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Chapter One

Alex Devereux knew something was wrong.

The man, on the other side of the street, was following him through the crowd of refugees streaming down the darkened Kings Road. It was snowing and the streetlights had already been switched off.

He looked like a drug-dealer: cheap anorak, unshaven, long black curly hair. But there was something about his features that made Alex think there was more to him than that; a lean, athletic face with watchful eyes.

Alex stared at the mans reflection in the window of an expensive antiques dealer. He showed up in the headlights of the stationary trafficthe Tube was now shut as well, and the roads were gridlocked. One reason he stood out was that this was such an exclusive neighbourhood. Alex could still see the clear difference between him and the crowds struggling along the pavement and weaving in and out of the traffic.

They were all wealthy commuters, well dressed in tailored coats, expensive fur hats, pashminas round their necksthe unlucky ones who had stayed at work whilst the power was still on and then missed the five oclock Tube curfew.

The drug-dealer had been tailing Alex ever since he had left his job interview with the private defence contractor in Victoria. He hadnt been a mercenary for many years not to  do some basic fieldcraft checks, especially when he left one of those firms, and he had now seen him reflected in the windows of three shops when he had stopped to check.

Alex thought through his options as he pretended to take an interest in a chaise longue. Either the guy was an amateur or someone was in a big hurry to put a tail on him. Usually professionals would work with a team of three or four on a target if they didnt want to be seen.

Whatever the case, the question now was, what the hell was he going to do about him?

His immediate fear was that this was some sort of hit. He had been mixed up with enough unpleasant people since hed left the army for that to be possible. His first instinct was to head for his house and get the illegal Glock 9mm pistol that he kept taped under his desk; out here on the street he felt exposed. He turned and set off again into the crowds; the man detached himself from the wall opposite and followed.

The freezing wind blew heavy flakes into Alexs eyes; they nestled in his black hair, making it curl. He hunched his shoulders and stuck his chin down into the collar of his overcoat; he was broad-shouldered and stood out by a head over most of the crowd around him. He had a strong, masculine face with fine cheekbones. His expression was habitually thoughtful, but now it was distinctly dangerous.

Apart from his current personal threat, the country was also in crisis. It was only early December but this was already the worst winter since 1947: deep snowdrifts, railway lines frozen, coal trucks stuck in sidings and then, to top it all, the Russians had turned off the gas.

Such political trouble was bound to follow the global recession. Oil and gas prices had tanked, taking the Russian economy with them. With the instability, faction fighting  had erupted in the Kremlin. Putin had tried to return to his old post of President but Medvedev had opposed him. The Kremlin had been split and then Medvedev had been deposed in a palace coup. His replacement as President, Viktor Krymov, was supposed to be a bureaucratic nonentity acceptable to both sides but had become increasingly unstable and aggressive. He had suspended the constitution, declared himself President for life and banned opposition groups.

Other events had heightened the international conflict. Russias annual energy blockade on Ukraine had backfired, uniting opposition to it within the country. Both Ukraine and Georgia had been fast-tracked into NATO, Krymov threatened military action and withdrew from the Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile Treaty. He then launched punitive bombing raids against Georgia, to punish it for joining NATO, destroying buildings and infrastructure in Tbilisi.

The EU reacted with outrage, imposing immediate economic sanctions on Russia. In response, Krymov called them fascist aggressors and cut off all gas supplies to Europe.

Around half of Europes gas supply came from Russian fields, and so power rationing had had to be implemented. The UK was badly hit because it had the most deregulated energy market in Europe; it had only a few days reserve storage.

No one could believe it was happening; it was like the 1979 Winter of Discontent all over again. Power was switched on from nine until five for business purposes but after that it was emergency services only. Petrol supplies were also running low as tankers struggled in the snow to get out from depots.

Predictably there had been a huge public outcry and angry scenes in Parliament. The PM was under a lot of pressure to do something: schools were shut and pensioners were freezing to death.

But there wasnt much he could do. Krymov had been  rearming Russia, and his campaign of suppression against the media and the few remaining pro-democracy organisations in the country meant that there was no internal opposition. Russias vast nuclear arsenal meant that open war was just not an option.

Alex wasnt sure what to make of it all. Like most people, he thought Krymov was a lunatic but equally he didnt want the government to provoke a nuclear conflict over the issue. In the meantime a very Cold War had returned to Europe.

All Alex was focused on now, though, was getting his hands on the reassuring black grip of his Glock. He hurried past Wandsworth Bridge Road, casting a glance over his shoulder; the man was still following him on the opposite side of the street.

He carried on into well-heeled Fulham and finally turned left into Bradbourne Road, the quiet street where the Devereux family maintained their London residence when they were not in Herefordshire.

Well, that was how it was in the old days, anyway. Alexs alcoholic father had died recently and he had been having sporadic conversations with lawyerswhen the phones workedabout whether he could pay the death duties and keep the old hulk of Akerly, where his ancestors had been in residence for nearly a thousand years.

He increased his stride, eager to get home. He scanned the tree-lined avenue ahead, with its smart Victorian houses. Nobody was visible on the pavements but there was a new Range Rover, with blacked-out windows, parked over the road from his house.

There wasnt anything unusual about thatit could just be a neighbour who had brought it up from the country to get about in the snow, but Alex hadnt seen it before and the tinted glass was worrying. He grasped his keys inside his coat pocket in readiness for a quick entry and eyed the vehicle  warily as he came up to his front gate; he was now trapped between it and the threat behind him.

Two doors on the car popped open and two men moved out fast.

Fuck, it is a hit!

He frantically shoved open the gate and ran to his front door. The key seemed too big for the lock; he fumbled with it, his back exposed to the danger.

Major Devereux! The bark cut across the street like a shot.

Alex froze; he hadnt been in the army for years not to recognise the unmistakably commanding tones of Sandhurst English.

He stopped fumbling with the key and turned round.

A young man walked across the road. He was tall, his blond hair scraped into a short back and sides, and he had a beaky, aristocratic nose. He was wearing a full officers uniform: green jacket, tie, Sam Browne belt and all.

Lieutenant Grieve-Smith, sir, H Cav!

The Household CavalryAlexs old division.

If he really was army, then that meant the guy who had been tailing him was as well. It clicked nowhe knew where he had seen that sort of face before: Special Forces blokes, scruffy but highly disciplined at the same time.

He glanced back along the road. Yes, there he was, standing side on to them now and scanning the street, one hand inside the opening of his anorak. The other guy who had got out of the car looked equally dodgy, in a leather jacket, Millwall football shirt and ripped jeans, and had taken up a position on the far side of street.

If the SAS were involved in this, then that meant someone high up wanted a word.

The Establishment.

What the hell did they want with him?

Alex had parted company from his regiment, the Blues and Royals, on bitter terms. Equally, his years of combat in African wars hadnt increased his respect for the fresh-faced officer in front of him now. Someone wanted to be in touch with him rapidly and presumably they had pulled in this duty officer from Hyde Park barracks to make him feel reassured.

Alex recovered his composure and moved slowly back up the garden path towards him. Grieve-Smith walked across the road and they stood facing each other on the pavement. Alexs dark brows drew together, fixing him with a level stare.

If youd come with me, please, sir The young officer seemed to think he had a right to command.

And why would I want to do that? Alex kept his voice calm.

Grieve-Smith looked uncomfortable. Youve got to go and have a chat with someone. He emphasised the word to indicate that it would be anything but pleasant social banter.

And who would that be?

The lieutenant looked even more pained. I dont know, sir.

What do you mean you dont know?

The lieutenant dropped his gaze apologetically.

Look, what the hell is going on? Alex snapped.

Grieve-Smith shook his head, dropped his voice and leaned forward. Look, to be honest with you, sir, I have no idea what this is about. I was just pulled off the duty desk to come down and tell you to go with these men here. He flicked his head to indicate the other two soldiers, then looked at Alex nervously, trying to share his disdain of the modern thugs behind him with another member of the old officer class.

Alex avoided his eye. He didnt belong to that tribe any more.

He glanced again at the shifty-looking men. He obviously wasnt going to get anything else from Grieve-Smith and he didnt fancy having to outrun two SAS blokes. He took a deep breath and sighed slowly as he thought what to do.

OK. He nodded. Maybe Ill get a nice hot cup of tea, he added without humour.

Grieve-Smith looked relieved. This is as far as I go, sir. Im afraid youre with that other lot now. He glanced at the men anxiously and then quickly walked away down the road.

The drug-dealer walked past him towards Alex without saying a word.

Baca the car, please, sir, he said in a terse Geordie accent. It was an instruction, not a request.

Alex crossed the road and got into the back of the Range Rover with the trooper. The other man got in the front seat and muttered into a radio in his coat collar.

Alpha, this is Charlie. ETA three minutes.

The car drove slowly down the quiet road and then turned right and started winding its way around the backstreets of Fulham. Alex was thinking that they wouldnt be able to go far in the mass of traffic jamming the main roads, but then he saw that they were driving down the lane approaching the back gates of the Hurlingham Club.

What the hell are we doing here?

The Hurlingham was an exclusive sports club with huge grounds: cricket pitch, croquet lawns, tennis courts and pools. It was an old Victorian place with beautiful colonnaded buildings; Alexs family had been members for generations, but he hadnt actually paid his fees for a year now.

A security guard saw them approaching and muttered into his radio. The large back gate swung open. They were expected. Someone had obviously been pulling a lot of strings. They drove into the area used by the groundsmen, past the snow-covered rubbish bins and mowing machines, under the boughs of a huge cedar tree and round the back of the main club buildings to the cricket pitch.

A Sikorsky S-76 executive helicopter was winding up its  rotors, blowing a cloud of snow out towards them. It was painted an anonymous white with no company markings.

Follow me, please, sir, growled the Millwall fan in the front seat. He and the other trooper got out of the car with Alex and, bent double against the rotor-wash, ran over to the helicopter.

They clambered in, slammed the door shut and instantly lifted off in a cloud of snow.

They rose up across the river, southwest from the Hurlingham. Alex tried to work out where they were going. After a couple of minutes he couldnt tell anything as all power had been shut off so there were no lights on the ground and everything disappeared in the pitch-black and swirling snow outside.

The pilot muttered a few times into his headset, getting course alterations from someone, but over the noise of the engines Alex couldnt hear where to. He checked his watch to track their flight time; after fifteen minutes they began to descend.

The beam of the landing light showed glimpses of snow-clad pinewoods as they swung round to land. The aircraft veered and tilted in the wind but the pilot rode out the gusts expertly and brought them down with a slight bump on a football pitch, Alex could see some sagging wooden goalposts in front of them with a high chain-link perimeter fence behind it, topped by razor wire.

OK, sir, this way. The drug-dealer opened the door. They both pulled their coat collars around their faces, huddled against the white fury whipped up by the rotors, and stumbled through the knee-deep snow. The snow got into Alexs black Oxfords and melted into his insteps.

Once he was able to stop squinting against the blizzard, he looked up and saw from the aircraft lights that the field was surrounded by dark trees on three sides but that they were heading towards a cluster of low buildings.

The man pulled a large yellow torch from his coat pocket and shone it along the side of the building: brick single-storey offices of the cheapest possible construction. The windows were dark, the place looked completely deserted.

He headed towards a door. Alex glanced at a plastic plaque screwed into the brick next to it: MoD Training Centre RG8894.

The man unlocked the door and shone the powerful beam inside, illuminating a corridor with cheap brown pine doors leading off it, each with a little Civil Service number plate. The musty smell of bureaucracy filled the place.

If you just go down the corridor to that door at the far end, sir He pointed to a closed door about forty feet from them with a faint rim of light around the edge of it. He handed Alex the torch and turned to go back to the helicopter.

Well, who? Alex blurted at him urgently. The darkened building and mysterious behaviour was beginning to get to him.

I dont know, sir. Need-to-know only. The man shrugged with indifference. If you just go down there he repeated more insistently, pointing.

Alex bridled. He didnt like taking orders. He glared at him, took the torch and stalked off down the corridor. The man shut the door. He was on his own.

What the fuck is all this creeping around?

He was now seriously alarmed. The operation had come from the topthe SAS and MoD connections seemed to bear that outbut the rushed nature of the contact, pulling him off the street and dumping him in this weird location, felt wrong.

Why was the Establishment being so secretive, so rushed? They were supposed to be the ones in charge.

He stood in the corridor for a moment, listening. Absolute  silence. The building was stone cold, his breath smoked in the reflected light from the torch. He flashed it around to get some bearings: worn brown carpet and scuffed beige walls.

He brushed the snow off his hair, stamped it from his feet, straightened his overcoat and walked down the corridor, the torch pushing a circle of light out in front of him. The anonymous-looking door at the end had a little blue plastic nameplate with C-492 on it. He paused, put his ear next to it and listened. Nothing.

He knocked and then opened it.

Inside was a windowless rectangular meeting room as bare and functional as the rest of the building, dimly lit by a battery-powered camping lantern on a brown veneer table. The lamp lit the table but the corners of the room were shadowy. A laptop lay open on the far side of it.

A tall man in a smart coat, worn over a dark pinstriped suit, was pacing back and forth across the far end of the room with his hands clasped behind him, his white hair scraped into a severe short-back-and-sides.

He flicked a tense look round as Alex came in.

Alex recognised his large, red, leathery face instantly: General Sir Nigel Harrington was a well-known military figure. Alex had served under him when the Blues and Royals had been in 5 Airborne Brigade, based at Aldershot. A former paratrooper and ex-head of the Joint Intelligence Committee, he had retired three years ago. He was now in his late sixties but still kept his back ramrod straight and had a characteristic combative jut to his jaw.

A tough, no-bullshit commander, he had been respected by his men but definitely not liked. All officers understood that command meant taking unpopular decisions, but Harrington had implemented them with an abrasive delight  that bordered on the sadistic. Wanker was his most frequent moniker amongst his HQ staff.

Alex realised the fact that the general was in the room raised the significance of what was going on by another order of magnitude. The government didnt drag major figures like him out of retirement for nothing. Alex involuntarily straightened his back.

Ah, Devereux, glad you could make it. Take a seat. The words were barked out as an instruction.

Thank you, Alex muttered, and sat down at the opposite end of the table. He managed to stop himself adding sir; he wasnt in the army any more and neither was Harrington, at least officially.

Now obviously youre wondering what the hell is going on. Harrington was never one for subtlety and launched straight in; he grinned as if this was all a big joke, but there was definitely a nervousness about him as well.

Well, first things first. This meeting is completely secret and deniable from Her Majestys Governments point of view. The chaps who brought you dont know Im here and I am retired and in no way a serving member of HMG. So, before I go any further, youre going to have to do your bit as well and sign the Official Secrets Act. He nodded at some papers and a pen laid out on Alexs end of the table.

Alex was fed up with being railroaded, but managed to ask calmly: And what if I dont want to?

Dont be an arse, Devereux! The bonhomie dropped away instantly. After your last operational activities in Central African Republic, HMG has got enough dirt on you to prevent you ever working in the security industry again if it so chooses.

I seem to think HMG had reason to be grateful at the time, Alex replied with heavy irony.

Grateful! What do you wanta bloody medal? Harrington glared at him. Look, Devereux, you havent got any work at the moment and this could be very lucrative for you. But if you dont sign the Act youre never going to find out what it is all about, so just sign it and stop playing silly buggers!

Alexs jaw tightened as he stared back at the other man with a calculating gaze.

There was a pause before he slowly picked up the pen and carefully wrote Bollocks on the bottom of the document.

Harrington couldnt see what he had written in the darkened room and breathed out in relief. He tried to get going again in a more positive tone.

Right. Now, so that were clear, I am representing HMG in an entirely unofficial capacity hereyou have never discussed this issue with a serving member of the governmentand this building is as near as you will come to any part of it. However, I have been authorised to communicate with you on their behalf, and obviously nothing we say goes outside these four walls or you will be in jug in no short order. He nodded menacingly at the documents in front of Alex.

Now, as you well know, the country is up shit creek at the moment with the Russian energy blockade. But what you dont know is just how worried HMG is about Krymovand this is crucial to the whole operation. He adopted a lecturing tone, jabbing his finger at Alex to emphasise points.

Firstly, he gets appointed as a bureaucratic nonentity who is supposed to calm the faction fight. However, as Churchill said, and here a note of deference crept into his voice at the mention of the master statesman, Trying to understand Kremlin factions is like watching bulldogs fight under a carpet. He outmanoeuvres everyone in the faction fighting, kicks Medvedev out and then becomes increasingly paranoid and aggressive.

Harrington dropped the lecturing tone and became more candid. Our analysis of him is basically that he is just not up to coping with the pressure of the job. Hes a working-class lad who made it to factory boss under the Soviets and then got promoted through the Party hierarchy mainly because he was so boring he wouldnt ever rock the boat.

Alexs hostility eased. He folded his arms and leaned back in his chair to listen.

Anyway, whatever the reason, we find ourselves dealing with a very aggressive operator who, Harrington began ticking points off on his fingers, cuts off gas supplies to Ukraine when they get the NATO Membership Action Plan, starts harassing joint-venture oil companies until they all pull out, renews nuclear bomber flights into our airspace and ramps up arms spending from $35 billion to over $100 billion a year using up all his remaining Stabilisation Fund. He also starts moving troops up through Belarus to the Polish border over the missile shield, and finally we have the bombing raids on Georgia!

Now, to put all this in context, you have to remember that Russians have a major persecution complex, so initially we thought that this was all just the usual manufactured hysterics, talking tough, playing to the domestic gallery and throwing his weight around to make the country feel good about itself.

However, we now have good reason to think that Krymov actually believes his own propaganda. He genuinely thinks that the West is involved in a secret plot to undermine Russia, he paused to consider the irony of his next point, so that has now become a reality.

Alexs eyes narrowed. Harrington blinked self-consciously, disturbed by hearing himself actually admit the purpose of the meeting.

Let me show you what I mean. He twisted the laptop round so that Alex could see the screen. This footage was shot a couple of months ago by a journalist we have connections with. He was on a tour with Krymov in the town of Tver in the provinces. It was a sort of meet the people exercise. Krymov is a secretive, remote figure and some media adviser told him he needed to get out more and get some footage with the man in the street. So the local boss set up a tour of a street market with just a few hand-picked journalists covering it. Thats why this footage hasnt ever been seen in publicif we revealed it they would guess our source and hed be a goner. Anyway, see what you think.

He peered at the laptop and tapped at the keys awkwardly.

An image flicked up on the screen, shot in daylight with a shoulder-held camera; it jostled about above the crowd but the scene was clear. In front of it was the familiar profile of Krymov, a nondescript, short man with a podgy grey face and glasses, wearing a fur hat and overcoat. He could have been a bank clerk but for the crowd of tall security agents and policemen in a protective ring around him. At the edge of the shot Alex caught glimpses of a daytime street market: red plastic buckets and cheap toys hung off the top frame of a market stall. It was snowing lightly and peoples breath clouded around them.

The crowd moved down between the lines of stalls, and shoppers looked up nervously as the presidential entourage approached them. The camera managed to push slightly ahead of Krymov so that you could see he had a fixed smile on his face, as if he had been told to look friendly by his aides but wasnt sure how. A blonde PR lady in a white, fur-trimmed parka went in front, grabbed a woman shopper and dragged her over to meet him.

There was an awkward greeting with the terrified woman bowing her head in deference, not daring to look at Krymov,  who continued looking around him, smiling inanely. The PR lady then stepped in and hosted an embarrassingly stilted exchange of questions: Tell the President how good your life is in Tver. English subtitles had been added but Alex could follow the Russian without them. He had learned it on an army course, in search of an intellectual challenge to make up for the fact that he hadnt gone to university.

As the woman was mumbling about being very grateful for her government flat, Krymov paid no attention to her at all but continued to beam around him with a lack of engagement that was painful to watch. In the course of this an old man suddenly appeared at the womans side and stared at Krymov. He was unshaven, gap-toothed, wearing a tattered old overcoat and carrying a walking stick. The PR lady looked at him in disgust.

Ah! Its you! he blurted out in a wheezy voice, jabbing a finger at Krymov. Yes, its about time you came up here to answer some questions! Wheres my pension?

He waved his walking stick at the President and started shouting, We dont care whats happening in Moscow, give us our pensions! And what about all the corruption? Those sons of bitches in the town hall, they

Throughout the tirade Krymovs entourage stood paralysed with shock. It had the opposite effect on Krymov, though. From being frozen in the pose of a grinning idiot, he was suddenly galvanised into action by the presence of an enemy.

The false smile vanished and his face flamed red with anger. He jabbed a finger back at the man. Look here, Granddad! Fuck yer mother, you son of a bitch! He yanked the old mans wooden stick from his hand. You dont know what youre talking about! Im the master here! Do you get it? Im the master here!

Holding the stick halfway along the shaft, he struck the  old man across the bridge of his nose. He threw his hands up in defence but Krymov began beating him over the head and then grabbed his hair and struck him repeatedly across the face with the handle of the stick. Blood spattered over both of them as they continued to tussle.

The Presidents minders finally sprang out of their paralysis and dragged the man away from Krymov, who was now shouting at them: Weve been infiltrated! Hes a foreign saboteur! Shoot that son of a bitch! Shoot him!

A large hand reached up towards the camera lens and covered it. The screen went black and the film cut off.

Alex sat back in his chair. He shook his head in disbelief, shocked to see a major world statesman behave in such a savage way. He now saw Krymov as completely off the scale of normal behaviour, in the same way he thought about Idi Amin or Hitler.

Hes lost it, he muttered.

He realised that the country had a major problem on its hands and it wasnt something he could easily stand by and allow to continue. The Devereux family had been loyal servants of the Crown since Guy dEvereux had fought for the Conqueror at Hastings. Alexs school, Wellington, had continued to drill the service ethic into him and there had been a family member in the Household Division every year since Waterloo until Alex had left it.

Despite his grievances against his regiment for passing him over for promotion, Alex still had much of this patriotic, patrician attitude; a sense of duty to the nation was woven into his being. Harrington had clearly been counting on that, he realised.

The general nodded now in rueful agreement with Alexs comment.

Hmm, well, apparently the psychologists analysis of that,  he nodded at the laptop, is that Krymov displays paranoid psychotic tendencies that are getting worse. We have already moved from a state of cold peace with Russia towards what is now cold war, and we fear that he may push us into hot war soon. Frankly he could start a war with himself, hes so paranoid. Sothis is where you come in.

He looked pointedly at Alex, who gazed back at him, trying to think how he could be involved.

We have been approached by a contact within the Russian élite with a plan to overthrow Krymov. Although he is ostensibly a dictator, as I said, the Kremlin is in fact a hotbed of factional conflictwe saw that in action when Putin and Medvedev were deposed. The problem is that Krymov lacks the political skills to balance competing factions, so various people are not happy with the way he is leading the country. A lot of that is to do with the fact that they are not getting the slice of the financial pie that they wanted, but we cant help their motives. He grimaced.

Now, our factions problem is that they are not strong enough to depose him outright and therefore need to repeat the sort of popular uprising that happened in 1991 when Yeltsin stood on that tank and was able to face down the KGB coup against Gorbachev. But in order to do that they need two things: one is control of the TV network to broadcast the revoltand we are sure they can deliver that. The second is a popular figurehead to lead the rebellion. The guy running the faction is an oligarch who is resented by most people because of his money, so he couldnt do it and will therefore stay very much in the background.

However, they do have the perfect candidate for the job: Roman Raskolnikov. The general looked at Alex for a sign of recognition. Former national football captain, got involved in politics when he left sport and set up an opposition party, fell  out with the government after protesting about human rights abuses. Has impeccable populist credentials: is widely trusted as an honourable man and has a lot of popular sympathy. The only problem is, Harrington shrugged ruefully, the government got so pissed off with him that they sent him to prison in Siberia for fifteen years on trumped-up tax evasion charges.

So, this is where we come in. He paused, looking intently at Alex. We are going to indulge in what Sir Francis Walsingham used to refer to as lighting fires in other mens houses. Its going to be your job to attack the prison camp, free Raskolnikov and then take him to Moscow to launch a coup against the government.

Alex didnt blink but looked straight back at Harrington as he tried to take in the enormity of this task.

Harrington took his silence as assent.

If youre wondering why we picked you, its because youre ex-army and therefore trusted and have a proven track record of being able to pull off this sort of small-scale raid. He gave a rare smile. You have the network of contacts that you can call on at short notice to do this, apart from which you apparently speak good Russian. However, you have been out of the Forces for a few years now and are well known on the international circuit as a mercenary, so Im afraid that, if this does all go tits up, you will be completely deniable. As you can guess by the secretive nature of this meeting, the government is going to have no more contact with the op after this briefing. It will be over to you.

Our contact cant organise the raid himself because hes a businessman, not a soldier. He approached us for help because hes based in London a lot and has links here, and its more secure for you to organise it than anyone inside Russiait would run the risk of leaks.

Now, there is one final point. The oligarch has actually been  talking to us about this for some time now but we ignored the idea as being too risky until this current energy crisis blew up. The reason this whole contact with you has been, he paused apologetically, a bit rushed, is because our man now has intelligence from inside the regime that they may be making moves to kill Raskolnikov in a prison accident soon. If that happens then our last chance of bringing down this regime from inside will have gone and we could well be looking at a World War Three situation as Krymov goes increasingly crackers.

Harrington looked at Alex grimly, but with the confidence that he would now have grasped the importance of the mission and do as he was ordered.

Alex unfolded his arms, leaned forward in his chair, looked straight at Harrington and said calmly, That is the maddest plan I have ever heard in my entire life. No way. He shook his head and sat back.

He was not in a forgiving mood after his abrupt pick-up and the railroading at the start of the briefing. Quite apart from that, he was a sharp-minded, independent field commander, used to analysing the feasibility of operations and giving direct opinions on them.

He held out a hand in exasperation. Its as mad as he fished in his memory for a comparably risky venture, Suez!

The word visibly stung Harrington. He was well aware of the risky nature of the operation and hated being reminded of the similarly secretive and half-baked foreign policy disaster that had brought about the end of the British Empire.

Alex pushed his chair back, stood up and leaned over the table, extending a hand again towards Harrington. This will start World War Three! I mean, we dont know that Krymov will start it himself but we sure know it will happen if we do this.

Harrington wasnt used to having to persuade people to do things.

He jabbed a finger back at Alex, his face red. Look, Devereux! he shouted. If you dont do what we say, youre fucked! Weve got enough charges on you for launching illegal wars in your African adventures that you will never work again as a mercenary and will spend a long time at Her Majestys pleasure if we really decide to kick you in the balls. And I dont give a fuck if you think you deserve a medal for saving the world! Do I make myself clear!

The two were eyeball to eyeball over the table.

Alex was enraged but his mind was working fast. He knew that what Harrington said was true: if the government really wanted to get him they could; and from what he knew of Harrington he would enjoy grinding Alex into the dust. At the same time he could see that the country was in trouble and that this would be the opportunity to serve that he felt he had been denied.

Without breaking eye contact with Harrington, he said in an even tone: OKIll do it. With conditions.

He paused. Harrington blinked.

I want ten million quid, plus the same amount for my men. He paused again. And, since I am putting my arse on the line for the good of the country, I do want a medal, actually. If I pull this one off, I want a VC. Gift of a grateful nation. He raised an eyebrow.

Harrington huffed indignantly. You cant dictate that sort of

Alex interrupted calmly, Look, Harrington, you make the rules, so bend them. If you dont, youre fucked. Do I make myself clear?








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/logo.jpg
AVON





OPS/images/cover.png
A

December

James Steel

ssjoog-7 suroIdIer





OPS/images/cover.jpg
December
s
RanE
James Steel

ssjoog-7 suroIdIer





