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            Chapter One

         

         DATELINE – 1978

         He was tired, aching, and deep down he wondered if this was really, truthfully going to be all that he hoped for. Would all his yearnings be satisfied and would the torment, the nightmares that haunted so many of his nights, come to an end, here in England? Or was he about to die, either at the hands of the British when they knew what they wanted to know, or by his own countrymen after being hunted like a wild dog?

         It had been a long and arduous journey and he was very ready for sleep. He, right at that moment, didn’t much care what happened to him.

         He thought of his two-roomed apartment and his small circle of friends in the tight-knit scientific community at Bikanor.

         He knew exactly what they would be doing at that moment. He knew what they would be doing the next day and the day after that, following their 12 to 14 hour shifts at the research centre.

         And now, finally, he was back in England. He wished his old friend had been there to meet him.

         They arrived late at night in an unmarked van. It was pitch dark. The vehicle swung round on a coarse gravel drive and backed up to the side door of a large black creosoted barn.

         Vasilli had been bustled, not roughly but firmly into a room while the door was slammed shut, and only then did bright lights flood the room, brutally piercing his optic nerves. It was musty and smelled of hay.

         They had been travelling for 26 hours non-stop, and, despite the fact that he had been in the dark most of that time, there had been not the slightest chance of sleep.

         The safe house was a large old farmhouse on the outskirts of the small Warwickshire village of Flecknoe. It was old, but looked comfortable. It stood in a commanding position on a slight hill, one road in and the same road out – easily defended.

         After the shortest of meetings in Lubeck, on the Baltic where East Germany met West, Vasilli was looking forward to seeing again, the man who had been the last man in the world he had expected to see – it would be very strange to have his old friend, his only friend in this country, Pete Armour, of all people, debriefing him.

         Why? Because he spent two exhilarating weeks with Pete Armour during a cultural exchange during his university days, many years before, and yet, in the years they had been writing to each other since, he had become perhaps his best friend. They had fleetingly crossed the East–West divide together when the divide had been at its widest, but they built an inexplicable bond… maybe it was the times, perhaps partly an empathy that students everywhere share.

         Even though they had written to each other regularly – at no time had there been even the slightest hint that they worked in the same industry… well, they didn’t, but they were now inescapably entwined in it.

         After their arrival he had been told he would have a day to rest and that Pete would be there the next day, so he settled in, took in the atmosphere of the house and particularly the books in the library, which passed the time very quickly.

         The farmhouse itself was very old he guessed but then updated several times over the years. There were very definite Elizabethan features, the shape of the tall leaded windows, exposed wood and huge fireplace he had spotted earlier in the main entrance hall, flamboyantly-dressed Tudor noble with slightly pinched features and long curly flowing locks, and across an expanse of flagstone flooring and expensive rugs, grew a pair of broad reach, carved and curving staircases, which went left and right and met at an exposed landing.

         Tapestries and hatchments and two suits of armour from even earlier times adorned the walls of this magnificent great hall.

         The property had been lovingly looked after, and the decor fitted several periods but was beautifully balanced. The place oozed history and charm, elegance and style. By comparison to the great entrance hall, all the other rooms, possibly apart from the sitting room and library were very small.

         Vasilli would have happily stayed here for as long as they liked. He dreamed of having a home like this.

         He wondered if space guidance system experts in the West could afford such a place.

         He mused at the vast chasm between his two bedroom flat in Russia, with its own dining-cum-sitting room, and this vast edifice.

         His flat, amongst the privileged scientific community in which he dwelt, was considered to be extravagant – for a man on his own.

         Here in England though, he knew things were different. He had experienced a taste of life among the spires of Oxford, and knew there was another way of life.

         Vasilli knew also that his work in Russia was no longer anything to do with all for man’s exploration of space, finding new worlds and furthering the glory of his mother country. It was a far more sinister thing. In his mind his guidance systems work would help propel space probes, and, later, manned ships throughout the solar system. He hoped, one day, to be allowed to go on one of those space missions or even spend time aboard one of their space stations.

         Star Wars projects for some time were just a rumour and when he learned eventually, that this was the main thrust of what he had been working towards, Vasilli lost interest.

         Nuclear proliferation had been bad enough, but the thought of having a hand in this type of death and destruction, gave him nightmares, and eventually had led him to consider the drastic measures he had taken over the past few weeks. His defection would be a severe body blow to his country and that too sickened him, he had not wanted that either.

         He eyed the wall of books in the library. There were thick dusty volumes, from massive encyclopaedia, to mighty geographic and scientific tomes. All of Shakespeare’s works, including the sonnets he could see, and most of the Greek classics. There were all the other great British poets, Keats, Byron, Shelley, Coleridge and many others and then the more contemporary, quite a few of which he did not recognise. He spotted the works of many great authors. He picked out a favourite, Hamlet, and then another book caught his eye.

         He hooked his finger over the spine of a black covered hardback and pulled it back on its base to reveal cream-coloured writing that offered to reveal The Mind of Adolf Hitler by Walter Langer.

         He was interested in history and wandered how the West’s perspective of the Second World War might differ from the version told to Soviet students. With both books in his hand he crossed the room, lolled in the huge swing, swivel, rock, captain’s chair, and easily swung his left leg over the arm.

         Occasionally, to consider a point, he would raise his eyes and gaze through the tall windows. He could see down over trimmed lawns and carefully tended flower beds, and then further over rolling hills and a deep wide valley. In the distance he could see a tractor and trailer moving across a field.

         His attentions were neither totally on the book he was reading or the scene set out before his window.

         And as time passed there were serious moments of nagging worry, he could not help but think about the action he had taken, the culmination of which had resulted in his flight from Russia in the last few days.

         He knew one way or another he would suffer for his ‘betrayal’, but also, looking out that window, absorbing the peace and tranquillity of the pastoral beauty below him, he knew he was right to turn his back on his country, rather than betray himself and his own soul.

         Vasilli had often thought deeply about what and how the British, and Americans(he knew when you talk about one you include the other) might use any information they could get from him.

         He believed his technical research and knowledge to date, was probably in advance of the West. Western space projects had developed very quickly, often using new and untested designs and technology. The hardware looked very sexy, but the result was a horrific lack of consistency, and very poor results.

         The Soviets on the other hand kept the good parts of their technology and design. Much was tried and tested and they simply, and inexpensively, added to it. The result was that they were using a lot of older hardware, but had far better reliability and success in space.

         It was the Americans who started the race for Star Wars, but even so, it was less likely to be used by them against the East. The fact was that the East was a lumbering giant with a terminal disease, and probably could not last much longer anyway.

         Vasilli, albeit privileged and knowledgeable, was a civilian and he recognised this, so it was certain that the intelligence agencies of the West knew it and a lot of the detail of just how critical the situation was. They would not have to shoot their Star Wars rockets at anyone. They just had to wait for the USSR to roll over and die. And when that happened all the old factions of the Soviet Union would be at each other’s throats and half of them would be welcoming the advances of the West with open arms. Even he, Vasilli Vasilovski could see that!

         There was far more chance that Vasilli’s specialist knowledge would see the early hopes of his imagination fulfilled in the West. His was a quest for space!

         
             

         

         Vasilli had enjoyed a light, but more than adequate lunch of ham salad, so fresh and crisp, the colours so bright… tomatoes and radishes redder than he had seen for years and the lettuce, cucumber and cress a million miles from the limp and pallid version he and his comrades were used to. The soft granary bread that had come with it had been slightly warmed and the aroma made his head swim.

         He could not understand why he felt so guilty every now and then. He tried to dismiss these thoughts and concentrated instead on looking forward to his coming talks with Pete Armour, there was a lot to talk about.

         He had been in the Warwickshire safe-house since 11.30 pm the previous night. He had slept until 11.30 that morning. He was not allowed to leave, or walk in the grounds.

         There were armed men in the house itself and more outside.

         He had expected it, and most of the Military Intelligence and secret service people he had met so far had been friendly, but business-like. But there was more security than he had anticipated.

         Vasilli had enjoyed a very relaxing day, and as he looked outside for a second he could see the night closing in. A security man crossed the reddened sky between him and the dying sun. They seemed to be everywhere. He was surprised at the level of protection, he had not realised that he was that important.

         He turned another page, enjoying a gin and tonic – he promised he would own a library like this one day. His English was pretty good and he was able to appreciate most of the books there. As he rocked slightly with that thought, the door quietly opened and a man in a grubby wax jacket and cords walked in…

         He was tall, and lean. His blond hair was long and although he was calm, his steely eyes darted around the room.

         Instantly, Vasilli knew something was wrong. He had not seen this man before and he did not look like the others.

         He had been promised protection. He had been told he would be given a new life after he had unburdened his secrets to military intelligence… to Pete Armour, but now he knew he was facing his killer.

         He could not believe that the KGB could have caught up with him already. At any time during the journey, perhaps, but not now. There had been so much changing of transport, lying low, switching this way and that, moving quickly, diving on to trains, jumping off buses, fast cars, boats, brief moments in farmhouses and hotels…

         The man’s eyes were everywhere. In the second that he had entered he had scrutinised the room, positively identified Vasilli, and in the next second seemed satisfied.

         As Vasilli rose from his chair, the farmworker’s hand went inside his jacket. Vasilli had seen enough over the past few days and instinctively knew what would emerge from it. He threw the book he had been reading, and at the same time dived for the panic button on the desk. Without glancing back at the hitman in a completion of his first movement his hand continued to sweep up a vase, hurling it through the window.

         All this had taken place in a split second, and as he continued to sail through the air, he half smiled at his amazing presence of mind and incredible agility and… a bullet thumped into his shoulder. It changed the direction he was travelling in, and he crashed into the drinks trolley.

         As glass shattered showering him in booze and splinters, the assassin moved round the room with incredible speed, and he must had known that the agents around the farm would be upon him in a matter of seconds.

         Almost in the same breath two secret service agents who Vasilli had earlier seen outside, crashed in through the window, and another smashed through the door, two died, their heads exploding, the walls behind them hideously splattered red and strangely it matched the curtains as the dying sun flashed on them.

         Vasilli took another bullet before the hitman went down – one of the guys from the window, and another entering from the door finished him… but the firing was still going on outside.

         Just as they had come in, the agent crashed out again – no one stopping to check on him or his health.

         Vasilli was lying on lush, thick pile carpet, his head two foot from the gaping eyes of the farmworker.

         His shoulder and ribs started at first to sear, cold, like he had been stabbed with a stalactite, then turned inside out and burning as if a blowtorch was being played on his skin. His head throbbed and spun. He had never felt pain like it, but he knew he had been lucky… to feel any pain.

         He knew that the first bullet had gone right through his body from low to high, between his collarbone and his shoulder blade. It was a small calibre bullet from specialist-made weapon. The entry and fortunately, although a little surprisingly, the exit, were neat fine holes. The exit wound wept blood. The second bullet, as he had been turning in the air, had glanced his ribcage, near his heart, but had not entered him.

         As the firing continued, he knew he was not out of danger – the hitman, whom he had presumed to be a Russian, would not been alone. Somehow Vasilli decided he would have to get out, and probably on his own. With the adrenalin surging through his body, and keeping near to the ground he moved to the door, and opened it. The corridor outside and the cellar stairwell to his right was clear, and the gunfire was coming from behind him. Turning to the left he moved quickly, and as he did so he passed an open door.

         Inside in a panelled room, was a large oak table with paperwork strewn around on it, and ten seats around, had been abandoned, obviously when the firing started.

         As he surveyed the room he heard footsteps in the stairwell, and voices from somewhere outside. Orders were being barked. He dived into the room closing the door except for a small crack. He heard the stomping feet of two or three men crashing into the library and out through the window. He stayed for a few seconds more, but just as he turned to leave the draw of the set of documents closest to him was magnetic.

         He looked down at the paperwork, picked up a set of five A4 sheets, stared for a minute, his eyes narrowing as he recognised a name. Quickly, he stuffed them down the front of his trousers and left.

         Finding a large stable-style door, he was soon in the gravel courtyard into which they had driven the night before, and moving as silently as he could, he kept close to the barn wall, to fences and hedges.

         The darkness was falling quickly, and all the shooting was on the other side of the house, on the lawns leading down to those peaceful rolling hills.

         Vasilli headed quickly along the quiet farm track towards the village where he could see lights glowing and flickering. Near to the houses Vasilli found a small copse. He entered and kept to the shadows.

         He was in a strange country and with only one chance – to get in contact with Pete Armour. After what he had seen he needed to do that – it was imperative for him… and for Pete. He knew the documents he had retrieved from the room next to the library, were vitally important. A powder keg. The relevance was not lost on him. He had to get the documents to Pete. Pete was the only one he could possibly trust now, but what had Pete said in Lubeck?

         
             

         

         It was 1960. Pete had been studying East European history and culture, and was part of an Oxford group chosen to be invited to Russia. Armour was selected to be hosted Vasilli Vassilovski, only son of a good party member, who was a cleric in local government in Minsk. Vasilli was talented and because of his good family name was to some extent privileged, and because of an intelligent analytical mind won his way through university.

         He recognised his privilege and special option and took advantage of them, but never took on that sanctimonious air that some of his similarly ‘exulted’ party elite peers did.

         In fact they irritated him considerably, and often he found himself on his own, or mixing with those involved in sport or entertainment, not that he was particularly artistic, but he did love story-telling and amateur dramatics, poetry and reading.

         Although it took a little time, he and Armour soon became firm friends. They had similar interests, albeit that Armour did not have the same scientific bent that Vasilli had, he did share the same clear analytical mind of Vasilli. Both enjoying sport, they soon became very close.

         Vasilli could never quite understand how Pete could be so relaxed. They both knew that they were being watched, but Pete had an air of confidence that was almost annoying. It eluded Vasilli for some time, but then he recognised what it was. Pete was not scared. Nothing fazed the Oxford undergraduate, who at the same time showed considerable reverence for his hosts and their country, and a surprising knowledge of the culture. Russian people could not help liking him, despite western decadence, and their visitors’ irritating proclivity for always being cheerful, whatever happened. How lucky he was, Vasilli often thought, and he tried to reflect Armour’s good humour. He did for much of the time, but he noticed Armour often fended off questions about England and tended to underplay things. He was slightly embarrassed that his visitor did so, but understood why he did.

         For his part Armour was stunned by the generosity he encountered. He knew these were not wealthy people, and they were not only ‘giving’ with their hospitality but their hearts.

         He guessed that food and wine supplied by the party boosted normal provisions so there would be no loss of face.

         There were theatre trips, concerts, museum visits and cultural receptions – all strictly controlled and monitored. The host families had ‘get-togethers’, which despite the language barriers proved entertaining. The three week visit passed very quickly.

         It was with great astonishment then that the following year, an amazed Vasilli Vasilovski had been allowed, with an exchange group, to travel outside the country. He had been allowed to come to Oxford for a month. The authorities had taken a chance.

         But he was a science student and not considered a radical free thinker, or very political.

         He was a student of great social conscience, but certainly not considered by his seniors as one who would question Soviet authority or be a risk-taker.

         And at that time they had been correct in their assumption. Despite the provocation of youth, and the temptations of the West, there had never been any doubt that Vasilli would take full advantage of his trip to the UK, and return a model Russian citizen.

         Later the authorities, his bosses, his colleagues and friends would never have imagined his total about-face and his need to escape Russia, despite growing rumours that the Soviet Union was breaking up and the Iron Curtain was coming down.

         From the moment the plane left Russian airspace back in 1960, Vasilli felt as if he might as well be going to the moon. He had read about the outside world, heard from people who had travelled before, from Armour, but now he was going to experience it first hand.

         He wondered if it would be as decadent as he had been led to believe… Would he be led astray, corrupted?

         Those days, Oxford had been a total amazement to Vasilli. Oh, he had seen the travelogues, heard about the colleges, the spires and imagined punting along the river Cherwell, but nothing could have really prepared him for what he would encounter…

         What a truly amazing, beautiful, bountiful city… so full of freedom, of thought and of action. And what a night life! Always busy and always bright. In the first few days of his stay Vasilli tended to shuffle in his walk… from turning to see if anyone was following.

         But soon he didn’t care too much – this place was bliss to the repressed Russian – and one spot in particular.

         During that short stay, Pete had shown him as much as he could. He knew that time was precious for Vasilli. Vasilli had taken in as much as possible.

         While others stayed out late and slept in late, Vasilli burned the candle at both ends.

         He stayed out late and got up early. But everything he saw was absorbed. Everything was somehow vital.

         Even if their time had been idly spent punting, Vasilli appreciated it to the full. Once he suddenly stood up in the boat, spread his arms and filled his chest with air. From the bottom of his soul he cried out, a long, deep yell that seemed to quieten the birds in the trees for a second or two. It sent a shiver up Pete’s back and made the skin on his neck and lower jaw tighten, almost in embarrassment that he had missed a great significance.

         But he always seemed to understand the differences between him and Vasilli with quiet respect. Vasilli then lay in the bottom of the punt with his copy of a Shakespeare play… Hamlet. Not looking at the pages Vasilli would rustily, but confidently, quote.

         “Oh that this too, too sullied flesh would melt, thaw and resolve itself into a dew…”

         Somehow he managed to say it in a more melancholic manner than any Prince of Denmark performer Armour had ever seen – his voice drifting over the lapping water to be absorbed by the cascading willows. Vasilli certainly did not mind who else might have heard him.

         Four short weeks and Vasilli had returned to his mother country disturbed slightly, but at the same time happy to be back, or was it a sort of relief in a way. It might have seemed strange to a Westerner, he had absorbed so much, but he was not sure he was ready to handle so much freedom. And certainly he knew that he had to go back. Staying was not an option. He had to face the reality.

         He graduated and the Party found him ‘interesting’ work at Baikonur.

         Although not a lot was happening, Vasilli became involved in the space programme, and guidance systems particularly. He knew the investigation of deep space would require probes and they would need guidance. He enjoyed the work. It was challenging and he dreamed of space and where it might lead humans in the future. He hoped that one day he might make it into space.

         Not a lot happening? That was, until someone found another purpose crucial to the programme. He was soon reassigned. Although not happy with the reason for the programme, Vasilli carried on. He did not have much choice, but he hated the idea of working on weaponry of any kind, for any reason.

         Vasilli’s work was secret of course, but he lived and socialised with many other scientists. He still wrote to Armour, a long letter, every six months or so, and Armour would reply.

         Vasilovski talked about literature, international news (to show he was allowed such information), and sport, but never anything about his work, and for some reason, maybe obvious reasons, Armour never asked about it.

         Armour responded with similar material, but would often talk about his ‘normal’ work. Neither Vasilli, nor the Russian censors had the slightest idea of Armour’s ‘unusual’ side line.

         
             

         

         It had been in a cosy quiet bar, shortly after they had met in the cold and wind-swept medieval centre of the Baltic resort of Lubeck, Armour in low tones, and well out of ear shot of unwanted listeners, told Vasilovski: “If you are in real trouble contact Mart Burricks at the evening paper in Northampton and tell him your name and to pass on to me, the message: ‘That special bottle of Scotch you requested is now available’, then go to the old Grand Hotel in the town and book in under the name of Dieter Schmitt. I will find you.”

         
             

         

         When they had first met in Lubeck, Vasilli could not quite believe the face in front of him.

         It had been some years since they had seen photos of each other, and Vasilli tilted his head from one side and then the other and squinted.

         Armour had hoped for this. It gave him just enough time to lead the Russian quickly to one side. The element of shock shown by Vasilli’s expression would be misconstrued by the British agents guarding Vasilli, as a response to Armour’s somewhat abrupt treatment. Armour was the debriefer and they would not question his techniques as far as preparing a defector.

         Strangely picking up the serious face of his old friend, he hushed his tone, but said: “Pete, Pete Armour, is that really you? What are you doing here?”

         It was a stupid question really. Pete drew Vasilli a few paces further away from the agents who were escorting him, and kept his voice low.

         Vasilli appreciated the seriousness of what he was saying, fascinated by the change in Pete Armour. He had always known him to be gentle and laid back about everything, and he had not perceived any change in recent letters.

         But then, if Armour was now some kind of agent, that should not be a surprise.

         
             

         

         Fortunately, Vasilli had studied maps of Great Britain, and particularly the Midlands, because it held special memories for him. Despite the dark, he soon picked up of the main road signs and although he had never heard of Flecknoe before, he quickly sussed how to get to Northampton.

         A little earlier he had found another farm on the outskirts of Flecknoe, had stolen a bicycle, and decided to stick with it all the way to Northampton. The bike would be slower but he decided not to take the obvious route along the A45, but kept to the back road from Daventry to Duston on the edge of the town – only the locals used it, although it was nearly as quick at the main road, which is partly dual carriageway.

         Amazingly the bleeding from his wounds has stopped. As soon as he was on the eastern side of Daventry he had passed a golf club. He crept into the club car park for a moment to bandaged himself with the remains of his shirt that were almost clean.

         Over the hill he saw the lights of a small village and as he got closer and in among the houses he spotted a rotary washing line. He stole two shirts from a washing line to wear – he felt guilty, but he was getting cold. He decided he would later need the second one to re-dress his wounds.

         What haunted Vasilli now about his course of action, was another comment made by Armour in Lubeck: –

         “Only contact Burricks as a last resort. He is totally safe, but he is not one of us.”

         What is ‘one of us’…?

         He would probably be able help, but not to any professional level. Well, he now needed all and any help he could get. But by not being part of the organisation Armour had thought he would be safer.

         From the documents he had seen, he knew Armour was right about that, and he now assumed that both MI5 and the KGB were after him, and he was not too sure which intended him good or harm. He had to avoid both until he had contacted Armour.

         Armour, he knew, somehow, would sort out the mess.

         It was almost midnight. He needed some sleep.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         Pete Armour, and far as the non-spook world was aware, was a freelance journalist, working with several newspapers in the Midlands. He often did shifts with the Coventry Evening Telegraph, and the Chronicle & Echo, Northampton. Occasionally he helped out on the weeklies in Leamington, Banbury and Daventry, but only because he knew the editors well and enjoyed the change.

         He would work equally well reporting as sub-editing, but sub-editing was the skill most papers wanted him for. He was good at it, and quick at page design, and the standard of accuracy was extremely high. He was known to be very reliable, but not particularly cheap, which was why he did less for the weeklies – they wanted him but couldn’t readily afford him.

         Over the years Amour had become well known for his remarkably agile mind. Armour had made numerous contacts during his university days at Oxford, and as a result of one of these, six years after graduating, he was recruited by British Intelligence as a de-briefer.

         He had always regarded the job as a short-term thing, and at the very most he had always insisted that it should be a side-line. He had never quite fancied the idea of being permanently or completely ‘on the government payroll’.

         Although obviously having to sign the Official Secrets Act and all that, it went a little further. Some defence mechanism, if it could be called that, made sure that he never totally relied on any single organisation, especially British Intelligence, for his living.

         But British Intelligence wanted him, and he had to admit to being fascinated by the role. They made an exception, allowed him his side-line position, safeguarded his retirement, and, as it happened, tended to reserve some of the more interesting and sensitive cases for him to handle. Over the years they had found that it had paid off.

         But for Armour, he found it very difficult to actually like anyone in the service, not that he had actually tried too deeply. They were strange – even the most apparently ‘relaxed’ did not know the meaning of the word.

         He knew one agent, a former SAS man, who while on leave, had been to a disco one night. During the evening he had fallen asleep and ‘friends’ had watched as the cigarette he had been holding, burned itself away through his fingers. He never stirred.

         And yet, three days later the very same man had very nearly killed his own 12-year-old daughter. He had been asleep on the sofa, when she had skipped in from the kitchen, after playing in the back garden, and tapped him on the shoulder. His reaction had been instantaneous, blindingly fast… and almost deadly.

         In less than a moment he had moved from his reclining position to one above her. He had her neck savagely twisted to her left by his left hand, with the elbow of his right arm ready to crash down on her exposed head or neck – either would have led to her final breath as the vertebrae popped and her spinal cord snapped like a twig.

         The blood had drained from his body as he had realised what he had so nearly done, and he spent six months on a ‘company farm’ getting his head together.

         All this complicated Armour’s life too much, so he did not seek it out. This was not a career, simply an interesting and unusual diversion. His only regular contact was with his immediate boss, Sir Michael Staveley-Smythe – a ‘hooray’, but not too bad, and in his own way he empathised with Armour.

         ‘Mick’, as Armour liked to called him to his face, because he knew it slightly irritated him, had been his third ‘control’. Who knows what his title, or official role was, or any of the previous ones who had done the job. He had chosen never to ask, but Mick seemed to be in fairly constant contact with Personal Private Secretaries and junior Ministers, and occasional dragged in with the big boys when the shit really hit the fan.

         And it had been hitting the fan recently. Not with any of the subjects Armour had been debriefing, but with two or three others. People had died mysteriously, including the service’s own agents, and on one occasion the subject and debriefer fell rather ignominiously from the rooftop of a very dodgy hotel in a red light area of Seattle.

         Of course there had been internal investigations – the probes had gone deep and wide, but had revealed very little – two guys fiddling their expenses, and one chap fiddling with his partner’s wife – sad, but trivial. Things had gone quiet just recently… It was Mick who had contacted Armour to tell him that a very special operative was ‘coming over’ – the information on him was incomplete. He could not have been aware that Vasilli and Armour knew each other. Armour had just done a stint at the Daventry Express, one of his favourites, when he switched mode for Mick.

         He did not say much at the time except that his subject’s name was Vasilli Vasilovski and that he was a ‘Star Wars’ expert – Armour of course, was to debrief him…

         Being on the other end of the phone, Mick could not see Armour’s reaction. He sat down suddenly, as if dealt a swift, sharp, body blow. He had recovered quickly, and none but the most observant, would have recognised the slight hesitation, possibly a waver, in Armour’s voice, because it was just as quickly gone.

         He was given the address of the safe house, and a time to be there. He had used this house once before and like it. It was comfortable, Vasilli would be impressed, and it was convenient. In fact, it couldn’t be better.

         Some of Armour’s debriefs had involved travelling abroad. That had been OK, but he actually preferred to do it somewhere close to home – his mind was far more in tune. If it was abroad, he much preferred to get it out of the way and then go and explore – it was his weakness. In fact, this had been recognised by Mick, who cut his cloth accordingly, and trips were only on if the subject was insistent, or Armour was simply the best man for the job.

         Because Armour was freelance, none of the papers he worked for queried his availability, and even when he had to let someone down at very short notice, he would make amends in the future by doing a shift for free, depending on how much he had messed them up – there were those editors who didn’t mind if he did. They got someone cheaper to do the job and then Armour would come in on another occasion for nothing… but it didn’t happen very often.

         Armour’s life was not too complicated at the moment. A partner had finished a year-long relationship they were in about five months earlier, which had left him a little ‘jangled’ for a few of weeks – he had not been expecting it, but got over it. In the ‘post mortem’ it became obvious she had been seeing someone else in recently months. He had had no idea.

         Armour had never married. He had obviously had a few relationships, some of them fairly important, but none had galvanised him enough to think seriously about getting married… well it was probably the right thing, he often thought – he was a loner.

         But now, Armour was worried. He was on edge. He could not get it out of his mind that Vasilli was coming to Britain. That he would be seeing him for the first time since that university exchange – he was 40 now, they had been 22 then…

         Bearing in mind some of the things that had been going wrong, he had every reason to worry for Vasilli’s safety – he was already at more risk than was necessary, but how was he going to avoid it? Why had it been so crucial to bring him out now? Couldn’t it have waited a few months until they had sorted out their internal problems… because that is what it had to be.

         It was unusual, but he persuaded Mick to let him meet with Vasilli in Lubeck, on the way to Britain. It was unusual, but he said he was particularly concerned because of the cock-ups… that was true. Armour had something up his sleeve in case things did not go according to plan. It was unorthodox and unauthorised, but it might just work. It might just save Vasilli if he got into a squeeze.

         
             

         

         “Bloody hell!” hissed Staveley-Smythe brushing dust and dirt from his now crumpled trousers, as he picked himself up from the patio outside the library window.

         “What the fuck is going on?”

         His main operator, Blake, had just given the all-clear, but there were six bodies scattered around the Flecknoe farmhouse. Two were unidentified and the others were his men. The search was already on for Vasilovski.

         Blake reported this fact, said he was convinced there were no other hostiles in the vicinity, that this was a two-man operation. He flicked open his Motorola mobile phone and arranged a clean-up, and a cover-up.

         Men were running into outlying fields and checking hedges, walls and outbuildings in the area, radios cackled and then more men were drafted in. The noise that had been created was bound to cause a stir among local people, who were often slightly bemused by the comings and goings at strange hours, and occasionally the big black cars and strange number plates – but never had there been a major gun fight.

         Hushed rumours and guarded whispers about the place were not rare but a pretty good whitewash story was needed very quickly to cover this one. But that was OK, probably the least of their problems, he was confident of that part of what they had to do now, but there was still a major worry – some supposedly precision timing had gone very wrong. The hush hush meeting that had been conducted should not have been interrupted under any circumstances – there would be repercussions.

         By the time Blake snapped the cover of the Motorola shut, Staveley-Smythe had regained his composure, but there was still a slight tremble of anger and indignation as he swore again and said: “I need to get to the bottom of this. This is the last operation that goes wrong. I want to know everything about anyone who had anything to do with it, from start to finish.”

         He turned on his heel and headed back into the house, and to the room beside the library where they had been conducting a meeting.

         He hoped above all that no one from that room had been hurt, it could cause considerable embarrassment if they were.

         Staveley-Smythe, a tall lean, well-educated man in his late forties, was met at the door by General Sir Bryan Calder-Maynes, who was a good ten years his senior. The general was strong, stockily built, but with very little fat. He had dark, deep sunk eyes which flashed incredibly when he was excited. Not quite so well-educated, he had served with the army all his life, was flamboyantly decorated with an extremely impressive array of medals, and had seen action in most theatres of war – whether Britain was actively, and/or officially involved or not.

         “Ah Bryan, are you alright? What about everyone else.”

         “They’re OK In the circumstances I told them to go. We will have to reconvene later.

         But this attack,” and he whispered out the side of his mouth, “Or the timing of it, is very unfortunate Michael. It could have been very embarrassing. Have you got any leads on who these mechanics are and under who’s orders?”

         “No idea yet, but we will. Bryan, you go too. I’ll call you this evening… shame, the meeting was going so well. I’d better tidy up in here. Do you want to keep copies of the documentation?”

         “No, shred it all,” said Calder-Maynes and he walked off down the corridor without another word.

         Staveley-Smythe walked into the room and started gathering the papers. He stopped, counted… counted again and then gathered them again. He crossed the hall, to a small room opposite which housed a copier, fax, small personal computer and printer, and the shredder, and he fed the documents in.

         It could have been that one of the people in the meeting had mistakenly taken their agenda and brief. They had been told not to. He would have to ring round on their mobiles or when they were all back in their offices, to check. He could not help being slightly uneasy, but did not intend to tell Calder-Maynes for the moment, although he knew he was taking a huge risk. The general would, of course, be furious and Staveley-Smythe would, no doubt, get it in the neck. But frankly he was getting a little fed up with getting all the flack, which the ‘old git’ as he had coming to mentally label him, sat around lording it over him.

         General Sir Bryan Calder-Maynes’ steps across the gravel were a brisk march, and the sound of the stones under his heel were amplified round the yard.

         He climbed into his maroon Jaguar saloon and gunned up the V12 engine and letting the tyres spin slightly, smacking pebbles into a barn wall. The tyres then gripped and he pulled away from the farmyard.

         He too was seething. Another cock-up. A vital meeting curtailed, and the integrity of the Group seriously threatened. He had power and influence, but he hated this nagging feeling that recently things were more than slightly out of control. These meetings were vital to the future, his future, and if he was able to orchestrate the situation well, things would be far more efficient, less people would be killed, missions were accomplished and ‘everyone’ would be happy… and rich!

         He would make sure that things were not left totally in the hands of Staveley-Smythe, someone he knew was, although not military, quite professional, and the two of them had had long discussions about the purpose of the meeting. Both were key to its success. The trouble was Staveley-Smythe was just a prat. He couldn’t help it, that’s the way he was.

         That was not a reason, in itself, to distrust him, but he didn’t have a great deal of time for him. Now there were things going on that were worrying. In his own mind he knew that some of the problems MI5 were confronting were of his doing, but that was calculated, if a little dangerous. But the risk was measured and in his control.

         It was the bits he could not calculate that were beginning to worry him.

         This latest farce at Flecknoe had been the closest to wrecking his own operations and plans.

         The general decided he would bring in his own professionals, people he knew. They would start with the missing Russian.

         
             

         

         Staveley-Smythe was relieved that Calder-Maynes had gone. He of all the people he knew in agency circles was the most influential, and the most dangerous. He had an air of confidence and affluence which was based on personal achievement and skill, not inherited… as with Staveley-Smythe.

         It was petty he knew, as he watched a plume of dust from the disappearing Jag in the distance, but he wondered how Calder-Maynes had acquired his double-barrelled name.

         Staveley-Smythe too was concerned at the speedily halted meeting. He had not wanted that. He believed there was real benefit for him and fellow colleagues in what had been discussed. He wanted to see things progressed, and he was very concerned at the continuing problems they had been experiencing. In fact it did not help with the negotiations. It was becoming increasingly clear there was a leak… strange… because that was almost what they had been talking about.

         And now, there was a missing set of documents from that day’s meeting.

         “Shit,” he said through his teeth as he put the phone down from talking to the people who had been there. Clearly, there were three possible scenarios.

         Either someone in his own staff had grabbed a copy of the papers; there had been a third person in the attack who had gone straight for the documents, the attempt on Vasilovski being a half blind, and then thirdly, that Vasilovski had taken a copy of the documents in his scurry from the farmhouse. He favoured the third option.

         Was Vasilovski what he purported to be? They assumed he was the rocket guidance scientist his records said he was, but his biographical details, although very patchy early on, had been clear and corroborated over the past 20 years or so.

         One of his first questions when they brought him back would be why he had run from the safe house?

         Secondly, although using agents from MI5, there were a few who he knew he could rely on for extra work and with total discretion. Certainly he needed more help if he was going get an edge, and an edge was what he needed. The first priority was to get the Russian back – it shouldn’t be too much of a job, where could he go? He already had Blake with a team on it. He thought he might set a second team on as well.

         He would have to ring Armour and let him know the debrief was likely to be delayed.

         Armour… he had been a bit strange over this debriefing, demanding to meet with Vasilovski before his arrival in England.

         It was the first time that had happened, but at the same time Staveley-Smythe had a sneaky admiration for Armour. He wasn’t too clear why, but he had seen him debriefing a few times and was impressed by his line of questioning in certain circumstances, and then his incredible intuition.

         It would have Armour following an understandable line and then suddenly change tack, and Staveley-Smythe would watch enthralled, as the two lines of inquiry magically became entwined, and then produced an answer. It sometimes appeared as if Armour had orchestrated it himself.

         That was why Staveley-Smythe allowed this peculiar unprecedented ‘part-timer’, ‘on the fringe’ status to continue. But he also respected Armour for his independence, and never for a moment doubted his loyalty to queen and country. And he liked him, although they had never mixed socially.

         Armour had explained that he wanted to meet Vasilovski prior to his arrival, partly because he was to reassure himself that things were running smoothly in the light of the troubles they had been having, and get some handle on the man. He also fancied a trip to Hamburg.

         This had seemed pretty weak to Staveley-Smythe, and he thought there might be another reason. He now wondered if Armour had given Vasilovski instructions about what he might do if anything went wrong. Staveley-Smythe couldn’t see why he should want to go to such great lengths in this instance, but he didn’t think it would do any harm. The trouble now was that if that was the case, he had to figure out what this enthusiastic amateur would do. What possible arrangements could he make for Vasilovski? What would Armour do if he did?

         If Vasilovski had taken the papers, it would sort of suggest that he immediately understood their importance… or had been after them in the first place!

         If that was the case he would probably be outside the country within a few hours, along a pre-arranged route with a pretty well-planned exit from the country.

         
             

         

         Staveley-Smythe was in his office off the back of Shepherds Bush Green, which he tried to use as little as possible, and you could tell. It was plain, simple and only embellished with official-type pictures – military equipment, aircraft, ships, beachhead landings. The room had a dull view over towards Olympia.

         There was a high-back black chair in which he lolled behind a large wooden, leather inlaid desk.

         Despite his lolling, the telephone was red hot.

         “Good God Michael, Why didn’t you bloody tell me earlier. This is suddenly a very much more serious matter. Have you any idea what is at stake? Michael… Michael, what have you got to say…?”

         “Alright, keep your hair on old boy, I do understand the situation, and I have got every available man on it. I can’t help it if people are careless and leave their papers lying around. I am doing my best. It was you who sent everyone away so quickly…”

         “Well listen to me sonny boy,” said Calder-Maynes with his steely eyes narrowed and his teeth gritted. “You hosted that meeting, it is down to you, that’s the way I see it, so your best may not be good enough. If this situation is not sorted and bloody pronto, I’ll personally make you eat your balls. I’m setting some of my own people on this too, shit, Christ, what a fucking shambles.”

         Staveley-Smythe actually did not doubt that Calder-Maynes meant his highly personal threat, but there was something else nagging at Staveley-Smythe. It was something that Blake had said to him about Armour’s meeting with Vasilovski in Lubeck.

         There was nothing concrete, but Blake said he had noticed something in Vasilovski’s expression when he first saw Armour. It had been strange… it seemed to be a mixture of shock and surprise. But then, Armour had marched straight up to him and bustled him physically away, which was a bit odd as well. Armour had not made any explanation about why he had done this, but then it was not Blake’s job to question debriefers… they were usually more senior to him in the service, but he was observant and he had worked closely with Staveley-Smythe on many occasions. Staveley-Smythe had not particularly made much of this at the time Blake had told him, but now it could be relevant. He was checking anything that occurred to him.

         He had decided to review closely anything in Armour’s past that might shed light on it. Could he have known Vasilovski? There was certainly nothing in the files to suggest that they knew each other. Their information, although patchy concerning the Russian as an adolescent, was quite comprehensive.

         Armour’s background had been politically uneventful. After university, incidentally, where he had met Staveley-Smythe, he had trained as a journalist and travelled extensively.

         Staveley-Smythe tried to cast his memory back to his Oxford days, trying to recollect when he had first met Armour – they were not good friends, but fairly good nodding acquaintances. They may have had a drink together once or twice, and probably in the company of others.

         He was sure they first met at a varsity rugby match, although that was more Armour’s bag than his. Staveley-Smythe had been in the debating society, more of the cultural side of things and also in at least one of the secret societies which riddle the colleges.

         It had been five years after graduating that during a reunion they met once again.

         Though Armour did not know it, Staveley-Smythe knew Armour’s previous two controllers, and how Armour had been recruited. But he was fascinated for some time how Armour had managed to be allowed to build up his unique position, half in and half out of the service.

         But the one thing no one could argue with, was that he had been extremely successful and had an exemplary track record.

         It was generally accepted that had other people been involved with some of Armour’s most difficult debriefs, the subjects would not have been so co-operative and their information not as full, detailed and relevant.

         Again, incredibly, everyone who had contact with him, even some of the toughest, meanest foot-soldiers, who were rarely required to give an opinion, liked the guy.

         With people clearing up around him, Staveley-Smythe made his way to the kitchen. He was peckish, and swung open the door of the fridge…
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