that keeps me moving forward. If Treo can do this, so can I.

He reaches that shed, his nose glued unerringly to the door. I can sense that he’s about to plonk his butt down – to sit at source. He’s telling me: Dad, it’s in there.

The last thing I want for him to do is to sit at source. If it’s a pressure-plate IED, all it will take is for Treo to plant a paw – or worse still his stubby black stump of a tail – onto the ground, and that’ll be enough to compress the device, so making the electrical contact and sending it live. At which point my dog and my closest friend in life will be blown all to hell.

Before he can actually plonk his butt down, I signal Treo back to me. I use a soft, short whistle, which is all it ever takes. An instant later he’s at my side, but still he’s got his eyes glued firmly to that dark and shadowed doorway.

I turn to speak to the patrol commander. I indicate the shed. ‘I think my dog’s onto something. It’s in there.’

The guy looks doubtful. Very. ‘Are you sure, Dog?’ He shakes his head, kind of irritably. ‘I don’t much like all this calling you “Dog” business …’

I feel like saying: Do I give a shit, sir? My dog’s onto a scent so you can call me bloody Angel Toes if you like – just go and open the door…

Instead, I indicate the shed again: ‘Sir, whatever my dog’s onto, it’s in there.’ I turn to look at the line of locals watching us intently. ‘And whatever it is, it doesn’t look as if Johnny-local there wants us finding it either.’

The patrol commander strides across to the door. I can tell that he thinks my dog’s found jack, but I know differently. I yank Treo back by his harness and tense myself for the blast. He rips open the door, then stops dead in his tracks. His figure is silhouetted in that dark doorway as if he’s turned to stone.

He lets out a long, low whistle: ‘Bloody hell.’

He turns around and he’s got this look on his face – we just hit the jackpot. He yells for some of his lads to get over, and together they start doing a search of the shed’s insides. It turns out there are some three-dozen empty illume rounds in there, plus raw explosives. British and allied forces use a lot of illume – a blinding flare round that renders darkness into bright, fluorescent daylight – during night operations when they need light to find the enemy.

But the Taliban have discovered a different use entirely for spent illume rounds.
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