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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 Force1 - Steve has bought out his Uncle Ken’s half-share in a vintage car dealership in Leicestershire.

 




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. He is engaged to Katie, a London public relations 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 grown-up children at private  schools to pay for, and his second wife has just given birth to twins.

 




Nick Thomas From Swansea, Nick spent two years in the Territorial Army before joining Steve on the Afghanistan mission. An only child, he was brought up by his mother Sandra, 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 explosive device 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 to fight the Taliban. Wrongly accused of killing two children during a patrol in Helmand, he spent a year in a military jail. 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.

 




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 comes from a small Nepalese village, and is fiercely loyal to the traditions of the Gurkha Regiments. Rai’s brother, also a Gurkha, was killed in Kosovo, and his wife and  children are not getting a pension. Ganju has become a mercenary in order to earn enough money to help support his extended family back home. He is an expert in stealth warfare.

 




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 regards 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. Of all the men in the unit, he is the most battle-hardened, his combat skills sharpened by years of fighting in Southern Africa’s vicious border wars.

 



 




Maksim Perova A former member of the Russian special forces, the Spetznaz, 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, Masksim is always ready for a fight.

 




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 a great understanding of what makes his mercenaries tick, and knows how to manipulate them.

 




Jeff Campbell, deceased 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. Despite the best efforts of his comrades to save him, Jeff died from his wounds on the mission in Afghanistan described in Death Force.




One


UNTIL YOU’VE SAT DOWN TO a game of poker inside Africa’s most brutal jail you don’t really know what it’s like to sweat, decided Steve West. He could feel a drop of perspiration snake down his neck, then drip down his back. It was cold - the sweat of fear. He glanced down at his cards. Two eights. ‘Christ,’ he muttered under his breath. With a life at stake, you’d be hoping for something better than a couple of eights to bet on.

But those were the cards.

And sometimes there was no choice but to play the hand fate dealt you.

‘Raise you,’ he said, pushing a fifty-dollar bill onto the table.

The man opposite chuckled, took a deep, thoughtful drag on his cigarette, then glanced furtively at his own cards. Felipe Abago was a big, angry beast of a man, weighing at least 300 pounds and, from the way he sweated in the early-evening warmth, a lot more of it was fat than muscle. He was wearing a cream linen suit, though it looked to be years since he’d last put on the jacket. But then, reflected Steve, when you ran one of the biggest, most terrifying jails in Africa, you didn’t have to dress for the office.

On Bioko, a small tropical island off the main coast of the oil-rich African state of Equatorial Guinea, Broken Ridge jail held more than 5,000 men and women, often for years at a time, cramped sometimes as many as 100 to a cell. According to the taxi drivers, the screams of  the women being raped could be heard as far away as the capital Malabo. And Abago was the Commandant. His own private hell, thought Steve. And he seemed to revel in it.

‘I said I’d raise you,’ repeated Steve, a note of quiet determination running through his voice.

‘I like to think about my cards, Mr West,’ said Abago.

Steve just shrugged. ‘Play it your way,’ he replied casually.

‘Some beer,’ shouted Abago loudly.

One of the prisoners quickly brought across a tray, with two bottles of Ghanaian-brewed Stone Strong Lager. The man was six foot, noted Steve as he grabbed a bottle of the chilled lager, but he had thick iron manacles clamped to his feet and hands, and there was a metal ring around his neck so that he could be hooked and unhooked from his cell with ease. He walked with a limp, and there were raw, bloody welt-marks down his back where he’d taken a whipping. He was dressed only in a pair of dirty denim shorts and smelled of blood and rotting flesh. ‘Thanks, mate,’ said Steve as he grabbed the bottle, watching the man scurry away like a frightened animal.

Steve took a hit of the beer, and looked around the bar.

The main block of Broken Ridge was on the seafront, its forbidding exterior ringed by a barbed-wire fence that rose eight feet into the air. It was patrolled constantly by heavily armed guards, whilst four watchtowers, one at each corner of the compound, were manned by sullen-looking soldiers with machine guns. The bar was just outside the main jail, next to the dusty road that led up from Malabo. Men from the jail were made to work at the bar, while a dozen or so women were dragged from the cells each night and forced to service the guards and customers in the few bedrooms out the back. Like many African jails, the staff were paid a pittance, and running the makeshift bar and brothel was the only way they could earn a proper living. The oil workers from the rigs would come up here at the weekends and spend their cash on beer and girls, but this was a Tuesday night, and the place was quiet.

Maybe it will warm up later on, wondered Steve. But let’s hope not. This place is bad enough on a quiet night.


I’d hate to see it when it gets rough.

Steve had landed in Malabo this afternoon, after catching an Air France flight from Heathrow to Paris, then connecting onto the French airline’s service to Equatorial Guinea. He’d spent most of the ten hours in the air cursing the fact that he was here at all. A mate of his called Ollie Hall, who also worked for Dudley Emergency Forces, had taken on a contract to break a man out of the jail. Why Ollie had accepted the job, Steve couldn’t begin to understand. Nobody broke out of Broken Ridge. Once you were locked up here, you were already as good as dead. You were just waiting to be buried.

That was true of the five thousand miserable souls locked up here.

And now it was true of Ollie as well.

And it was Steve’s job to get him out.

Two days ago, Ollie’s fiancée Katie had come to see him. There were tears streaming down the woman’s face. Their wedding was in less than four weeks’ time. The Embassy had promised to do all they could, but they couldn’t even guarantee to get a meeting with the Interior Minister in four weeks. If they were to negotiate Ollie’s release, it would take six months at least.

And even then they weren’t exactly optimistic.

The government of Equatorial Guinea didn’t have much sympathy for white mercenaries. And neither did the Foreign Office.

‘You have to get him out, Steve,’ Katie had said, weeping on his shoulder. ‘You’re my only hope.’

So, reluctantly, Steve had agreed to try. It was either that, or else go back and tell Katie to put her wedding dress in mothballs. Because Broken Ridge didn’t look like the kind of place that had a parole board.

‘I’m folding,’ grumbled Abago. He slammed his cards down on the table.

Steve reached across and collected the pot. It came to $120, a  fortune in a country where most people earned less than that in a year.

‘Another round?’ he suggested.

He was keeping his voice as casual as possible but that wasn’t the way he felt. After checking into the Sofitel downtown, he’d scoured the street market and bought the first handgun he could find, a Raven-25, and then he’d caught a taxi right up here. Ollie had accepted a $100,000 contract to break out a man called Newton Bunjira who’d already spent ten years locked up here. Now it was costing the same guys another $250,000 to break him out: even with that kind of money on the table Steve wouldn’t have taken the job unless Katie had begged him. He had kitted himself out with $1,000 in cash, and ten South African minted gold Krugerrands, each one weighing a single troy ounce, then come straight up to the bar. There was only one way into Broken Ridge, and that was through the front door.

I just have to get the Commandant to let me in, he thought. And the only way to do that is over a card table.

Abago clicked his fingers and one of the four girls sitting at the bar walked across to the table, draping her arms across the man’s sweaty chest. She didn’t look any older than fifteen. Her skin was smooth and supple, and she was wearing a white cotton dress that did little to disguise her figure. ‘Deal us some cards, you bitches,’ he growled.

Another girl had already placed her hands across Steve’s shoulders. He looked up into her huge, dark eyes. She remained silent, massaging the back of his neck, then reached down for the deck and shuffled the cards with her long red fingernails.

‘What’s your business in my country, Mr West?’ asked Abago.

‘Import, export.’

‘In the oil trade?’

Steve nodded. Keep it simple, he told himself. Just play the part of an innocent businessman dealing with the local oil companies. A guy who’s stumbled into this bar for some relaxation.

‘I hope you make plenty of money, Mr West . . .’ the Commandant took a hit from his beer bottle and squeezed the girl around the waist, his fat fingers digging into her skin until she squealed in pain ‘. . . because then I can win it from you at poker.’

Steve turned up the two cards lying face down on the table.

A pair of eights.

He felt another bead of cold sweat edge down his spine.

‘Sodding eights,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘It’s going to take more than that to break my mate Ollie out of this Hell’s Butlins.’




Two


I’S THIS A PRIVATE GAME, OR can anyone play?’

Ian Murphy had already pulled up a chair and helped himself to a bottle of beer. He was a small man, with a build that was half-footballer, half-bricklayer: short and round, with a low centre of gravity, and thick, bruising muscles. His cropped brown hair looked like it might turn orange if it was left out in the sun, and his cheeks were marked with freckles. A pair of thick dark glasses were wrapped around his face, obscuring his eyes completely. ‘The Bomber’, thought Steve. The man wasn’t much to look at, but give him some fuse wire and some Semtex and there wasn’t any kind of chaos he couldn’t unleash.

‘Another white man,’ said Abago, grinning. He took a long, hard swig of his beer. ‘If there’s one thing I enjoy more than taking a woman off a white man . . . it’s taking his money.’

‘Make yourself at home, pal,’ said Steve tersely, looking up towards Ian.

Ian had taken a different route into Malabo from Steve. He’d caught a British Airways flight to Casablanca, then connected onto a Royal Air Maroc plane down to Equatorial Guinea. The two men were staying at the same hotel, but they had checked in at different times and hadn’t said a single word to each other. They were planning to keep it that way. If they were to have any chance of pulling this off, then it was absolutely vital that nobody realised they were working together.

We don’t want to find ourselves locked up in this rat hole, Steve thought. Saving Ollie’s miserable skin isn’t worth twenty years in this place.

‘Five card?’ said Ian.

Steve nodded. ‘Deal yourself in, mate.’

The plan was a simple one. They knew Abago liked to gamble. Ian and Steve would make their separate ways to the bar, then get Abago into a game of poker. Working as a team, they’d force the Commandant into big losses. They’d then offer to settle the debt off the books. Let Ollie go, and Abago could keep the money he’d lost.

It had sounded fine when Bruce Dudley, the man in charge of Dudley Emergency Forces, or Death Inc. as it was known in the trade, sketched it out for them back in London. But out here, reflected Steve as he looked up across the table at Abago, it didn’t feel quite so easy.

The Commandant was fat, cruel and malevolent, his brain rotted by years of sycophancy and torture. The trouble was, none of that meant he couldn’t play cards.

‘Deal him in,’ instructed Abago.

The girl unwrapped the arms that were draped over his chest, and laid out a couple of cards in front of Ian. Steve checked his own deck again. Two eights, same as before. Ian took a hit of beer, then pushed a twenty-dollar bill into the pot. ‘Raise you . . .’ he said.

Steve chipped in twenty, so did Abago, then they laid their cards on the table.

The Commandant had a full-house.

An easy win.

Steve smiled to himself. Lose a couple of rounds, that was the plan. Get the man hooked on the game. Then start to toy with him, the same way you’d toy with a fish at the end of a line. Let him wriggle and gasp for air, give him a bit more line, then when you’re ready, land the bastard on the deck of the boat.

Abago scooped up the money, handing five dollars to the girl and  tucking the rest into the breast-pocket of his shirt. A prisoner was bringing across a bowl of fresh pumpkin seeds. Steve noticed that he only had a left hand: the right had been severed just below the elbow, replaced by a stump where the wound had slowly and messily closed up. ‘Deal again,’ snapped Abago. ‘We’re just getting started.’

He took a mouthful of the seeds, chewed, then spat a few on the floor, while the girl dealt out three hands of cards. Steve glanced down. A Queen and a Jack. The start of a flush maybe? He asked for more cards, but ended up with nothing better than a pair of Jacks. That’s OK, he decided. We’re still planning to lose this round. Which is lucky, given the kind of cards I’m getting.

‘Raise you,’ said Ian.

Steve glanced across at him, but through the Irishman’s dark glasses it was impossible to see what he was thinking.

Abago pushed fifty dollars onto the table.

Steve laid down three tens.

Ian tapped the table twice, chewed a couple of seeds, then put down two aces.

Abago laughed, scooping up the money, folding the bills into his pocket. ‘The gods are with me tonight, I can feel it’.

‘Just play,’ said Ian. His voice was tense and strained.

Just the way it should be, thought decide Steve. They had already decided on their roles. Ian was the serious, strung-out card player, while Steve would play the businessman just looking for a few laughs, some beers and some women.

Another hand. And again, Abago won. The Commandant was a couple of hundred dollars up already, more money than he usually made in a month. ‘I can read you white boys like a book.’

‘At least there aren’t any of us in your jail,’ said Steve.

Abago threw back his head, roaring with laughter. ‘That’s where you are wrong, my friend. We arrested one last week,’ he said, in high good humour. ‘He’s down in the cells right now.’

‘A white man in a hell-hole like this?’

‘We don’t discriminate on the grounds of a man’s colour,’ Abago rapped out. ‘A criminal is a criminal . . . we treat them all the same.’

‘What’s his crime?’ asked Ian. For a brief moment, he’d lifted the dark glasses over his head and was looking straight at the Commandant.

‘A mercenary,’ Abago told him. ‘There’s oil in this country, and sometimes the white men think they can steal it from us. The fools end up here. We had five of them in this jail until recently - three British and two Germans. They’d been here for ten years, but the last of them died last year.’

Steve was draining his beer bottle. ‘A white man in a place like this . . . I hate to think of that.’ From his pocket, he took five gold Krugerrands, each of them worth $1,000. He placed them on the table. ‘I’ll play you for his freedom.’ ‘You don’t even know his name . . .’

Steve shrugged. ‘I don’t need to.’

Abago’s eyes narrowed, the sweat running in tiny rivers in the folds of flesh around his mouth and nose. He was looking at the gold coins. It was dark outside now, and the bar had only a couple of light bulbs to illuminate it. A wind was starting to blow in off the nearby beach, and you could hear the palm trees that lined the road start to creak. Yet even in the pale light, the gold still glittered: each lump of metal shimmering with the promise of pure wealth.

He reached down and picked one up, assessing its weight. In Africa, there were only three currencies that mattered: dollars and gold and bullets. You could fake any of them, but a man such as the Commandant would know the weight and feel of real gold, and could tell it instantly from tin plate.

‘Like I said, I’ll play you for his freedom,’ Steve repeated. ‘You win, you keep the coins. I win, the white man goes free . . . tonight.’

‘I’ll play for that,’ said Ian.

‘For the white man as well?’

Ian shook his head. ‘I play only for myself,’ he said. He’d pulled out  $1,000 in crisp new notes and placed them on the table in front of him. ‘But I like to see some real stakes,’ he continued. ‘If I win, I get the gold as well.’

‘Sounds fair to me,’ said Steve. He glanced towards the Commandant.

Abago’s eyes were darting from the gold to the money, and back again. The bar had fallen silent. One of the prisoners was backing away, his chains clanking as he did so. He’s expecting a fight, decided Steve. And he might well be right.

Suddenly Abago shook with laughter. ‘You’ve got a game,’ he said, flashing a huge grin.

The cards were dealt.

This time, Steve folded with a pair of sixes, but Ian collected the pot with a straight flush. The next hand went to Steve, the hand after that to Abago. Over the next hour, the game ebbed and flowed, the gold coins and the dollar bills pushed slowly around the table. Ian and Steve were working as a team, playing off one another. Ian was a skilful poker player, noted Steve. He’d grown up in Belfast, turned himself into the IRA’s most skilful bomb-maker, then done ten years in the Maze before being released under the Good Friday agreement and reinventing himself as a mercenary working for the same private military corporation as Steve. All those years in jail had turned him into an expert in just about every card game. But Abago was just as skilful. He knew the cards, and the odds on every possible combination - and in poker that kind of experience gave you the edge.

But it was two against one. And in any kind of battle, whether it is fought with guns or playing cards, numbers are usually enough to ensure victory.

And after an hour, the money in the Commandant’s pocket had been emptied.

‘A bet’s a bet,’ said Steve flatly.

Abago reached out for a cigarette. One of the prisoners stumbled  forwards, torching up a greasy flame, allowing the fat man to take a long, thoughtful drag of nicotine before he blew some smoke back into the air.

‘The white man goes free,’ Steve told him.

Abago closed his eyes briefly, as if deep in thought, while the smoke curled up around his face. ‘Let’s up the stakes,’ he said finally, and clapped his hands together.

One of the soldiers scurried behind the bar. He returned a minute later, carrying a jar which he placed carefully down on the table. There was a dark, murky liquid inside. Then, as Steve looked closely, a shape.

A shape that looked suspiciously like a human hand.

‘Christ,’ muttered Steve under his breath.

‘From the last man who lost a hand of poker in this bar,’ Abago chuckled, a pair of pumpkin seeds spitting out of his mouth as he did so. Then: ‘We deal one more round,’ he continued, the laughter suddenly stopping. ‘If you win, you can have your white man. If I win, I get to keep your gold - and I’ll put your right hand in the jar next to this one.’

Steve paused. He glanced across at Ian but, as before, could see nothing behind the other man’s dark glasses.

His gaze flicked back towards Abago. The Commandant’s eyes were taunting him, daring him to take the bet. We figured he might be a hard rough bastard, recalled Steve - but a madman? That wasn’t part of the plan.

‘Take the bet,’ ordered Abago. He was shuffling the pack of cards in his hand, impatient to start dealing.

Steve felt cornered; how should he play this?

‘Piss off,’ he said finally, his tone flat.

For a moment, Abago remained motionless. Then he picked up one pumpkin seed and snapped it between his fingers.

‘I said: take the bet.’

‘Maybe the three of us could play another round?’ interrupted Ian.

‘Silence,’ rapped out Abago.

Steve looked straight into the man’s eyes. ‘I told you, forget it.’

In the next instant, five soldiers stepped forward. All of them were carrying AK-47s, and from the smell of grease and oil on their barrels, Steve could tell they were loaded and ready for use.

They lowered the guns into position, pointing straight at Steve’s chest.

‘We deal the cards right now,’ said Abago, his smile gone. ‘Like it or not, you’re taking the bet.’




Three


STEVE LOOKED DOWN AT THE first two cards.

Tens. At least they aren’t sodding eights, he told himself. Abago had set the rules very clearly. One hand each. Five cards. The best hand won. You couldn’t discard any cards, you couldn’t ask for any more - and Ian was out of the game.

It would just come down to the cards fate dealt them.

Steve glanced up at the girl with the deck in her hands. Her fingers were delicate and nimble as she caressed the pack, flicked it open, and shuffled. A smile played in her soft dark eyes: they were as fresh and innocent as the sand on the beach a few hundred yards from here. She had yet to be brutalised by her surroundings. She placed one more card on the table next to each man. Steve looked up at Abago. The man wiped the sweat from his brow then smiled, baring his teeth in the wild grin of a born predator.

Steve looked at his card.

A seven. Sod it. Two tens and a seven. It wasn’t much of a hand so far.

‘Another card,’ he said to the girl.

She placed one carefully in front of Abago, then tossed one towards Steve. He could see one of the soldiers, his fingers twitching on the trigger of his AK-47, glance from man to man.

A Queen.

Two tens, a seven and a Queen.

Abago wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘The last card,’ he said roughly.

The cards were placed on the table, face down. Three of the soldiers had jabbed cigarettes into their mouths, creating a dense cloud of smoke around the table that was filling Steve’s eyes and lungs. He waited a moment before picking up the card. Sod you, Ollie Hall, he thought to himself. Why the hell did you have to accept a suicidal contract to break a man out of Broken Ridge? And why the hell did you have to screw it up so badly that your mates had to come and break you out? If it costs me a hand, I’ll kill you with the one I’ve got left.

Abago had already picked up his card, holding the full deck in front of him.

Steve picked up his card, slotting it carefully next to the other four. Then he permitted himself a brief tense smile.

‘Let’s see what you’ve got,’ he said, looking straight at Abago.

The Commandant laid his hand flat on the table. Two Kings, a six, a four and a nine.

Steve paused for a fraction of a second, then put his hand down. ‘Three tens,’ he said firmly. He watched the Commandant’s eyes flick down to the cards. ‘I’ll go and collect the bloke you’ve got locked up now . . .’

‘Not so fast,’ grunted Abago.

The soldiers stepped an inch forwards. You could see the sweat on their fingers as they held on tight to the triggers. One of them was spitting his still-burning cigarette onto the floor.

‘A bet’s a bet,’ said Ian, an edge to his voice.

Abago grabbed the gold coins and thrust them greedily into his pocket. ‘You can have your white man,’ he said. ‘He’s too ugly even for this jail.’

Steve stood straight up. ‘Then let’s get him.’

Abago led the way. From the front of the bar, they walked a few yards along the dusty track, then straight through the front gate that  led into the heart of the jail. Broken Ridge consisted of a single, crumbling block of concrete, two storeys high but with another two floors of cells sunk into the foundations. There were only a few windows, and they were blocked by thick metal bars. Beyond the building, thirty metres of scrubland reached up towards the high barbed-wire fence. Behind were two buildings made of corrugated iron: a barracks for the guards and soldiers and a cookhouse, from which a foul smell of boiled maize and gristle drifted on the night air. Two soldiers saluted as Abago stumped past them, glancing only cursorily at the two white men walking behind him.

‘Ready?’ whispered Steve.

‘Ready,’ said Ian, his voice terse.

They stepped through the gates. Steve didn’t like jails, never had done. There was a guy he knew from his time in the SAS who’d got involved with a bunch of bank robbers and ended up spending eight years in Wandsworth nick. Steve had been to see him a couple of times and his blood had chilled every time he stepped through the doors. There was something about being caged up year after year that struck him as more punishing than any torture he could imagine. And that was a British jail. This place was like a slice of hell itself, dug up from out of the ground and delivered to the surface. You could hear the wind whistling in off the Atlantic, and the trees creaking down on the beach, and as you stepped towards it, it seemed as if the building itself was groaning in pain. There was a terrible stench drifting out of the place, the smell of bodies packed together, and you could hear the piercing howl of a man dying coming from somewhere deep inside. As you stepped into the main building, there was a long corridor, and in a couple of places, weak light bulbs. Along it was a series of locked doors. If there were people inside, it was impossible to tell. The doors were made from steel, with no windows. At the end of the corridor, one staircase led upwards, another down.

‘You want the guided tour?’ chuckled Abago.

‘The one you give to Amnesty International?’ Steve said coolly.

Abago chuckled. ‘No - not the whitewash we give those fools. The real Broken Ridge.’

‘Somehow I’m not in the mood,’ answered Steve.

They followed the Commandant down a single staircase. With each step the smell got worse: excrement, mixed with rotting flesh. At the bottom was a set of steel gates, left open. Abago stepped right through. Two long corridors stretched into the distance, with just one light bulb in each. On either side were rough cages, each one containing ten to fifteen men. It was late at night now, and most of them were sleeping, but the cells were so cramped it was impossible for everyone to lie down at the same time, so some of them were standing against the walls, or hanging onto the bars, waiting their turn to kip down for a few hours. Each cell had a single bucket to crap in, but there was no sign of any water. The floors were matted with piss and straw. In one cell, a man was groaning in pain, bucking while he was consumed by a fever, but his cellmates were ignoring him as he sweated and writhed in agony. It looked like the end was close, judged Steve. But not tonight. The poor bastard still had a couple of days to get through before he could start to rest in his grave.

As they walked, Steve could feel dark, suspicious eyes tracking them. He glanced into some of the cages but, like animals, the men would instantly look away. The mere presence of the Commandant among them had cowed their curiosity, and they backed anxiously into the shadows, taking care not to draw any attention to themselves. Only the dying man was oblivious to what was happening, grunting like a pig as the fever chewed him up from the inside.

‘This is what happens to white men who try to steal our oil,’ said Abago, stopping in front of a cage. He turned round, switching on a flashlight and beaming it straight into Steve’s face. ‘You’d like to join them, maybe?’

‘Some other time. You’ve been paid,’ Steve said harshly. ‘If you’re not happy with the deal, I’ll take my gold back.’

He then took five paces forward, making sure there was some safe distance between him and Abago, and peered through the bars. It took a moment before he recognised his friend. There were several days of stubble across his face, and his black hair was sweaty and matted with blood. His sweatshirt was ripped in two places, and there were streaks of dark mud down the side of his chinos. Bruises were visible on his neck and arms, and a scab had started to form where his cheek had been cut.

But the eyes were alive with grim defiance.

I’d recognise the man in hell itself.

Oliver Hall.

Once the fastest-rising young officer in the Household Cavalry - before the gaming table and the whisky bottle wrapped him in their deadly embrace. And now languishing in Broken Ridge. Jesus, mate, thought Steve. One day we’re going to straighten your life out.

‘Christ, man, you’re meant to be getting married in four weeks,’ hissed Steve, walking up to the cell and making sure the Commandant couldn’t hear him. ‘The way you look, even Katie might draw the line at shagging you - and the way I hear it, that bird has never been too fussy before.’

Ollie flashed a rough smile. Behind him, there was one other man in the cell - a slender, ghost-like figure who remained in the distance like a shadow. A single metal chain was slung around his wrist, attached to a metal hook on the wall, making it impossible for him to move more than a couple of yards.

‘Well, I’ll be damned - it’s Steve West,’ said Ollie. ‘Now I really can abandon all hope.’

Stepping forwards, Abago pushed his key into the lock, then twisted the metal until the door slung open.

Steve pulled the dark glasses down over his eyes. The dim lights of the jail all but disappeared, and all he could make out through the murky light were figures and shapes.

Suddenly he could feel Abago’s hands on his back. He was shoving Steve towards the cell.

‘Two more white men!’ he roared, his chest erupting into a mirthless laugh. ‘I’m sure someone will pay some more gold coins to get you bastards out of here.’

Steve waited. They’d expected this from the start. At his side, he could sense Ian slipping his hand inside his sweatshirt. Beneath his vest, he’d taped two thunder-flash stun grenades to his chest: originally developed by the SAS, and used most famously during the Iranian Embassy siege in London in 1980, a thunder-flash was the most brutally effective way of temporarily neutralising your opponent. It produced a brilliant flash of light that blinded anyone not wearing protective glasses, and a high-pitched scream of white noise that stunned their senses and left them confused and disorientated. You couldn’t take one onto a plane, it would never get through security, but Ian had placed all the ingredients inside some sandwiches and reassembled them in the hotel room. The grenade mixed potassium perchlorate and powdered magnesium: Ian had combined them in precise quantities, and placed them inside the shell of a mobile phone to create a rough and ready handmade device.

He smashed one into the ground, then another.

In an instant, the prison was illuminated by a flash of white light, and a noise that ripped through your ears like a hurricane. Even through his dark glasses Steve could feel his eyes blinking at the explosion. He’d practised with thunder-flashes plenty of times back at the killing house, the mocked-up building next to its Hereford headquarters where the SAS practised hostage rescues. But it didn’t matter how many times you ran through the drill. You never got used to the dazzling light, so harsh it seemed to slit open your eyeballs, or the screaming noise that drilled into your brain. That’s why they were so lethally effective. Even the best trained soldiers started to fall apart under the brutal assault on their senses. If you knew it was  coming, you could steel yourself: their impact on anyone who wasn’t prepared was devastating.

And to get out of here alive it would need to be, Steve told himself grimly.

He could feel Abago’s grip loosening on his shoulder as he tried to adjust to the shock. Steve reached inside his sweatshirt, whipping out the snub-nosed Raven Arms M-25 pistol that he’d taped to his chest. Known as the Saturday Night Special in the US, the Raven was one of the smallest firearms ever produced. It didn’t pack much punch and it didn’t have much range, but none of that mattered when you were standing only a foot away from the man you were planning to kill. The tape ripped off his chest, taking a clump of hair with it, but Steve ignored the pain, balanced the handgun in his fist and squeezed hard on the trigger. A bullet tore into Abago’s face, impacting just below the right eye, smashing through the skull, and chewing straight into the man’s brain. He reeled backwards, his hand reaching up to his face, just in time for the second bullet to cut through the flesh and dig into his mouth.

‘Bloody move, bloody move!’ shouted Ian. He reached into the cell, grabbing hold of Ollie.

The man was shielding his eyes, blinded by the flash. Abago had just crashed to the floor, blood pouring out of his face, grunting with pain, but with the last remnants of life fast ebbing out of him.

‘Bloody move, man!’ bawled Ian, louder this time, struggling to make himself heard over the echoes from the flash grenade still reverberating around the cell block.

Through his dark glasses, Steve could see the two guards from the doorway running towards them. They were still blinded by the light, although its intensity was starting to fade now. All around them, the men in the cells were screaming. Steve fired at the first man, the bullet smashing into his shoulder. Steve cursed the miserable accuracy of the Raven: he’d aimed for the chest, and felt certain he’d take out the heart or the lungs. He fired again, this time slotting the  bullet neatly into the side of the man’s chest, pushing him spluttering to the ground. Adjusting his sights, Steve then lined up a shot on the second man.

Two bullets left in the mag, thought Steve. I can’t waste any.

He fired once, aiming at the chest. The bullet struck the soldier in the lungs, sending him flying backwards, blinded and bleeding heavily.

Normally, Steve would have stepped forward to put another bullet into him. The double tap was part of SAS training, drilled into you on the parade ground until you could never forget it. ‘Your enemy is still your enemy until his last breath has been drawn,’ he could remember his Sergeant yelling at him.

But not today. There’s not enough ammo left.

‘I’m not going without this bloke,’ shouted Ollie, gesturing to the man chained up behind him.

‘Jesus Christ, you mad fucker, there’s no time,’ screamed Ian.

‘He’s the bloke I came to rescue,’ Ollie said hoarsely. ‘The bastard’s worth a hundred grand.’

Pulling out the gun he too had bought in the market before heading up to the jail, Ian shot once.

For a split second, Steve thought the Irishman had killed the other prisoner. He was certainly capable of it: Ian liked to settle arguments quickly and simply, and nobody was going to rescue a corpse.

But the bullet had sliced open the chain binding the man to the wall. His hand had been injured by the ricochet, cutting a wound that ran up to his elbow, but he bounced forwards like an animal that had suddenly been released from a trap.

‘Now sodding move!’ yelled Steve.

All four men started to run.

Both Ollie and the prisoner were still blinded by the flash grenade. The Commandant was lying dead on the ground, and so were the two soldiers. Steve bundled Ollie forwards, while Ian dragged the prisoner. They dashed up the stairs, leaving behind them the wails of  hundreds of imprisoned men, then hurtled out into the courtyard. Steve was already running towards the exit, his Raven in his hand. One soldier was still standing guard, whilst the second man was rushing towards the barracks to stir the rest of the men. Up on the watchtowers, flashlights had been turned on, sending shafts of light scattering across the dusty surface of the ground. Bullets were starting to pepper the dirt around them. Steve had no idea how many men were firing on them. Three - maybe four, he guessed. He charged faster, his legs beating against the ground, yelling at Ollie to run even though he couldn’t see where he was going. Raising the Raven in his right hand, he pointed it straight at the guard by the exit, loosening off the final bullet in the mag. It struck the man in the shoulder, spinning him around, making him clutch the wound in agony.

‘Now!’ Ian was shouting.

Steve lunged for the gate. Behind him, he could hear the barracks doors swing open, and the sound of shots being fired as the men poured out. Up on the watchtowers, two more flashlights had been switched on, flooding the courtyard and the gates with light, increasing the accuracy of the fire from the soldiers. Steve could feel one bullet fly past him, and saw another spit up a clump of earth two feet in front of him. He swerved violently, making himself as hard to hit as possible, and raced breathlessly onto the road.

To the left, he could see four soldiers advancing out of the bar, their assault rifles stretched out in front of them.

A Toyota Rav 4 was speeding towards them, a cloud of dust kicked up by its wheels. ‘Jump, jump!’ shouted Maksim.

The Russian former special forces - or Spetsnaz - man spoke in a rough, broken English. But Steve didn’t even need the command. The door was already open and, as the Toyota slowed, he bundled Ollie towards it. Grabbing hold of the door, he levered them both inside. The engine was roaring as Maksim kept it revved up, with the gears in neutral. Ian climbed in, dragging the prisoner behind him, and  Maksim slammed his foot hard on the accelerator, spinning them away down the road. The sudden movement jerked Steve forwards. He rolled to the front seat, then quickly straightened himself. The Toyota was accelerating fast, climbing through sixty, then seventy miles an hour, even though the road was nothing more than a dirt track that twisted wildly as it made its way down to the sea.

‘Christ, man, I can’t bloody see anything,’ wailed Ollie.

‘You’ll be fine in a couple of hours,’ Ian said impatiently. ‘It’s the flash.’

‘You don’t want to sodding see this anyway,’ interrupted Steve, looking behind them.

The four soldiers from the bar had climbed into a Nissan Navara pick-up truck and were giving chase. From inside the jail, another group of soldiers had climbed on board a Chinese-made Mengshi troop carrier. Both vehicles were hurtling down the road. Steve could hear the sound of assault rifles opening up as the night sky was lit up by flashes of co-ordinated gunfire. One bullet had already smashed into the back of the Toyota, narrowly missing the tyre. Another had torn out a chunk of its rear fender.

‘Faster,’ said Ian, his voice tense.

This is their territory, thought Steve grimly. If we get bogged down in a firefight we’re done for.

‘Where are the weapons?’ he shouted.

When the plan had been put together, they’d decided that Maksim, as well as Nick, the young Welsh guy they’d taken along on their last job, should also be part of the rescue mission. Maksim would collect them in an SUV outside the jail: the Russian was the best driver they’d ever met, as well as the most fearless combatant, and if there was any man you wanted at the wheel during a getaway it was Maksie. Nick would rent them a boat, and lay up on one of the tiny coves that dotted the shore of the island: once they made their break from the jail they knew there was no way they were going to be able to get out via an airport.

But there should have been weapons, decided Steve. If it came to a fight, they needed something to level up the odds.

‘They’re on the boat,’ Maksim replied.

‘What the hell use are they there?’ Steve said angrily.

‘Get out and walk if you’re not happy,’ Maksim snapped back.

Steve was about to say something when the Toyota hit a massive boulder and leaped into the air, rising two feet, its frame shuddering. He could feel the impact of the blow rattling through him as it then crashed onto a sandy bank. The back window shattered, sending shards of glass showering through the cabin like confetti. For a moment, the engine stalled. Maksim had turned the key, but the machine was whining like an injured animal. Steve glanced anxiously around. He couldn’t see the troop carrier or the Nissan through the darkness, but he could hear the roar of their engines.

In a moment, they’ll be upon us, he thought. And without weapons we’re done for.

Ian had ripped the last remaining thunder-flash from his chest. He slammed the detonator cord into place, then lobbed the incendiary device back along the track. It arced clean into the air, exploding five feet off the ground and, in an instant, its glorious white flash lit up the darkness of the African night, bathing the island in a neon, incendiary glow. A crack of noise fissured through the air, strong enough to make the trees around them groan.

There’s no way a man can drive through that, decided Steve. You’d need nerves of hardened tungsten.

Then the engine roared into life again, and Maksim steered the Toyota back onto the track, kicking hard on the accelerator. They were rocking violently as they went down the narrow pathway, the metal of the machine scraping against the palm trees and rocks as they twisted through the dense foliage. Steve could feel his pulse quickening as he clung onto the dashboard, his eyes scanning forwards, desperate to see the first evidence that they had reached the shore.

‘Sod you, Ollie Hall,’ he murmured again. ‘This is the last hole I dig you out of.’

Ahead, the track suddenly opened up, and Steve could feel his lungs flooding with relief as the Toyota broke out onto a sandy beach. It was lined with palm trees, swaying in the wind, and dotted with broken coconut shells. Paradise, thought Steve. That is, if you didn’t have a truckload of soldiers fifty yards behind you trying to shoot your arse off.

‘Drive straight to the boat,’ he shouted.

You could see the small craft bobbing on the waves twenty yards or so out into the ocean. It was a 30-foot fishing vessel hired 150 miles down the coast in Libreville, with a metal hull, a wooden frame, and a 300 hp diesel engine. There were rough seas on the South Atlantic tonight, with a vicious wind blowing in from the north, and the waves were smashing onto the beach. The Toyota slowed as its tyres struggled to get a grip on the wet sand but it had enough momentum to keep going. Suddenly there was a bark of gunfire as the Nissan arrived at the end of the lane. The Toyota was already crashing into the water. Smoke was rising from the engine, and white, salty breakers were starting to wash over it.

‘Bloody swim for it,’ bellowed Steve. He flung the door open, pushing hard against the water. With his left hand, he grasped hold of Ollie, still blinded by the flash, and started to wade into the sea. At his side, he could see Ian dragging the prisoner. A wave slapped over him, soaking his clothes and knocking him backwards; he had to struggle to stay upright. Behind them, the troops were tumbling out of the Nissan. A rapid burst of fire peppered the waves with bullets.

Christ, thought Steve. We need some covering fire, otherwise there will be blood in this water.

‘Get some fire down Nick,’ he yelled.

His voice was carried eastwards on the wind, and he just hoped it would reach the ears of the boy on the deck. Nick Thomas was just twenty years old, his only training with the Territorials, and although  he’d proved himself in Afghanistan, and was the best shot any of the men had ever seen, he was still only a kid. There was a reason why Steve insisted on only working with battle-seasoned soldiers: they’d seen every type of combat you could imagine and they knew precisely how to respond once they were in trouble.

‘We’re going under mate,’ he said, his head swivelling towards Ollie. Then, taking a lungful of air, he grabbed Ollie’s wrist and dived into the approaching wave. With the other hand tucked into Ollie’s belt, he kicked his legs furiously, propelling them towards the blacked-out shape he assumed to be the hull of the boat.

Up on the deck, Nick had positioned an M40 sniper rifle, a weapon first issued to the US Marines during the Vietnam War and, as a result, one of the most widely available high-precision rifles in the world. It wasn’t the best sniper rifle ever made, but it was cheap, you could always find fresh ammo, and it was plenty accurate enough to deal with the 200 yards that separated the boat from the soldiers swarming onto the beach.

Nick held the gun steady in his hand, and licked away a bead of sweat from his upper lip. He was a confident marksman, aware that he rarely if ever missed, but he’d never tried to make a shot from the stern of a storm-tossed boat before and, for the first time ever, he could hear a whisper of doubt inside his head. The boat was swaying under the swell, and as Nick lined up a target in his sights, it was instantly snatched away from him. Aim and shoot, all in the same split second, he told himself. That’s the only way. He paused, then placed the chest of one of the soldiers firing on his mates within the cross hairs of his gun.

‘Kill,’ he whispered as he pulled the trigger.

The bullet bounced harmlessly off the skin of the Nissan.

The soldiers were growing more confident, advancing unhindered, unleashing a murderous barrage of fire. Steve and Ian had dived underwater, but pretty soon the lead skimming through the waves was going to catch them.

‘Kill,’ repeated Nick, firing again.

He slammed his fist hard against the metal of the boat. The bullet had struck a soldier clean in the chest, dropping him to the ground. Nick instantly readjusted his sights, lining up his next shot. Another soldier went down, writhing on the ground. Now the enemy were taking cover, diving behind rocks or their truck: they were still firing their weapons, but watching two of their mates get hit had slowed them down.

Below, Steve and Ollie suddenly burst out of the water, grabbing hold of the side of the boat. Nick reached down and hauled Steve on board. Within seconds, Steve, Ollie, Ian and the prisoner were gasping for breath on the deck. The wind was howling furiously around them, and the boat was swaying in the rising swell, but they had made it.

Just then, a bullet flew overhead, striking the prow of the vessel. Next, there was a vicious explosion as a mortar grenade exploded in the water fifteen yards ahead of them. It blew a huge jet of water up into the air, drenching everyone sprawled out on the deck with salt and seaweed.

‘For Christ’s sake start the engine, man,’ coughed Steve. ‘I’m in no sodding mood to take on the Equatorial Guinea Navy. And that’s what they’ll have on our arses next.’




Four


DAWN BROKE GENTLY OVER THE horizon.

Steve nestled a cup of instant coffee in his hand, and adjusted the wheel. He was steering using a compass and charts but mainly by keeping the West African coastland about a mile to his left.

It was just after six in the morning, and the winds had finally dropped. They had been sailing through most of the night. As they fled the coast, the troops had fired guns and mortars at them, but once the unit had got the diesel engine going, had switched out all the lights and steered straight out into the storm, it had been easy enough to make their escape. A couple of mortar rounds shook up the fish, but unless they managed to rouse the Equatorial Guinea Navy, assuming they even had one, there was no way they’d be able to continue the pursuit. They wouldn’t even have to go back and explain themselves to Abago, reflected Steve with a half-smile. The fat bastard was already dead. ‘That’s the last game of poker I’ll ever play,’ he said to Ian as the latter emerged from the hold.

‘Just as well,’ said Ian. ‘You were crap.’

Steve grinned, draining the dregs of his coffee cup. He’d steered the boat through the night, giving the rest of the guys a chance to get dry and enjoy a few hours’ kip down in the hold. Now he could feel the nervous exhaustion of the battle starting to catch up with him. ‘I  was only playing for Ollie’s life,’ he said. ‘If it was something I actually cared about I might have tried a bit harder . . .’

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Ollie, emerging from the cabin, scratching at the week’s worth of stubble on his chin.

Steve glanced across at the man. A huge, orange sun was filling the sky, mixing with the dark blues of the Atlantic to create a vivid riot of colour. It was impossible to be angry with a bloke at daybreak, he decided. Something to do with the beginning of a new day. But later tonight he knew he’d be back to the opinion he’d formed of Ollie when he’d first fished him out of a brothel in Baghdad just before they’d started their first job together.

The man was a decent enough soldier, but he was also a loser. And in the end, that made him a waste of space.

‘So where’s your man?’ he asked.

‘Sleeping,’ said Ollie, nodding in the direction of the cabin. ‘I reckon it’s a decade since the guy had a decent night’s kip so we can hardly blame him for catching a bit of extra shut-eye, can we?’

‘Who the hell is he?’

Ollie walked across to the pot of instant coffee Steve had brewed up on the ledge next to the wheel, pouring himself a large mug of the hot steaming liquid. ‘How should I know?’ he said. ‘Bruce Dudley said there was a guy who’d pay a hundred grand to get the man broken out of Broken Ridge. For that kind of cash you get to keep your reasons to yourself.’

‘And you—’

‘Leave it,’ Ollie said tersely.

Steve kept looking straight ahead. They were heading for Libreville on the coast of Gabon, a total of around 150 miles from Malabo. Nick and Maksim had hired the boat there, as well as picking up the weapons, and they’d steer it into the port, return it to the owner, and then head straight for the airport. With any luck, Steve thought, they’d be on a plane back to Britain by this afternoon. Dudley had got his man out, and the client, whoever the hell he was,  would have to pay the hundred grand he’d promised Ollie, and the extra two hundred and fifty he was paying Steve to break Ollie out of the jail. Steve wouldn’t say no to some spare cash: he’d sunk every penny he’d made out in Afghanistan into buying West & Hallam, a vintage car dealership his Uncle Ken had built up in Leicestershire, but with the City boys feeling the pinch, the market in old Jaguars, Aston Martins and Austin Healeys wasn’t as profitable as he’d expected. Some money would help tide it over. But he wasn’t about to take on any more mercenary jobs. He’d watched his best mate Jeff die last time around, and he wasn’t going to put himself through that again.

My AK-47 is hung up on the wall, Steve reminded himself. And that’s exactly where it’s staying.

‘Any chance of a beer?’ said Ollie.

‘Or a vodka?’ added Maksim, emerging from the hold.

‘The boat is dry,’ said Steve. ‘And considering the amount of trouble you boys have caused when drunk, it’s staying that way.’

‘In the Spetsnaz we found a way to distil tank fuel,’ chuckled Maksim. ‘Maybe we could take one of the spare barrels of diesel?’

 



 



It was after ten by the time they finally pulled in at the dock. Being early November, it had been wet and drizzly when they left Heathrow, but out here close to the Equator, there was hot and brilliant sunshine. The city was built on the delta of the Komo River. A former French colony, it remained one of the richest, best-organised and safest cities in Africa - a haven for tourists and businessmen travelling through the centre of the continent.

They handed the boat back to Hassan Ramzey, an Egyptian businessman who, for an extra $1,000 on the rental fee, politely ignored the two bullet-marks on its prow, and the fact that the M40 he’d supplied with it had used up most of its stock of ammo.

From the dock, Steve organised a taxi to take them straight up to  Libreville International Airport. Bruce Dudley had promised there would be tickets waiting for a plane to take them home.

The prisoner had been woken up, washed, and the wound to his arm where Ian’s bullet had shot him free of the wall had been patched up. He’d introduced himself as Newton Bunjira, but apart from that he wasn’t saying much. To Steve, he looked around fifty, but it was hard to tell. A guy could be thirty and come out of Broken Ridge looking like a grandfather. He was rake thin, with ribs that stuck out of his chest, and his skin was blotchy and covered in small scabs that could be wounds, could be fever, or could be malnutrition. Maybe all three.

They bought him a sweatshirt and some new jeans and trainers from a market stall at the dock, then told him to get changed in a café. There was no way they wanted to take him to the airport in the bloodied rags he’d been wearing in the jail.

We’ll deliver him to Dudley, collect our money, and then get rid of the guy, decided Steve. He smells like trouble.

The airport was clean and modern, but Air France was the only European airline that flew there, with a three-times-a week service from Charles de Gaulle in Paris. ‘Your plane is ready, Mr West,’ said the lady at check-in when Steve asked when the next flight was available and whether they could get a seat on it.

‘Our plane?’

The girl nodded, and flashed him the kind of smile check-in staff reserve for the first-class passengers wielding triple platinum Amex cards.

‘Mr Dudley has booked a private jet for you and . . .’ She glanced slightly suspiciously at Ian, Maksim, Ollie, Nick and Newton standing behind Steve. Even after a wash they looked rougher than a landfill site after a bad storm ‘. . . your, er, colleagues.’

‘We’ll take it,’ said Steve. He nodded to the others to follow him out onto the airstrip. Private plane, he thought to himself. Somebody must want this Newton guy pretty badly. But if he’s so important,  how come he’s been languishing in Broken Ridge for the last ten years? And how come someone just paid three hundred and fifty grand to get him out?


Nothing about this job is making any sense.

The plane was a Cessna Citation 500 Series II, a small executive jet that was also used as light transport by armies around the world, including the Swiss, the South Africans and the Spanish. The first models had been flown in 1969, and the plane had been continuously updated since then: it was a rugged and reliable workhorse that had clocked up millions of flights with very few accidents. With a capacity for eight passengers it could cruise at 464 miles an hour and had a maximum range of 2,300 miles. The plane was configured with eight plush, black leather seats, a computer screen, a bar, and came complete with a hostess and a pilot. It was sitting in a side bay of the airport.

‘We can take off when everyone is ready,’ the Captain, a South African called Jim Stapleton, told them. ‘Libreville only has about a dozen flights a day coming in and out. None of that stacking nonsense you get at Heathrow,’ he added with a polite smile.

‘Have you got the range to get us back to Britain?’ asked Steve.

‘Could do,’ said Stapleton. ‘But we’re heading to Cape Town.’

‘Cape Town? In South Africa?’

‘It was, the last time I checked. Now, if you boys want to strap yourselves in, I’ll get us out onto the tarmac.’

‘What the hell are we doing in South Africa?’

Stapleton just shrugged, and walked back towards the cockpit. ‘How should I know?’ he said tersely. ‘The guy who’s paying the bill wants this crate flown to Cape Town so that’s what we’re doing.’

Before Steve could say anything, the hostess had secured the doors, and the Cessna was rolling onto the runway. Within seconds the tiny jet had lifted its nose into the air and was climbing steadily into the clear blue sky, then rolled as it twisted south to start what shouldn’t be more than a two-hour flight.

‘We just need to drop Newton off for Dudley,’ said Ollie, glancing towards Steve. ‘They’ve got BA flights from Cape Town every day - we can get home from there.’

As the Cessna steadied itself, hitting its normal cruising altitude of 43,000 feet, the hostess handed around some sandwiches and drinks. There was no alcohol on board, she explained to a disappointed-looking Maksim, just fruit juice and bottled water. The men ate hungrily: Ollie had spent a week in Broken Ridge and had eaten nothing except gruel, leaving him thin and famished. Only Newton picked at his food, removing the crusts and eating only tiny slithers of bread and the grated cheese inside.

‘You must need some decent food by now,’ said Ian, sitting next to the man. ‘I spent a few years in the Maze, and the British prison grub was pretty bad, but nothing on that place.’

‘I can’t eat too much, too quickly,’ answered Newton, in little more than a whisper. ‘After ten years without any proper food and no natural light . . . it’s going to take time to get my body back to normal. Eat too quickly, and I’ll just make myself sick.’

‘So where are you from, exactly?’ asked Steve, sitting across the narrow aisle from the two men.

‘Batota,’ said Newton. His eyes flashed up to meet Steve’s and you could see the intelligence and strength of the man in that single look. The name meant very little to Steve - just one more former colony in Africa now ruled by a brutal madman.

‘So how in God’s name did you end up in that hell-hole?’

‘Different wars, man,’ said Newton, with a nonchalant toss of his bony shoulder. ‘I came out of Batota and I didn’t know how to do anything other than fight. This is Africa, so there’s always work for a soldier, as long as you don’t complain about the food or the pay and you don’t mind getting shot at. Angola, the Congo, Uganda, then Sierra Leone.’ He chuckled softly to himself. ‘You just point at the map, I’ve probably fought there.’

‘Until Equatorial Guinea . . .’ pressed Ian.

Newton moulded a fragment of cheese between his fingers then slipped it into his mouth. ‘I don’t suppose anyone’s got any cigarettes, have they?’

‘You’ve been in the nick too long, mate,’ said Steve. ‘No one smokes any more - and certainly not on a plane.’

Newton smiled, but remained silent.

‘Tell us how you found your way to Broken Ridge and maybe we can find you some cigarettes,’ said Ian.

‘There was a coup attempt,’ the man said carefully. ‘The country is always a target. Small army, and lots of oil - that makes it vulnerable. A force was being put together to topple the government, and I was one of the scouts, going in ahead to assess the opposition. But we were poorly led, disorganised. I got captured, and the rest of the guys just melted away.’

‘This is what, in ninety-eight, ninety-nine?’

‘Ninety-nine,’ Newton sighed.

‘So why is someone paying all this money, after all this time, to get you out?’ asked Ian.

Newton’s eyes rolled up to look at him. ‘I’ve been through a lot of wars, a lifetime of bloodshed,’ he answered. ‘You see things, you hear things. But I’ve no idea who you guys are, or why you’ve broken me out of jail. No one cared a damn about me before, and I don’t know why they should do so now.’

Steve glanced out of the window of the Cessna. They were cruising at altitude over the arid wastelands that made up the Kalahari Desert. All you could see was sand for hundreds of miles in every direction.

No, nothing about this job made any sense, he thought once again.


And pretty soon I reckon we’re going to find out why that is.




Five


BRUCE DUDLEY SHOOK EACH MAN warmly by the hand. ‘Well done, boys,’ he said crisply. ‘They said no man could ever get out of Broken Ridge. Not alive, anyway.’

‘But when it comes to the impossible, Dudley Emergency Forces always gets the job done,’ said Ollie.

‘Good one,’ said Bruce. ‘I might even put it in the brochure.’

The Cessna had landed ten minutes earlier at Cape Town International. The pilot had taxied towards the private aircraft hangar, pulling up alongside a row of light aircraft flown by local amateurs. Dudley came on board to check everyone was OK, and to give Newton some temporary papers which, with the help of a generous bribe, would get him through immigration. Dudley was wearing the same cream chinos and green Ralph Lauren polo shirt he always wore, but his leathery Sergeant’s skin was more tanned than usual and there was a glimmer in his eye that suggested to Steve that Newton was worth a lot more than he had even told Ollie.

A hundred grand?

Bruce Dudley didn’t get excited about any number with only five zeros on the end of it. After a decade building one of the most formidable, fearless Private Military Corporations in the world it took at least seven figures for the man to start working up a sweat.

And he’d been sweating this week. You could see it on his face.

‘We’ve got a couple of limos waiting, boys,’ he continued. ‘No point in hanging about.’

It was only a short, brisk walk across the tarmac, past an immigration official who’d already been shown their papers, and then towards a pair of black Mercedes limousines waiting for them right outside the terminal building. There were seven of them now: Steve, Ollie, Ian, Maksim, Nick, Newton and Bruce. Steve sat back in one of the limos, accompanied by Bruce, Ollie and Nick, whilst Ian led the rest of the guys into the second car. The chauffeur pulled away smoothly from the kerb, the engine purring, and steered the vehicle out onto the N2, the main highway that headed south out of the city. The seats were luxuriously upholstered, the wood and metal of the car all freshly polished, the air-conditioning kept at a constant eighteen degrees, and there were bottles of freshly chilled mineral water next to each seat.

‘Private jets, limos - we’re going up in the world,’ Steve commented to Bruce. ‘There’s probably a tasty blonde tucked away in here somewhere.’

‘DEF’s latest client is seriously loaded,’ answered Bruce with a wry smile. ‘This is just the start.’

Steve nodded silently. Over time, he’d learned better than to question Bruce Dudley. The man told you what he wanted you to know and nothing more. Steve had worked for him for three years after quitting the SAS, but he wasn’t on the payroll. Nobody was. Dudley Emergency Forces worked quietly behind the scenes, putting together small groups of men for each job, mixing the units to suit the task at hand. Steve respected and admired Bruce: the Scotsman had been one of the hardest Sergeants in the Regiment and was, without question, the finest judge of men that Steve had ever met.

But he was also a risk-taker, and didn’t mind putting other men’s lives on the line if there was a weighty-enough cheque at the end of it.

We’ll find out who the client is soon enough, Steve told himself. And then I can scoot down to the BA ticket desk and get myself on the first plane out of here.

The drive took less than an hour. The N2 snaked down the coast, heading south through beautiful, lush countryside. The fertile lands around the Cape didn’t look anything like anyone’s idea of Africa. It was more like driving through Northern Spain. There were green, blossoming fields, covered in vines and fruit trees, with mountains rising up in the distance in one direction, and rocky, jagged cliffs tumbling away to the storm-tossed Atlantic coastline in the other. The countryside looked well-kept and prosperous: the land was so rich, you could hardly fail to make a good living from the wine and oranges.

After thirty miles, the limos turned sharply off the highway and drove more slowly along a winding road that led down to Hawston, a small, picture-postcard fishing town nestling on the shoreline. They entered a private driveway, flanked by a huge pair of iron gates and manned by two burly security guards. A strip of barbed wire ran along the perimeter, and a pair of mean-looking Alsatians kept watch. A long, curved drive lined with cedar trees, led then up to a neo-Georgian mansion. which, from the looks of it, had least twenty bedrooms. At the front of the house was a small, artificial lake, whilst the back looked out over the clifftops and across to the ocean beyond. It was set in fifty acres of parkland, Dudley told them, with two swimming pools, several ornamental fountains, and a set of five guest lodges, each with two bedrooms.

‘So whose gaff is this?’ asked Steve as the limo pulled up on the driveway. ‘Nelson Mandela’s?’

‘Archie Sharratt’s,’ said Bruce crisply, climbing out of the car.

A cool breeze was blowing in off the Atlantic, taking the edge off the hot afternoon sun. Steve followed Bruce through the open door that led into the entrance hall. It was laid with creamy white marble,  with a circular staircase descending into it, and, at the back, a huge pair of glass doors that led first onto a patio and pool, then down to a private beach. Out at sea, a 100-foot yacht was moored, its varnished wood and gleaming brass reflecting the light bouncing off the choppy blue sea.

‘Nice place,’ said Nick, a hint of awe in his voice.

‘Isn’t your mum’s place a bit like this?’ said Ollie, grinning.

From what Nick had told them on their last job together, he’d grown up on a council estate in Swansea, where his mum Sandra worked on the check-out at B&Q. ‘Maybe with some money from the club,’ said Nick.

‘What club?’ Ian asked, looking across at Nick.

The young lad had turned bright red. ‘I . . . I . . .’ he started to stammer, but was saved by the entrance of Archie Sharratt.

About forty-five, the man was wearing black jeans and a white open-necked shirt. He was slightly built, around five foot eight in height, with curly, sandy-coloured hair and a squashed face that looked like someone had sat on it. But there was an intelligence to his pale-blue eyes, noted Steve: a calculating, restless brain that was already scanning them for information. Steve didn’t read the business pages much - he didn’t usually get much past the sport and motoring sections if he picked up a paper - but he’d heard of Archie Sharratt. One of the richest hedge fund managers in the world, he’d made a fortune from a fund that traded in commodities, and had sold out in time to stop himself getting caught up in the crash of 2008. Last time he’d seen him written about, Sharratt was worth at least a billion pounds, and it looked like he’d dropped a few quid of that on building this place. Steve had never met a billionaire before, and so far, he was more impressed by what the money could buy than the man who’d made it.
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