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The Unit


Steve West A South Londoner, Steve served in the SAS for five years, fighting in Bosnia and behind the lines in the second Iraq War. After leaving the Army, Steve started freelancing for Bruce Dudley’s private military corporation, Dudley Emergency Forces – an outfit known in the trade as Death Inc. for the high-risk, high-stakes jobs it is willing to take on. With the money he made in Afghanistan – a mission described in Death Force – Steve has bought out his uncle Ken’s half-share in a vintage car dealership in Leicestershire. At the end of Shadow Force Steve discovered that he had a son called Archie, but he has never met him.


Ollie Hall Once an officer in the Household Cavalry, the most blue-blooded of British regiments, Ollie was trained at Sandhurst, and was, for a time, one of the fastest rising young stars in the armed forces. But he had a problem with drinking and gambling, and eventually left the Army to make a career in the City. When that failed as well, he started trying to form his own PMC, before joining up with Steve for the mission in Afghanistan. At the end of Fire Force, he breaks off his engagement to Katie, a London PR girl.


David Mallet With twenty years’ experience as an officer in the Irish Guards behind him, David is an experienced, battle-hardened soldier, an expert in logistics and military strategy and planning. He is divorced from his first wife, with two children at private schools to pay for. With his second wife, Sandy, he has twins. In Shadow Force, David suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder but eventually manages to overcome it.


Nick Thomas From Swansea, Nick spent two years in the Territorial Army before joining Steve on the Afghanistan mission. An only child, he was bought up by his mother Sandra, now working as a lap dancer, and never knew who his father was. He is the man with the least military experience on the team. But he is also the best marksman any of them have ever met, with an uncanny ability to hit a target with any kind of weapon.


Ian ‘The Bomber’ Murphy A Catholic Ulsterman, Ian grew up in Belfast, and spent ten years working as a bomb-maker for the IRA. He was responsible for several explosions that killed both soldiers and civilians, and was sentenced to life imprisonment. After spending years in the Maze prison, he was released as part of the Good Friday Agreement. He is no longer a member of the IRA, and has severed his connections with his old life. But he is still an expert bomb-maker, able to fashion an explosion out of the most basic components.


Dan Coleman A former member of the Australian Special Air Service Regiment (SASR), a unit closely modelled on the British SAS, Dan fought in Afghanistan as part of an SASR unit deployed against the Taliban. He accidentally killed two children, and spent a year in a military jail, although he always maintained his innocence. Haunted by the incident, he has left the Australian Army, and has taken up freelancing for PMCs. Dan is an expert on weaponry, always aware of the latest military technology, and desperate to try it out.


Maksim Prerova A former member of the Russian Special Forces, the Spetsnaz, Maksim is a suicidally brave soldier. His father was killed in Afghanistan in the early 1980s, and he has a bad vodka habit. During the mission in Afghanistan described in Death Force he was tricked into betraying the unit, but was forgiven because he proved himself the most ferocious fighter any of the men had ever seen. Fit, strong and courageous, Maksim is always ready for a fight.


Henri Colbert A sailor with the French Navy, Henri qualified for Commando Hubert, that country’s formidable unit of underwater combat specialists. After five years in Hubert taking part in missions around the world, Henri left the French forces and became a freelance consultant specialising in marine security. Brave and resourceful, Henri is a tough soldier, but he is also proud and argumentative, and finds it hard to fit into a team. He joined the unit in the mission against Somali pirates described in Shadow Force.


Bruce Dudley A gruff Scotsman, Dudley is the founder and chief shareholder in Dudley Emergency Forces. A former SAS sergeant, he left the Regiment ten years ago, and soon realised there was money to be made from running a private army. He was a legendarily tough soldier himself, and doesn’t see why anyone else should complain about terrifying conditions. He has an acute understanding of what makes his soldiers tick, and knows how to manipulate them into fighting every battle as ferociously as he did when he was younger.


Maya Howowitz Maya comes from an Israeli military family. Of Ukrainian origins, her grandmother and much of her family were killed at Auschwitz. Her grandfather escaped to what became modern Israel, and both he and Maya’s father were soldiers in the Israeli Defence Forces. Her father went on to become a Kidon, a licensed Mossad assassin. Maya served in the Caracal Battalion, the mixed-sex combat unit created by the Israeli Army. Unofficially, she is also an informer for the Mossad. She is fiercely loyal to the Israeli state. But she has started working in protection for a Russian billionaire because she wants to raise money for a kibbutz that is being converted from agriculture to manufacturing pharmaceuticals. Maya is tough and sexy and confident, and insists she is as skilled a military operator as any of the men – and, on seeing her in action, they are quick to concede that she is right.


Deceased


Ganju Rai A former Gurkha, Ganju served for eight years, in C Company, in the 2nd Battalion of the Parachute Regiment, primarily staffed by Gurkhas. He came from a small Nepalese village, and was fiercely loyal to the traditions of the Gurkha Regiments. Rai’s brother, also a Gurkha, was killed in Kosovo, and his wife and children were not getting a pension. Ganju became a mercenary to earn enough money to help support his extended family back home. He was an expert in stealth warfare. He died in the mission described in Shadow Force.


Chris Reynolds A veteran of South Africa’s Special Forces Brigade, known as the ‘Recce’ unit, Chris spent fifteen years in the South African Defence Force, and regarded the Recces as the finest fighting unit in the world. But he left the armed forces after he became disillusioned with the post-apartheid regime. He bought himself a farm in South Africa, but when that went bust he was forced to work as a mercenary to pay off his debts, even though it is illegal for South Africans to work for PMCs. He was brutally crucified in Batota, a mission described in Fire Force.


Jeff Campbell A former soldier, Campbell came from South London, and grew up with Steve. The two men were best mates. He was the man in the unit with the greatest sense of camaraderie, always organising a party, and making sure everyone had enough to drink. He died from wounds on the mission in Afghanistan described in Death Force despite the best efforts of the rest of the men to save him.




One


IT’S HARD TO KEEP YOUR make-up in place when a SIG Saur P220 pistol is pressed into the side of your face, reflected Steve West. Even when you are the third most beautiful woman in the world. Still, he noted with a grudging respect, Aletta Sansome was giving it a bloody good go. If anyone could get out of this scrap without smudging her blusher, then this was the girl for the job.


‘What do you reckon, boys?’ he asked tersely.


‘I’d say third most beautiful woman in the world was pushing it,’ said Ollie. ‘I mean top ten, fair enough, but there’s Keira Knightly to consider, and Angelina Jolie—’


‘And Catherine Zeta-Jones,’ interrupted David.


‘Or Alicia Silverstone,’ said Dan.


‘Or Kristen Stewart,’ said Ian. ‘The babe from the Twilight movies.’


‘Jesus, pal, that’s vampires. Steer well clear . . .’


‘I’d shag her,’ said Nick.


‘Yeah, but you’d shag a tin of frankfurters, so that doesn’t really count, does it, mate,’ said Ollie. ‘Now, we haven’t even started to consider Penelope Cruz or Cheryl Cole.’


‘For Christ’s sake, boys, can you sodding well leave it out,’ snapped Steve. ‘I meant how the hell are we going to save her life?’


The men fell silent, and looked through the pale, early evening light. Aletta Sansome was being held at gunpoint, a hundred yards in front of them, across a deserted stretch of wasteland alongside the District Line as it ran down from Fulham Broadway to Putney Bridge. One of the most famous models in the world, she was dating Chelsea’s Argentinian striker Luis Fessi. But she’d been kidnapped, and was being held at gunpoint down by the tube tracks by a group of Thai gangsters intent on making sure Chelsea lost the match and cleaning up on the Far Eastern betting markets.


And it was their job to rescue her.


Steve glanced at his watch. There were only ten minutes left until the second half kicked off. Ten minutes to rescue Aletta and get her back to the ground. Christ, he reflected. When you work in close protection, there are impossible jobs, completely sodding impossible jobs, and then this.


How the hell did we ever get into this mess?


And how the hell are we going to get out of it?


The evening hadn’t been planned this way. Half an hour earlier, the unit had been sitting in an executive box at Stamford Bridge, enjoying the first leg of a quarter-final Champion’s League game against Barcelona. Steve had been enjoying himself immensely. It was a year since Dudley Emergency Forces, the elite private military corporation for which he’d worked after leaving the SAS, had completed its last job, taking on the pirates in Somalia, and it was great to see all the boys from the unit again. In the twelve months since they’d got back with their lives more or less intact, Steve had been concentrating on building up the vintage car dealership he’d bought from his uncle Ken up in Leicestershire, and although he kept in touch with the rest of the lads via the occasional text message, and some round-robin emails on the latest guns that Dan sent out, he hadn’t seen much of the gang since then. He’d missed them, no question about that. They were the finest group of men he’d ever fought alongside. But any contact with the unit usually involved getting shot at, blown up, thrown out of a chopper and forced into a long march under brutal fire though a jungle, or a desert, or a mountain range. And he wasn’t going to miss that. Not one bit.


The reunion had been Maksim’s idea. The Russian former Spetsnaz soldier was the hardest, maddest warrior Steve had ever met but, like many ferociously fierce men, he was also a loyal friend. In the last few months he’d started working as a security guard for the Russian oil tycoon Alecsei Kolodin. A man who rarely travelled without a platoon of Red Army and Israeli special forces operatives surrounding him, Kolodin was also friends with the Chelsea owner, and Maksim was part of the team arranging security for the oligarch’s travelling circus of bodyguards, businessmen, bankers and model girls. Maksim had managed to get an extra ten seats for the unit, and a text had gathered them all together at short notice. Ollie Hall, the ex-Household Cavalry officer who’d been a certainty for general at Sandhurst before drinking and gambling his way out of the Army; Ian ‘The Bomber’ Murphy, the former IRA man who’d done years in the Maze before being released as part of the Good Friday Agreement; Nick Thomas, the lad from Swansea who’d done a couple of years in the Territorials before lying about his age to join them on the job in Afghanistan; Dan Coleman, the Australian SASR man who now ran a beer bar in Majorca; David Mallet, the former Irish Guards officer; Bruce Dudley, the former SAS sergeant who’d made himself a small fortune from setting up DEF just as private military corporations turned into a boom industry; and Henri Colbert, the French Commando Hubert operative who’d joined them on the piracy mission, and was now as loyal a member of the unit as any of them. They might not see each other that often, reflected Steve, but they were bound together in the way that only a group of men who have been to hell and back several times over, and who have left good mates in graves along the way, can be.


‘Maksie’s arranging the footie, and I’m in charge of the beer,’ Dan had announced, laying down a crate of Toohey’s New, his favourite Australian lager, and one of hundreds he stocked at ‘Dan’s Beer Bar’ out in Majorca. He slammed a fist down on Steve’s shoulder, half knocking him over with the massive strength in his right hand. ‘And maybe this bloke can find us some totty.’


‘I’m on holiday, mate,’ said Steve. ‘And for an ugly bastard like you, that sounds like hard work.’


Steve had settled back in the box to enjoy the football. He’d supported Chelsea since he was a boy; most of the kids around Bromley, where he grew up, were either Chelsea or Charlton fans, and he’d been devoted to the Blues ever since. A ball signed by Kerry Dixon in the season he’d scored as many goals as Gary Lineker was one of his prized possessions. That, and some gold taps from a bathroom in Saddam Hussein’s palace he captured during an SAS raid he’d led on the centre of Baghdad during the second Gulf War, were about the only two ornaments he had to decorate the small cottage he’d bought close to the dealership. Like every other fan, he had his doubts about what had happened to the club since the Russians had taken over, but he enjoyed their success, and anyway they didn’t look like big spenders compared to Man City, so no one could say they were buying success any more.


It was a cracking game right from the kick-off, and there was nowhere better to enjoy it from than an executive box. Barcelona were playing with the swagger and verve the world had come to expect from them, but Chelsea had dug in for a hard slog, defending valiantly. The game plan was clear enough from the start. Defend, defend, and defend some more, then try to nick a goal on the break, and hope that would be enough to see them through at the Nou Camp for the return leg in a fortnight’s time. It wasn’t the prettiest football Steve had ever witnessed, not from the home team, and the chilly wind and gusts of rain sweeping through West London that evening weren’t making it any more elegant. But the sport wasn’t that different from soldiering, he reflected as he admired the way the Chelsea captain lunged in for a tackle that, for all its aggression, was also skilful enough to remain just on the right side of red card territory. Everything started with the right kind of defence. And guts, doggedness and determination were qualities that could overcome any opposition; without those, superiority of numbers, or skill, or equipment, counted for very little.


‘This is the life, lads,’ boomed Dan, opening up another round of beers, and putting a bottle down for each man.


Indeed it was, thought Steve. Kolodin travelled in some style. The man himself sat at one side of the box. He was short, with dark hair, slicked back over his head, and an air of brooding mystery about him. Only just over forty, how he’d managed to amass a fortune of many billions in the Siberian oil industry was a mystery to the business pages of the papers. No one really knew how much money he actually had, or how it had been acquired. There was some violence along the way, Steve reckoned. You could tell that just from one glance at the man. Steve had seen it before, in the SAS and even more among the men who ran the private military corporations out in Afghanistan and Iraq. There was a coldness to the eyes and a cruelty to the lips that told you this was someone who could send a man to his death without a moment of hesitation or regret. It was a rare quality, but one which, in the right circumstances, could win a man a war or make him a fortune.


Around the Russian was a close protection unit of six special forces men, big, heavy guys, commanded by a slender, fierce woman called Maya Horowitz, who sat next to the oligarch all through the first half, hardly moving a muscle, and rising just once to rearrange the two bodyguards who sat next to Kolodin at all times. Behind them was a retinue of bankers, some associates from the oil industry, and a collection of icy Russian beauties who pretended to be models but Steve reckoned were probably there to entertain any guys with at least seven figures on their bank balance. One of them had just brushed past Nick, leaving the Welsh lad open-mouthed, and lost, Steve decided, somewhere between lust and bewilderment.


‘It’s hard to know whether there’s more talent up here or on the pitch,’ said Steve, giving Nick a wry half-grin.


‘It’s sodding Chelsea, isn’t it?’ said Nick. ‘Just a bunch of overpaid ponces. Not a real team like Liverpool.’


Steve grinned, and nodded towards the blonde who’d brushed past Nick a second earlier, and was now talking with an equally stunning brunette. ‘I tell you what, lad, there’s more chance of our left-back scoring than you.’


‘I do all right,’ muttered Nick grumpily.


Steve just laughed, and nudged Ian in the ribs, and soon both men were smirking. But Nick walked up to the two women and began chatting away to both of them, though it was the blonde who had most of his attention.


‘Jesus Christ,’ muttered Ian. ‘I’m jealous of Nick. I really have touched a new low in life.’


Steve focused on the football. Chelsea were still hanging on, but the Spanish striker had just had a diving header saved and it was going to be tough to get to half-time with the scores level.


I’ve made the right decision, he thought to himself during a quiet moment in the game. It’s great to see the boys again, but I’ve hung up my AK-47 for the final time. He could remember the moment when the Gurkha Ganju Rai had died alongside them out in Somalia, and it stayed with him, a vivid reminder that in the mercenary trade every job you took was also another step closer to the grave. He’d seen death close up too many times now, felt its clingy, cold embrace, and decided he didn’t want any more of it.


There’s just one thing I miss. Samantha and, of course, Archie. My boy.


Down below in the stands, Steve could see a couple of dads next to their kids, and he felt a pang of jealousy. It wasn’t something he’d ever experienced before. Plenty of his mates from the Army had got married and knocked out a couple of sprogs and he never felt anything but bemused sympathy. The nappies, the noise, and the way that a tasty young girl you fancied across the bar suddenly turned into someone who looked more like your mum on a bad day, were more than enough to put him off. But a year ago, he’d found out that Sam, the girl he’d slept with on the African job, had a son, his son, called Archie. She’d wanted him to know, but hadn’t wanted to see him enough to let him know where she was. And although he’d tried to locate her a few times, looking on the web, or scouring the phone book, he hadn’t been able to track her down.


Not that I’m kidding myself I’d make a great dad, he reminded himself. I’d probably be as rubbish as my own father. But it would be nice to meet the little guy. Maybe bring him to a game.


Down below, the ref was blowing for half-time, and the players were trooping back towards the dressing room.


Behind them, Bruce clapped his hands together.


‘Playtime is over, boys,’ he said briskly. ‘There’s some trouble brewing.’




Two


THE BEAD OF COLD SWEAT on Bruce’s neck revealed precisely how worried he was right now. A hard, strongly built man, Bruce had been one of the toughest sergeants in the SAS before founding Dudley Emergency Forces, a private military corporation with a reputation for taking on jobs so difficult and so dangerous that the men on the Circuit referred to it not by its formal name of DEF but as Death Inc.


Bruce doesn’t do rattled, thought Steve. No matter what kind of fire they were under, or how intense the pressure, he always remained completely composed.


Steve wasn’t sure he’d ever even seen him sweat before.


Until today, that is.


‘We’ve got fifteen minutes, lads,’ he said crisply.


They’d retreated into a back room across the passageway from the executive boxes, a square, concrete space used by the caterers who served the champagne and smoked salmon sandwiches to the people watching the game. There were six crates of Dom Perignon stacked against the wall, glasses next to them, and beside that an industrial-sized tub of caviar. ‘What the hell’s up?’ asked Steve.


Maksim held up a picture.


Steve recognised it at once. Just about anyone would. Aletta Sansome was one of the most photographed women in the world. A supermodel who appeared on dozens of magazine covers, she had her own range of perfume and lingerie and, as if that weren’t enough, she was also dating one of the world’s most talented footballers – Luis Fessi, who’d just signed for Chelsea, and who’d probably been the best player they had on the pitch during the first half.


With tumbling, auburn hair, high cheekbones, and rich grey-brown eyes, Steve could see exactly why she was regularly voted one of the world’s most beautiful women. She put the peroxide blondes he met up in the wine bars around Leicestershire to shame.


‘She’s been kidnapped,’ said Bruce.


‘I’d take her,’ chortled Dan. ‘I’d bring her back in one piece, though, even if her hair might be a bit messed up.’


‘This is serious, boys,’ snapped Bruce. ‘Aletta has vanished from the box she normally sits in. She comes to every game, and she always gives her boyfriend a kiss before he goes back on to the pitch for the second half. Kind of a good luck thing. If she’s not back in fifteen minutes, Luis will know something’s happened to her.’


‘What did I tell you?’ said Nick. ‘A bunch of overpaid ponces. Stevie Gerrard doesn’t need a kiss from the missus before he gets out on the pitch.’


‘Can’t we just text her?’ said Ian. ‘She’s probably getting her nails done.’


Bruce shook his head. ‘She’s been kidnapped to destabilise the team. The gaffer round here reckons it’s one of the Thai betting syndicates. There’s a fortune in Far Eastern money riding on Barcelona winning this game, and by taking Aletta they reckon they’ve as good as sewn up the result for the Spanish. Unless we can bring her back . . .’


Maksim had opened up a laptop. ‘We’ve traced her mobile,’ he said. His finger pointed to a Google Maps page displayed on the screen. ‘She’s right here. On the railway track that runs down to Putney Bridge.’


‘Isn’t this a job for the police?’ questioned Ian.


‘There isn’t enough time to mess around with the Bill,’ snapped Bruce. ‘They’ll call in a specialist hostage unit, cordon off the whole area, and spread the whole thing out for hours. We need to get cracking.’


‘Then we’re wasting time,’ said Steve decisively. ‘Let’s move.’


There were two cars parked at the hotel adjacent to the stadium: Bruce’s powerful Jaguar XJS and a Range Rover that Maksim was using to ferry the security team into the ground. The unit ran as fast as they could, hurtling down the stairs and leaving a pair of bemused ground stewards in their wake. Bruce took the wheel of the Jag, with Steve up front, and Dan and Nick in the back. Maksim took the Range Rover with Ollie, Ian, and Henri riding alongside him. Steve was about to slot the seat belt into place as the car screeched out of the car park, but Bruce told him not to bother. He’d taught himself how to disable the irritating voice on all modern cars that kept telling you to fasten your belt. ‘You’re safer without it,’ he said crisply. ‘So long as you know how to drive.’


‘You need to teach me that one.’


‘You don’t exactly need it for the Aston DB5s and the Jag Mark IIs up at your garage,’ answered Bruce with a rough grin. ‘They knew how to make proper cars in those days without some snooty bird who sounds like your maths teacher telling you to get the bloody seat belt on.’


The XJS was already hitting fifty as Bruce steered it up on to Fulham Road. The streets were quiet by the standards of central London right now. Anyone with any sense avoided the Chelsea ground on a match night, and the crowd who’d come for the game was still inside the stadium. There were plenty of police cars, however, and Bruce had no option but to tap on the brakes, slowing the Jag as they cruised down past the junction with North End Road. There was no point in getting into an argument with the coppers. ‘She’s just down by the junction with Munster Road,’ said Steve, looking at the map he’d called up on his mobile. ‘Go, bloody go.’


With the police safely behind then, Bruce plunged his foot on to the accelerator, and took the XJS up to sixty-five. The smart shops and cafes along the stretch of Fulham Road that ran down to the river passed in a blur. The District Line snaked down from Fulham Broadway to Parsons Green, then headed around again, passing directly over the stretch of Munster Road that ran down from Fulham Road to New King’s Road before ending up at Putney Bridge. Just before the old metal bridge that crossed the main road there was a strip of wasteland, with a pair of corrugated iron engineering sheds that had long since been abandoned next to a half-acre of scrub and weeds.


Bruce pulled the XJS up to a screeching halt. Five seconds later, Maksim braked the Range Rover behind them. Steve had already bailed out of the car, followed by Dan and Nick. There was a high metal gate with a strip of barbed wire across it, and a Transport for London sign threatening prosecution for anyone who trespassed on to the railway lines.


‘Give us a bunk up, mate,’ Steve barked at Dan.


‘Wait,’ growled Bruce.


He’d already opened the boot of the Jag, taken out the spare tyre, and slotted his hand inside. He pulled out a Browning Hi-Power, the rugged reliable 9mm handgun that was standard issue for the SAS. ‘Here,’ he said, handing it across to Steve.


‘That registered?’ asked Steve.


‘Let’s put it this way, it’s about as legal as the mileage I saw on the red Austin Healey 3000 in your garage.’


‘We’ll keep this between ourselves then.’


Steve tucked the handgun into the pocket of his leather jacket, and glanced up towards the fence. It was seven foot high. Dan had already crouched down, and cupped his hands into a rough ladder. Steve jogged forward, caught his foot in Dan’s hand, then let the massive strength of the Australian lever him upwards. He slammed his fists into place on the strip of metal that held the spikes in place, then pulled himself upwards. It took all his strength just to get his body up, and once he was in position, there was no choice but to fling himself straight down, and hope there was something soft to land on down below. He flew though the air, his legs swivelling in front of him to carry himself forward. A spike snagged his shirt, but stopped short of cutting his skin. Steve ignored it, concentrating on getting his fall right. He’d practised coming down for a hard landing into Christ knows what plenty of times in the Regiment but this wasn’t something you could really train for. Coming down from seven feet would take a toll on even the fittest man. He straightened himself out ready to absorb the impact of the landing in his knees, before hitting the ground with a thud. He could feel brambles and nettles all around him, and he must have taken at least fifty stings. But the ground was soft enough; it had been raining steadily for the past few days, and there was plenty of water in the earth. He rolled once, taking the rest of the impact on his side, where it wouldn’t do anything worse than leave a couple of bruises, then looked back upwards just in time to get out of the way as Maksim narrowly avoided landing on top of him. ‘Steady, pal,’ he said, looking up at the Russian. ‘We’ve got enough problems without trying to kill each other.’


While the rest of the unit levered themselves over the fence, Steve and Maksim started to advance across the strip of wasteland. They had no torches, and only the one pistol between them. Maksim had picked up a length of rusty old steel from the ground, and was holding it in his right fist like a mallet. Steve reckoned the Russian was probably as dangerous with that as a unit with a machine gun, but they still had no idea what kind of firepower they were likely to be facing in the next few minutes. He was struggling to see what was ahead of them. It was never completely dark in this part of London. The soft electric glow of the houses and the cars kept it illuminated twenty-four hours a day, but it was only when a train rattled along the tracks to their right, its headlamps flashing across the wasteland as it trundled towards the station, that Steve could get a clear sense of the lie of the land. The two sheds were fifty yards ahead of them. As the light swept across the brambles and thistles, there was no sign of her. It could only mean one thing. She was being held in one of the buildings.


‘Stop,’ he hissed. ‘There’s something in the second shed.’


Maksim paused. Steve was peering forward, his eyes straining through the murky darkness. He was listening, his ears alert to see if could catch some sign of her. But all he could hear was the crunching of feet behind him.


‘Found her yet, chaps?’ said Ollie.


Steve glanced around. The rest of the unit – Nick, Ian, Henri, David and Dan – were all lined up behind him. Each man had equipped himself with some kind of weapon. Ian always carried a knife in his boot, a legacy of his time in the Maze, where a man never had any idea when a scrap was about to kick off. The rest had picked up weapons from the ground: bits of metal or wood twisted into spears or clubs.


‘She’s in one of the sheds,’ muttered Steve. ‘And if you keep talking, they’ll soon know we’re here.’


‘We’ve only got another six minutes,’ said Ian. ‘And we need at least three of those to get her back to the ground.’


He was right. There was no time for cleverness or planning. Brutal and sudden aggression was the only tactic that stood a chance of working.


‘The second shed, I’m sure of it,’ said Steve. ‘I saw a light.’


‘Then we storm it,’ said Ian simply. ‘Four men at each end, rush them, and hope to hell they don’t feel like shooting anyone.’


Steve nodded. He handed the Browning across to Nick. The Welsh boy was the best shot among them, and if they needed some firepower, he was the man they’d most want with his finger on the trigger. ‘If the firecrackers kick off, then you’re in charge of disabling them.’ He looked around at the rest of the men. ‘Now run like hell,’ he muttered.


They took off, splitting into two units. The corrugated iron shed was twenty yards in length, ten high, with no windows, and at this distance it was impossible to see where the door might be. Steve, Ollie and Ian hurtled towards one end, with Nick holding back slightly, the gun at the ready. Dan, David, Henri and Maksim ran towards the back. It took a matter of seconds to cover the strip of ground, and they were making enough noise to wake the dead, but there was no time to worry about that now. The door was held in place with a bar and rusty padlock. Steve crashed hard into it, but there was a surprising amount of strength left in the old metal, and he bounced right off it, leaving scarcely a dent. Behind him, Ollie had levered a steel bar into the lock, and was pulling hard at it. Sweat was starting to trickle down the side of his face as he pushed on to the metal. ‘Bugger it,’ he growled, slamming his fists down hard. The lock broke with a sudden snap, and Ollie reeled backwards. Ian moved swiftly into the breach, throwing his right leg upwards, giving the unlocked doorway a savage kick and sending it clattering to the ground.


Steve ran inside. The light was dark, soupy, and the interior of the shed was filled with the decaying remains of two 1950s milk floats. Four men were up ahead. Steve started to lunge towards them, until he realised who they were.


‘There’s no sodding sign of her,’ snapped Maksim.


Jesus, muttered Steve to himself. The wrong shed. And another precious minute wasted.


‘Stand back, stand back,’ shouted a man.


There was a heavy accent to the voice, but Steve couldn’t place it at first. Mid-Pacific, he realised quickly enough. The kind of Americanised Far Eastern accent you heard in Hong Kong action moves.


Steve spun round.


Three men were advancing out of the second shed. A train was rattling past, this time heading up to town, and in its beam of light, Steve could see them clearly enough. They were short and stocky, dressed in jeans and leather jackets, and with black hair. Chinese, maybe. Or Thai. Maksim must have been right. It was one of the Thai betting syndicates that had snatched the model girl, hoping it would be enough to make Chelsea lose the game.


Tens of millions would have been staked on the game in the Far East. More than enough motive to kidnap a woman. And to kill her if necessary.


The second man was holding her tight, his right arm gripped across her breasts, while his two mates were flanking him, cordoning her off from attack. They were moving slowly towards the railway line.


Steve and the rest of the unit had formed up in a solid line. It was eight men against three, and usually those were odds that Steve would stake any kind of money on, particularly when the eight men in question were the hardest bunch of warriors he’d ever encountered in his life. But she had a gun to her head. And if they attempted to rush the men, they could empty the contents of her brain on to the wasteland in a fraction of a second.


‘Stop right there,’ shouted the first man. ‘We mean her no harm. At nine she’ll be released, and you can take her back to the stadium.’


Nine, thought Steve.


After the second half has kicked off.


They advanced another ten yards, before the man yelled at them to stop.


Steve could see her quite clearly now. The men were just twenty yards in front of him. She was wearing a pair of designer jeans, so tight they could have been welded to her skin, and a loose-fitting shirt that revealed just enough cleavage to keep you interested. But her eyes were clear, and defiant; there was an anger to the way she was glancing between her three captors that suggested there weren’t many photographers who’d dare to turn up late to one of her shoots.


And there wasn’t a smudge on her make-up. Despite the Sig Saur pressed to her head.


‘What do you reckon, boys?’ asked Steve.


He listened in mounting frustration as they ran through an inane discussion about whether she was really the third most beautiful woman in the world. The clock was ticking down relentlessly, and there was no time to waste. Not with a semifinal place in the Champion’s League at stake. Not to mention a woman’s life.


‘We’ll release her at nine,’ repeated one of the Thai gangsters across the open wasteland. ‘But you make any move before then, and she dies right here, right now.’


‘Maybe we should just leave it,’ said Ian. ‘I mean, they’ll let her go in a few minutes.’


‘Then we’ve sodding failed,’ snapped Steve.


‘But she could die,’ muttered Ollie. ‘It’s only a football game. It’s hardly worth a woman’s life.’


‘We said we’d get her, so we’ll bloody well get her,’ Steve told him.


Nick had raised the Browning. He was holding it in his right hand, level with his eye. The Hi-Power was the service weapon for the SAS, and a high-quality pistol, but it was mainly favoured because its thirteen-round magazine gave you a lot more firepower than standard handguns, rather than for any exceptional accuracy. The Mark III, introduced in the 1990s, was a distinct improvement on the 1930s original, but it was a battlefield pistol, not a precision weapon.


‘Can you take him?’ asked Dan.


Nick’s eyes furrowed. He concentrated, locking on to the target, his expression calming as he relaxed into the kill. Steve had seen it plenty of times before. The Welsh boy just had to let his instincts take control of him and he could shoot the legs of a fly at a hundred yards.


Then his face screwed up. ‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘Not without running a fifty-fifty chance of the girl getting killed. It’s not worth it, not for a sodding Chelsea game.’


Steve looked at his watch. The moment was slipping away from them. Another minute, and they’d have blown it.


I’ve bottled out of plenty of things in my life, he reflected to himself. Taking exams. Settling down. Making a relationship work. But a fight? I’ve never bottled out of one of those, no matter how heavily the odds might be stacked against me. And I’m not ready to start now.


He looked into Aletta’s eyes. He could see something, and not just beauty, although there was plenty of that. An invitation. It was the same as when a woman wanted you to go to bed with her, except now there was nothing sexual about it. She wants me to rescue her. Whatever the risks.


It’s right there. In her eyes.


‘Give me the gun,’ he snapped at Nick.


Nick remained rock steady. ‘If I can’t make the shot, you certainly bloody can’t.’


‘I’ll make it.’


‘Sodding leave it, pal,’ growled Ollie, touching the edge of Steve’s jacket. ‘It’s not worth it.’


‘I’ll be the judge of that.’


Nick handed across the gun.


Steve started to walk, closing the space between himself and the three hard men. The Browning was gripped tight in his right hand, held close to his hip, cowboy-style. If he needed to shoot these blokes, the bullet was going into their bellies or their balls, places where 9mm of steel could do a lot of damage to a man.


‘Drop her,’ he barked.


‘Fuck off,’ shouted one of the Thais.


Steve kept walking forward. He glanced again into Aletta’s eyes. She was still willing him on. Twenty yards melted into fifteen, then ten. He was close enough now to smell the cheap aftershave on the men’s sweaty skin, and the expensive perfume on hers. And to catch the unmistakable scent of fear on all of them.


This wasn’t what they reckoned on when they took the bird, he realised. They were just thugs, tooled-up muscle, but they were in a fight now in which they could easily die, and it takes a certain type of man to handle one of those.


‘Back off, or she dies right now,’ barked the Thai.


‘And you’ll die a second later,’ growled Steve.


Seven yards, six . . .


Aletta moved like an alley cat.


Her teeth were among her most celebrated features. Fashion editors drooled over their whiteness, their immaculate curve, their fullness. But they never mentioned their sharpness. Her head snapped downwards, biting hard on the forearm of the man holding the gun to her head. They sank neatly into the flesh, like a set of surgical knives, instantly drawing blood. His head bucked upwards in pain. Steve had known the moment was coming. He’d seen it in her eyes, and was ready for the chance, waiting for it, tooled up, ready to strike. He fired once, then twice on the Browning, slotting two bullets into the man’s belly. He shrieked in pain, and the Sig Saur clattered to the ground. One of the remaining two men grabbed Aletta by the hair, dragging her backwards, while the second rushed for the gun, but Steve placed another bullet into his foot, sending him crumbling to the ground. Nick pounced on the weapon with a skidding lunge across the ground. Behind him, the rest of the unit was charging with the fury and aggression of a band of Viking warriors. Dan, Henri and Ollie were setting about the man holding on to Aletta, assaulting him with a rainstorm of fists and knees. He was strong and determined, but the shed couldn’t have survived the vicious storm of kicks and punches, never mind the man. He released his grip on the girl, reeling back on his heels, until a blow from Dan straight into his jaw sent him collapsing back on to the ground, blood pouring from a nose that had been cracked apart.


The fight was over.


Two men had nasty gunshot wounds. Not fatal, Steve judged. He’d seen a lot of blokes get shot over the years, and he could tell the goners from the ones who were going to pull through as expertly as any battlefield surgeon. These guys had plenty of blood pouring out of them, but if they got themselves patched up in the next hour or so, they’d recover fast enough.


Steve leant down into the man with a shot through his belly. He was whimpering in pain, but still conscious, holding on to his stomach to staunch the flow of blood. Steve fished inside the man’s jacket pocket and pulled out a Nokia mobile, checking it had some charge on it.


‘I reckon you boys know a doctor in Chinatown who can come round and patch you up,’ he said. ‘Give them a ring. If you call the NHS, there’s going to be all sorts of questions from the coppers about what just happened, and I think we’d all rather avoid that, wouldn’t we?’ He smiled softly, giving the man a prod in the belly that made him wince with pain. ‘We’ll call it evens, eh.’


A couple of yards ahead of him, Ollie and Dan had already helped Aletta to her feet.


Still not so much as a bead of sweat, noted Steve. And hardly a hair out of place.


‘I don’t suppose anyone has any lip gloss,’ she said, glancing around at the men. ‘I can’t go back looking like this.’


‘I’m fresh out,’ said Steve. ‘Meant to pick some up in Tesco this morning, but it clean slipped my mind.’


‘I’ve got some balm,’ said Ian. He fished it out of his pocket and handed it across to Aletta with a bashful smile. ‘It’s the weather,’ he said, looking around at the rest of the men, his face reddening slightly. ‘Been playing havoc with my skin.’


Aletta took the balm, applied it to her lips, then leant across to Ian, giving him a light kiss on his cheek. ‘You’re sweet,’ she said.


‘I’ll never wash again,’ said Ian.


‘I don’t think anyone will notice the difference, mate,’ said Dan.


‘She’s out of your league,’ said David.


Ian sighed. ‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘In fact, I’m not sure we’re even the same species.’


Ollie pointed towards the gate. ‘Shall we get the hell out of here?’ he said. ‘We’ve got three minutes left to get this lady back to the ground.’




Three


‘BLOODY HELL,’ MUTTERED NICK, AS he grabbed another bottle of beer, and a smoked salmon sandwich. ‘I never thought I’d be helping out sodding Chelsea.’


‘First decent cause we’ve ever fought for,’ said Steve.


The men had just taken their seats, and the second half of the game was already underway. They’d made it back to the stadium with less than a minute to spare, but they’d just managed to rush Aletta to the player’s tunnel with a few seconds left on the clock, and she’d been able to give Luis Fessi a kiss to send him out for the second half the same way she always did.


I hope he’s worth it, thought Steve. We need something to liven up the second half.


On sixty minutes, Steve’s worries were put to rest. Fessi scored from a free kick; from twenty-five yards out, it was a scorching shot that twisted round the wall and rocked the back of the net. After that, Chelsea shut down the game effectively enough, blocking the Spanish from playing, keeping plenty of men behind the ball, and as the clock ticked past eighty minutes, Steve was feeling increasingly confident they could nick a one-nil result to take back to the Nou Camp in a fortnight’s time. Every time Chelsea got hold of the ball, and played a few more minutes of possession football, running down the clock with determined aggression, Steve was cheering them on, and so was the rest of the unit.


‘That was a sodding good job, and one well done,’ said Bruce, slapping each man on the back in turn. ‘The fact that Fessi scored makes it twice as good. That goal is probably worth ten million to this place.’


‘We didn’t even get paid for it,’ said Ollie. ‘And some of us aren’t even Chelsea fans.’


‘I think there will be a few monkeys for us in it, lads,’ said Bruce, a broad grin flashing across his face. ‘Kolodin owes the gaffer of this place a few favours, and there are more deals they’d like to do together in the oil industry. That job hasn’t done any harm at all. There’s a lot of money to be made in the Russian security market, and with Iraq wound down, and Afghanistan turning too rough for the PMCs, that’s an important market for us to be in. We’ve got ourselves a foot in the door this evening, and that could be worth a lot one day.’


Steve glanced across at Bruce, dragging his eyes away from the pitch momentarily. He liked Bruce, and respected him as well. The man was the finest judge of soldiers he’d ever met. He knew what made them tick, how to keep them fighting, and could assess their strengths and weaknesses the way a carpenter could read the grain in a piece of wood. But he wasn’t going to work for him any more. On that, his mind was made up.


‘Some of us are just vintage car dealers these days,’ he said sharply. ‘It doesn’t make any difference to us whether we have a foot in the Russian market for mercenaries or not.’


‘So you keep saying,’ said Ollie. ‘But it’s been a year now since we finished the last job, and some of us are running a bit low on cash.’


Steve shook his head in disbelief. ‘We came away with a million in gold bars from the piracy operation.’


‘Yeah, but we gave half of it to Ganju’s family to make sure they were looked after,’ said Ian. ‘That left half a million split between eight of us. It’s hardly a fortune.’


It was true they hadn’t made much out in Somalia, but they’d hit decent paydays out in Afghanistan and Africa in the years before that. ‘You’ve run out already?’ asked Steve.


Ollie was looking slightly sheepish. He’d taken up with Nick’s mum, a lapdancer called Sandra, a year ago, and now it turned out the pair of them had bought a lease on a property in Swansea and were planning on opening the city’s finest lap-dancing club. That had consumed a large chunk of his money. ‘And then there was a trip we took together to Vegas . . .’ he added.


Ah, Vegas, thought Steve. Ollie had been considered a certainty for general when he’d gone from Sandhurst to the Household Cavalry, but the man had a weakness for drink and gambling, and had ended up being busted out of the British Army, too drunk and too broke to remain an officer. Those were his two vices. And Vegas was hardly a cure for either of them.


‘So you see, a few roubles might be quite handy for some of us, old sausage.’


‘I don’t know why you’re sodding well investing in a club,’ interrupted Nick angrily. ‘I’ve already told you, me mum’s giving up the lap-dancing.’


‘Of course she is,’ answered Ollie cheerfully. ‘She’s going to be management.’


‘Like an officer,’ added Ian. ‘They don’t go near any actual shooting, and she doesn’t get her tits out any more.’


Steve was distracted by a sweeping Barcelona counterattack that drew a fabulous save from the Chelsea keeper, but by the time he tuned back into the conversation, it turned out all the men in the unit were talking about how short of money they were.


Henri hadn’t been with them in Afghanistan or Africa, so had never made much in the first place. A marine specialist, and once a member of France’s elite squad of marine special forces, Commando Hubert, he was hoping to take part in a transatlantic solo sailing race. But unless he could find a sponsor, that was going to take some serious cash.


Dan had sunk his money into the imaginatively titled Dan’s Beer Bar out in Majorca, but the place had been expensively fitted out, and the tourist season last summer hadn’t been as busy as usual, and the bar still wasn’t quite breaking even. A bit like my car dealership, thought Steve. It was a good business, and one he loved, but the bit about making money had never quite happened.


Ian had sunk a fortune into a charity he’d set up for ex-IRA men, guys who’d been locked up in the Maze or one of the other high-security jails for years, and had struggled to make any kind of transition back to civilian life when they’d been released. They had one hostel to maintain in Belfast, and another in Kilburn in North London, places where the blokes could drop in, get a bed for the night and a hot meal if necessary, and some advice on how to find work, or a place to live, or just a referral to a counsellor who knew something about post-traumatic stress disorder, and wasn’t too squeamish about helping men who’d blown up innocent women and children back in the old days. ‘Sort of like Help for Heroes,’ Ian had quipped when he’d told the rest of the guys about it. ‘Except, possibly, without quite so much mainstream support.’ The trouble was, it was draining all his spare cash. And outside of a few places in Boston and Dublin, none of their attempts to raise funds had been very successful so far. ‘So, you see, I’m as skint as the rest of you.’


‘And how about you, David?’ asked Steve. ‘Surely you’ve got a few quid left?’


Even as he asked the question, Steve knew the answer was almost certainly not. David had legendarily crippling expenses. There were the two teenage children from his first marriage, both of them at private boarding schools, and that alone didn’t leave any change from sixty grand a year. His ex-wife consumed more alimony than most women did Sophie Kinsella novels. Her life, as David liked to complain, was one long luxury spa day, and all of that was on his tab. There were the twins from his second marriage to Sandy to pay for, and Sandy as well, of course, and the way she and the first wife Laura fought, David had to make sure both of them were receiving just as much money, otherwise his life would scarcely be worth living. He’d sunk a whole pile of cash into a Skoda dealership his brother-in-law ran down in Woking, close to where he lived, but with the recession, cars hadn’t been shifting as well as they once did, and it was going to be a long time before he saw any kind of a profit on that investment.


‘If there was some work going, I might well be interested,’ said David.


‘We could all use some new contracts,’ said Bruce.


‘I thought you were always loaded,’ said Steve.


His attention was drawn back to the pitch. Four minutes had just been added in extra time, and the crowd was jeering, anxious to hold on to the one-nil score. Barcelona were surging forward in a last, lethal attack, but as they won a corner, he noticed the Spanish weren’t throwing everything into it. They’d be happy enough to take a one goal deficit back to their own ground, he reckoned. The ball was skilfully caught by the keeper, and as it was thrown back into play, Steve glanced at Bruce.


‘DEF doesn’t run on hot air,’ he was explaining. ‘There are expenses, overheads, contracts to maintain, relationships to be supported. It takes cash flow. And right now, there’s less of it coming in than going out. That’s why it would be good for us to find a way into the Russian market. That’s where the growth is.’


Steve looked at Nick. ‘And how about you?’ he asked.


‘I’m fine for dosh,’ muttered Nick. ‘No worries.’


‘There’s a limit to how much a man can spend on Big Macs and Stella,’ said Ian. ‘Even Nick.’


‘Actually I’m more of a TGI Friday’s man these days,’ snorted Nick.


‘You see, money goes to everyone’s head eventually,’ said David. ‘At this rate, you’ll be a clubman in St James’s in a few more years.’


‘Well, not me,’ said Steve. ‘I’m just fine the way I am. I mean the garage isn’t making much money. But the turnover is good enough, and the stock is all there, and I should be able to make a living at it. Without anyone trying to shoot my balls off either.’


Ollie rested a hand on Steve shoulder. ‘So you keep saying, mate. And maybe one day you’ll actually mean it.’


‘I sodding mean it right now,’ said Steve.


‘Of course you do,’ said Bruce.


All around them, the crowd was starting to drift away from the stadium. The mood was cheerful; it had been a strong performance, even if the second leg would require even more disciplined defending.


Kolodin was walking towards them, with Maksim at his side, plus the slender woman Steve had noticed sitting next to him earlier.


Kolodin patted Bruce on the shoulders, then shook each man by the hand in turn. There was a broad grin on his face, the smile of a man who cares only about money, and reckons he’s just found a way to make some more.


‘There’s a celebration at a nightclub in town,’ he said. ‘I hope you can all join us. After the work you did for me at half-time, it’s the least I can do for you.’




Four


AS STEVE WATCHED HER CHECK out the nightclub, he couldn’t help but be impressed by the professionalism of the woman. Maya Horowitz commanded the unit of six bodyguards with the kind of natural authority that he’d rarely seen even in the Regiment, and certainly not in the regular Army. Every instruction was clipped and precise. Each check was made once, then twice, then a third time. Every man knew precisely what he was doing, and would carry out his task with enthusiasm and yet with a sense of the consequences should he fail in any way. It might only be a close protection squad for a Russian oil tycoon, but it acquitted itself with a discipline that could match any presidential or prime ministerial unit.


Steve had known plenty of women over the years. But none of them were soldiers. Not proper ones, anyway.


Sure, there were women in all the armed forces. Political correctness demanded that they had to be given their place alongside the blokes. There weren’t any in the Regiment, not yet anyway, but the Special Reconnaissance Regiment, the special forces unit charged with military intelligence and surveillance, now had plenty of female members. The way Steve saw it, the women were just a distraction. I’m as much in favour of a bit of extra totty knocking about the place as the next bloke, he’d reflect to himself. But when it came to any actual fighting, they were about as much use as a bucket and spade in Birmingham. It just wasn’t in their genes. When the fireworks started going off, they couldn’t find the necessary aggression to get stuck into the fighting. They couldn’t lose themselves in the battle the way a man could, and nor could they commit themselves so completely to victory.


Not Maya, though. She was a whole special forces unit wrapped up in a woman’s body.


‘She’s something different, isn’t she?’ he said, glancing towards Maksim.


The Russian chuckled. ‘You bet,’ he said. ‘I worked for some tough bastards in the Spetsnaz, but she’s in a league of her own.’


The nightclub, Cancun Ice, just off Berkeley Square in London’s West End, was a swank, upmarket place, favoured by footballers, models, celebrities, and the mega-rich, mostly Russians, but a few Middle Easterners and hedge fund managers as well. Steve had read about it plenty of times in the gossip columns, but he had never been here before. He’d never been much of a man for clubs. The last one he’d been to was the Liquid Heat down in Bromley more than a decade ago, when both he and his mate Jeff had been trying to get off with Alison who worked as a personal trainer at the Fitness First club. But this place was nothing like a Bromley disco. For starters, the décor was completely different. There were none of the overdone neon strips, the tin masquerading as chrome, or the huge beer adverts you found at the Liquid Heat; this place was all chandeliers and gilt and chairs so luxuriously upholstered you could have fitted them into a top-of-the-range Bentley, never mind a nightclub. The drinks as well: none of the cut-price Stella, no sign of a happy hour, and none of the names of the cocktails used the word ‘screw’ once, which Steve reckoned was a first for any drinks list he’d ever seen. And then, of course, there were the people. They, too, were from a different league, and possibly a different planet. Steve had seen five Premier League footballers, two actors he sort of recognised from EastEnders, a guy who’d been on The X Factor last year, a girl who was famous for something he couldn’t put his finger on, and enough models to start an agency.


‘Lot of footballers,’ said Steve, looking around. ‘Not surprised some of them can only play one game a week if this is where they hang out.’


‘But two of them are from Spurs,’ said Dan. ‘So they don’t count.’


Kolodin had reserved a private VIP area for his entourage. Maya, Maksim and the rest of the security unit had scoured the area before anyone else was allowed inside. They checked it thoroughly for bombs, then quickly but efficiently frisked the waiting staff to make sure they weren’t carrying any weapons. The oil tycoon had obviously made a few enemies over the years and wasn’t taking any chances. Once Maya was happy that the place was clean, the rest of them were allowed in. They had a raised section of the club to themselves, complete with three waitresses who kept them generously supplied with beer, cocktails and champagne. Kolodin took a place at the best table, looking down at the dance floor, accompanied by three icily beautiful women: two blondes and a brunette. There were another six guys with him, and another half-dozen girls, followed by Bruce, Steve, and the rest of the boys. As they sat down, a couple of bottles of champagne appeared on the table in front of them, followed by a selection of beers, and an unlimited supply of cocktails.


‘A bit different to the clubs in Swansea, I reckon,’ said Ollie, spilling some champagne as he attempted to pour glasses for both himself and Nick.


‘The birds are better looking, that’s for sodding sure,’ said Nick.


‘I think I’d stand more chance in Swansea,’ said Ian morosely.


Nick stood up. ‘Olga’s here,’ he said, walking away to join the blonde he’d been chatting to back at the ground. ‘I’ll see if she’s got a mate for you.’


‘It’s getting worse,’ said Ian. ‘First I was jealous of Nick. Now I’m hoping for some of his cast-offs. I might just pop out and throw myself under a train any moment now.’


‘Can I have your beer then, if you’re topping yourself?’ said Dan. ‘No point wasting it.’


Steve grabbed himself a drink, and spent a few moments just checking the place out. It was getting close to eleven, and the place was filling up. The dance floor was getting crowded and, despite the number of celebrities, there was an easy-going, gentle vibe to the place, a groove that Steve could imagine himself easily getting into. Aletta Sansome made her way up from the dance floor and walked towards him. ‘I owe you a dance,’ she said, sitting down next to him.


‘I’m bloody terrible,’ said Steve.


She smiled. The moment her lips opened up, Steve was already wondering if ‘third most beautiful woman’ wasn’t an injustice. Close up, she had a natural radiance which the pictures didn’t capture; there was a perfection to her skin and a brightness to her eyes that Steve didn’t reckon he’d ever seen before.


‘You move OK when you fight.’


Steve laughed. ‘That’s different,’ he replied. ‘If there’s a ruck on, I do all right. It’s moving to the music I’m not so good at.’


She took his hand. ‘Come on. You can’t be that bad.’


Kylie Minogue’s ‘All the Lovers’ had just kicked off. Steve followed her reluctantly down the twisting staircase that led towards the dance floor. Normally, he kept well away from them. Throwing up on a girl was more likely to get you somewhere than the kind of dancing he specialised in. But then, he reflected, how many times in my life am I going to get asked to dance by one of the world’s best-looking girls? Probably never again.


He glanced around anxiously. When you went to a teenage nightclub in Bromley, you could usually count on some really manky dancers. Stay close to them and you wouldn’t look so bad. Nick was already swaying close to Olga, and Steve was hoping that he’d be even worse than he was. But actually Nick was surprisingly good. Just relax, he told himself as the music kicked into a higher gear. Try and keep some kind of time with the beat.


Aletta leant up close to him. ‘You’re right, you’re terrible,’ she whispered in his ear.


Steve laughed nervously.


‘It’s OK,’ she said, as the music stopped. ‘Again?’


‘I think once is enough for me.’


They started to walk back upstairs. ‘You’ve got guts,’ said Steve.


‘That’s not a part of my anatomy that men usually comment on.’


‘Somehow I can believe that.’


He made way for her to climb the stairs. ‘I meant out there on the wasteland,’ he continued. ‘A lot of women would have gone to pieces.’


‘It’s not just soldiering that breeds toughness, you know.’


‘You do that all the time on the catwalk?’


‘Every day,’ said Aletta. She leant across and gave Steve a kiss on both cheeks. ‘You’re sweet. Gotta run . . .’


As he stepped back toward the VIP lounge, Ollie and David were knocking back the beers and chortling. ‘Steve sodding West dancing with a supermodel,’ said Ollie. ‘Who’d have thought it?’


‘I’d rather be back in those mountains in Afghanistan than have to watch that again,’ said David.


‘Jealous, boys,’ said Steve, grinning.


‘You’ve never seen Sandy with a toddler in one hand, a nappy in the other, and a bottle of expressed milk to put in the fridge,’ said David. ‘Why the hell should I be jealous?’


‘Or Nick’s mum first thing in the morning, before she’s had a chance to put any make-up on,’ laughed Ollie drunkenly. ‘Now, there’s a real woman.’


Steve looked around. Maya was standing right next to him, a bottle of Bitburger, one of his favourite German beers, in one hand, a mineral water in the other. ‘I heard you were Regiment,’ she said, handing Steve the bottle.


He paused before replying.


Most people referred to it as the SAS. Only the men themselves referred to it as the Regiment. And maybe a few special forces specialists as well. She wasn’t smiling, nor was she looking straight at him, but there was still a flirtatious manner to the way she posed the question. She was dressed in simple black slacks, with a white blouse, and round her neck was a gold chain, with a diamond at its centre. There was hardly a trace of makeup on her face. But she wasn’t outshone by any of the model girls crowding around the club. Her black hair had a touch of auburn to it that lent it a slight glow, like the fading embers of the sunlight, and her eyes were deep brown, with shades of different colour in them, like looking into a forest made up of a dozen different woods.


‘Off duty?’ he said, taking the beer, and deliberately ignoring her question.


Maya shrugged. ‘It’s not the kind of job where you’re ever off duty.’


‘Then why do it?’


‘You should see what I get paid.’


‘I can imagine.’


Steve walked across to one of the booths and sat down. Without being invited, Maya followed him. A few yards away, one of Kolodin’s mates had got out a line of coke and was snorting it using a fifty pound note. The billionaire hadn’t joined in yet, noted Steve, but didn’t seem to mind, and neither did any of the waitresses.


‘You didn’t answer my question,’ said Maya.


‘The Regiment? Five years. Before that I was in the Paras.’


‘So why did you leave? You’re not so old.’


‘You obviously didn’t see me on the dance floor.’


‘Seriously. Why?’


Steve had thought about that plenty of times in the years since he’d been out of the SAS. To say he regretted the decision would be an exaggeration. But there were moments when he missed the camaraderie, the discipline, and the purpose he’d enjoyed within the Regiment. The SAS was the finest fighting force in the world, and there weren’t many moments in a man’s life when he could confidently say he was part of a team that could beat any force on the planet.


‘I didn’t want to get killed without earning something for myself,’ he replied. ‘You’d see these old boys up in Hereford and they didn’t have much more than memories to keep them going.’


‘Sometimes memories are enough.’


‘Not for me.’ He glanced sharply into her eyes, and caught a sense of the steeliness within her. ‘Not for you either, I reckon.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Which special forces unit were you in?’


She laughed. ‘Finishing school in Switzerland.’


‘No, really, I’m interested. I watched you scan this place. You know what you’re doing.’


Now it was her turn to pause. Weighing up her reply, judged Steve. Wondering whether she trusts me. Or whether she can be bothered to tell me anything that matters. A few yards away, Nick was sitting with Olga, and she’d persuaded a few of her friends to come and join Dan, Ollie and the rest of the guys. Even Ian had a girl sitting next to him, although she probably hadn’t graduated with the top honours out of whatever model school Olga had come out of. Bruce and David were talking to Kolodin and some of his pals, drinking Scotch, and getting out the cigars.


‘The Caracal,’ said Maya finally.


Steve had heard of it of course. The SAS had close links with the Israeli Defence Force, even if they were usually unofficial. Most of the IRA weapons had come from the Middle East, paid for with American money, and there were regular swaps of information and kit between Republican and Palestinian terror groups. The British and the Israelis had a shared interest in keeping tabs on them and, at an operational level, if there was any rough work to be done, the task fell to the Regiment. They’d swapped tactics plenty of times; there were few more accomplished masters of anti-terror warfare than the IDF, and everyone in the SAS was familiar with their structure. There had always been women in the Israeli Army. It was the only country in the world where they were conscripted into the armed forces along with the men. But they’d largely been kept away from combat roles. Until 2000, that is. The Caracal Battalion was formed under political pressure to increase the women’s front-line responsibilities. Named after a type of cat that appeared identical in both sexes, it was a mixed battalion assigned to direct combat roles. Initially it had been tasked with policing Israel’s borders with Jordan and Egypt. But it had taken part in plenty of other operations since then, and had, by all accounts, acquitted itself well. Like everything the IDF did, it was professional and dedicated, and didn’t stop until its enemy was completely defeated.
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