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    There were twelve of them in total.




    All men.




    All billionaires.




    Ten of the twelve were over sixty years of age. The other two were in their thirties, but they were the sons of former members, so their loyalty was assured. While membership of the Council was not strictly conditional on heredity, over the years it had become commonplace for sons to replace their fathers.




    Otherwise membership was by invitation only and invitations were rarely given – as one would expect of such an august collection of individuals.




    The co-founder of the world’s largest software company.




    A Saudi oil magnate.




    The patriarch of a Swiss banking family.




    The owner of the world’s biggest shipping company.




    The world’s most successful stock trader.




    The Vice-Chairman of the US Federal Reserve.




    The newly inherited heir to a military construction empire that built missiles for the United States Government.




    There were no media barons on the Council – since it was widely known that their fortunes were largely based on debt and fluctuating share prices. The Council controlled the media simply by controlling the banks that fed the media barons their money.




    Likewise, there were no national leaders – as the Council well knew, politicians possess the lowest form of power: transient power. Like media barons, they are beholden to others for their influence. In any case, the Council had made and unmade presidents and dictators before.




    And no women.




    It was the Council’s view that there was – as yet – no woman on the planet worthy of a seat at the table. Not the Queen. Not even the French make-up heiress, Lillian Mattencourt, with her $26 billion personal fortune.




    Since 1918, the Council had met twice a year, every year.




    This year, however, it had been convened nine times.




    This was, after all, a special year.




    While the Council was a somewhat secretive group, its meetings were never held in secret. Secret meetings of powerful people create attention. No. It had always been the Council’s opinion that the best-kept secrets existed out in the open, witnessed by the world but never actually seen.




    As such, Council meetings were usually held during major international gatherings – the annual World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland; various World Trade Organisation meetings; the Council had even met once at Camp David, when the President wasn’t there.




    *




    Today it met in the grand executive boardroom of the Dorchester Hotel in London.




    The vote was taken and the decision was unanimous.




    ‘Then it is agreed,’ the Chairman said. ‘The hunt will commence tomorrow. The list of targets will be released tonight through the usual channels, and bounties will be paid to those contractors who present to Monsieur J. P. Delacroix of AGM-Suisse the accustomed form of proof that a particular target has been eliminated.




    ‘There are fifteen targets in total. The bounty for each has been set at US$18.6 million.’




    An hour later, the meeting ended, and the members of the Council adjourned for drinks.




    On the boardroom table behind them lay their meeting notes. Of the notes sitting in front of the Chairman’s seat, one page lay face-up.




    On it was a list of names.
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    It was, to put it mildly, a singularly impressive list.




    It featured members of the world’s elite military units – the British SAS, the US Army’s Delta Detachment and the Marine Corps.




    The Israeli Air Force made an appearance, as did intelligence agencies like the Mossad and the ISS – the Intelligence and Security Service, the new name for the CIA. Plus members of the terrorist organisations HAMAS and Al-Qaeda.




    It was a list of men – special men, brilliant at their chosen deadly professions – who had to be removed from the face of the earth by 12 noon, October 26, US Eastern Standard Time.




    

       

    




    FIRST ATTACK




    SIBERIA


    26 OCTOBER, 0900 HOURS (LOCAL TIME)


    E.S.T. (NEW YORK, USA) 2100 HOURS (25 OCT)
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    Modem international bounty hunters bear many similarities to their forebears in the Old American West.




    There are the lone wolf bounty hunters – usually ex-military types, freelance assassins or fugitives from justice themselves, they are lone operators known for their idiosyncratic weapons, vehicles or methods.




    There are the organisations – companies that make the hunting of fugitive human beings a business. With their quasi-military infrastructures, mercenary organisations are often drawn to participate in international human hunts.




    And, of course, there are the opportunists – special forces units that go AWOL and undertake bounty hunting activities; or law enforcement officials who find the lure of a private bounty more enticing than their legal obligations.




    But the complexities of modern bounty hunting are not to be discounted. It is not unknown for a bounty hunter to act in concert with a national government that wants to distance itself from certain acts. Nor is it unknown for bounty hunters to have tacit agreements with member states for sanctuary as payment for a previous ‘job’.




    For, in the end, one thing about them is clear: international borders mean little to the international bounty hunter.




    United Nations White Paper:


    Non-Government Forces in UN Peacekeeping Zones,


    OCTOBER 2001 (UN PRESS, NEW YORK)
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    The aeroplane rocketed through the sky at the speed of sound.




    Despite the fact that it was a large plane, it didn’t show up on any radar screens. And even though it was breaking the sound barrier, it didn’t create any sonic booms – a recent development in wave-negativing sensors took care of that.




    With its angry-browed cockpit windows, its black radar-absorbent paint and its unique flying-wing design, the B-2 Stealth Bomber didn’t normally fly missions like this.




    It was designed to carry 40,000 pounds of ordnance, from laser-guided bombs to air-launched thermonuclear cruise missiles.




    Today, however, it carried no bombs.




    Today its bomb bay had been modified to convey a light but unusual payload: one fast-attack vehicle and eight United States Marines.




    *




    As he stood in the cockpit of the speeding Stealth Bomber, Captain Shane M. Schofield was unaware of the fact that, as of six days previously, he had become a target in the greatest bounty hunt in history.




    The grey Siberian sky was reflected in the silver lenses of his wraparound anti-flash glasses. The glasses concealed a pair of vertical scars that cut down across Schofield’s eyes, wounds from a previous mission and the source of his operational nickname: Scarecrow.




    At five-feet-ten-inches tall, Schofield was lean and muscular. Under his white-grey Kevlar helmet, he had spiky black hair and a creased handsome face. He was known for his sharp mind, his cool head under pressure, and the high regard in which he was held by lower-ranking Marines – he was a leader who looked out for his men. Rumour had it he was also the grandson of the great Michael Schofield, a Marine whose exploits in the Second World War were the stuff of Marine Corps legend.




    The B-2 zoomed through the sky, heading for a distant corner of northern Russia, to an abandoned Soviet installation on the barren coast of Siberia.




    Its official Soviet name had been ‘Krask-8: Penal and Maintenance Installation’, the outermost of eight compounds surrounding the Arctic town of Krask. In the imaginative Soviet tradition, the compounds had been named Krask-1, Krask-2, Krask-3 and so on.




    Until four days ago, Krask-8 had been known simply as a long-forgotten ex-Soviet outstation – a half-gulag, half-maintenance facility at which political prisoners had been forced to work. There were hundreds of such facilities dotted around the former Soviet Union – giant, ugly, oil-stained monoliths which before 1991 had formed the industrial heart of the USSR, but which now lay dormant, left to rot in the snow, the ghost towns of the Cold War.




    But two days ago, on October 24, all that had changed.




    Because on that day, a team of thirty well-armed and well-trained Islamic Chechen terrorists had taken over Krask-8 and announced to the Russian government that they intended to fire four SS-18 nuclear missiles – missiles that had simply been left in their silos at the site with the fall of the Soviets in 1991 – on Moscow unless Russia withdrew its troops from Chechnya and declared the breakaway republic an independent state.




    A deadline was set for 10 a.m. today, October 26.




    The date had meaning. October 26 was a year to the day since a force of crack Russian troops had stormed a Moscow theatre held by Chechen terrorists, ending a three-day siege, killing all the terrorists and over a hundred hostages.




    That today also happened to be the first day of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, a traditional day of peace, didn’t seem to bother these Islamist terrorists.




    The fact that Krask-8 was something more than just a relic of the Cold War was also news to the Russian government.




    After some investigation of long-sealed Soviet records, the terrorists’ claims had proved to be correct. It turned out that Krask-8 was a secret that the old Communist regime had failed to inform the new government about during the transition to democracy.




    It did indeed house nuclear missiles – sixteen to be exact; sixteen SS-18 nuclear-tipped intercontinental ballistic missiles; all contained in concealed underground silos that had been designed to evade US satellite detection. Apparently, ‘clones’ of Krask-8 – identical missile launch sites disguised as industrial facilities – could also be found in old Soviet client states like the Sudan, Syria, Cuba and Yemen.
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    And so, in the new world order – post-Cold War, post-September 11 – the Russians had called on the Americans to help.




    As a rapid response, the American government had sent to Krask-8 a fast-and-light counter-terrorist unit from Delta Detachment – led by Specialists Greg Farrell and Dean McCabe.




    Reinforcements would arrive later, the first of which was this team, a point unit of United States Marines led by Captain Shane M. Schofield.




    Schofield strode into the bomb bay of the plane, breathing through a high-altitude face-mask.




    He was met by the sight of a medium-sized cargo container, inside of which sat a Fast Attack ‘Commando Scout’ vehicle. Arguably the lightest and fastest armoured vehicle in service, it looked like a cross between a sports car and a Humvee.




    And inside the sleek vehicle, strapped tightly into their seats, sat seven Recon Marines, the other members of Schofield’s team. All were dressed in white-grey body armour, white-grey helmets, white-grey battle dress uniforms. And they all stared intently forward, game faces on.




    As Schofield watched their serious expressions, he was once again taken aback by their youth. It was strange, but at 33 he felt decidedly old in their presence.




    He nodded to the nearest man. ‘Hey, Whip. How’s the hand?’




    ‘Why, er, it’s great, sir,’ Corporal Whip Whiting said, surprised. He’d been shot in the hand during a fierce gun battle in the Tora Bora mountains in early 2002, but since that day Whip and Schofield hadn’t worked together. ‘The docs said you saved my index finger. If you hadn’t told them to splint it, it would have grown in a hook shape. To be honest, I didn’t think you’d remember, sir.’




    Schofield’s eyes gleamed. ‘I always remember.’




    Apart from one member of the unit, this wasn’t his regular team.




    His usual team of Marines – Libby ‘Fox’ Gant and Gena ‘Mother’ Newman – were currently operating in the mountains of northern Afghanistan, hunting for the terrorist leader and long-time No. 2 to Osama bin Laden, Hassan Mohammad Zawahiri.




    Gant, fresh from Officer Candidate School and now a First Lieutenant, was leading a Recon Unit in Afghanistan. Mother, an experienced Gunnery Sergeant who had helped Schofield himself when he was a young officer, was acting as her Team Chief.




    Schofield was supposed to be joining them, but at the last minute he’d been diverted from Afghanistan to lead this unexpected mission.




    The only one of his regulars that Schofield had been able to bring with him was a young sergeant named Buck Riley Jnr, call-sign ‘Book II’. Silent and brooding and possessed of an intensity that belied his twenty-five years, Book II was a seriously tough-as-nails warrior. And as far as Schofield was concerned, with his heavy-browed face and battered pug nose, he was looking more and more like his father – the original ‘Book’ Riley – every day.




    Schofield keyed his satellite radio, spoke into the VibraMike strapped around his throat. Rather than pick up actual spoken words, the vibration-sensing microphone picked up the reverberations of his voice box. The satellite uplink system driving it was the brand-new GSX-9 – the most advanced communications system in use in the US military. In theory, a portable GSX-9 unit like  Schofield’s could broadcast a clear signal halfway around the world with crystal clarity.




    ‘Base, this is Mustang 3,’ he said. ‘Sitrep?’




    A voice came over his earpiece. It was the voice of an Air Force radio operator stationed at McColl Air Force Base in Alaska, the communications centre for this mission.




    ‘Mustang 3, this is Base. Mustang 1 and Mustang 2 have engaged the enemy. Report that they have seized the missile silos and inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. Mustang 1 is holding the silos and awaiting reinforcements. Mustang 2 reports that there are still at least twelve enemy agents putting up a fight in the main maintenance building.’




    ‘All right,’ Schofield said, ‘what about our follow-up?’




    ‘An entire company of Army Rangers from Fort Lewis is en route, Scarecrow. One hundred men, approximately one hour behind you.’




    ‘Good.’




    Book II spoke from inside the armoured Scout vehicle. ‘What’s the story, Scarecrow?’




    Schofield turned. ‘We’re go for drop.’




    Five minutes later, the box-shaped cargo-container dropped out of the belly of the Stealth Bomber and plummeted like a stone towards the earth.




    Inside the container – in the car resting inside it – sat Schofield and his seven Marines, shuddering and jolting with the vibrations of the terminal-velocity fall.




    Schofield watched the numbers on a digital wall-mounted altimeter whizzing downwards:




    50,000 feet . . .




    45,000 feet . . .




    40,000 . . . 30,000 . . . 20,000 . . . 10,000 . . .




    ‘Preparing to engage chutes at five thousand feet . . .’ Corporal Max ‘Clark’ Kent, the loadmaster, said in a neutral voice. ‘GPS guidance system has us right on target for landing. External cameras verify that the LZ is clear.’




    Schofield eyed the fast-ticking altimeter.




    8,000 feet . . .




    7,000 feet . . .




    6,000 feet . . .




    If everything went to plan, they would land about fifteen miles due east of Krask-8, just over the horizon from the installation, out of sight of the facility.




    ‘Engaging primary chutes . . . now,’ Clark announced.




    The jolt that the falling container received was shocking in its force. The whole falling box lurched sharply and Schofield and his Marines all shuddered in their seats, held in by their six-point seat belts and rollbars.




    And suddenly they were floating, care of the container’s three directional parachutes.




    ‘How’re we doing, Clark?’ Schofield asked.




    Clark was guiding them with the aid of a joystick and the container’s external cameras.




    ‘Ten seconds. I’m aiming for a dirt track in the middle of the valley. Brace yourselves for landing in three . . . two . . . one . . .’




    Whump!




    The container hit solid ground, and suddenly its entire front wall just fell open and daylight flooded in through the wide aperture and the four-wheel-drive Commando Scout Light Attack Vehicle skidded off the mark and raced out of the container’s belly into the grey Siberian day.




    

       

    




    The Scout whipped along a muddy earthen track, bounded on both sides by snow-covered hills. Deathly grey tree skeletons lined the slopes. Black rocks stabbed upward through the carpet of snow.




    Stark. Brutal. And cold as Hell.




    Welcome to Siberia.




    As he sat in the back of the Light Attack Vehicle, Schofield spoke into his throat-mike: ‘Mustang 1, this is Mustang 3. Do you copy?’




    No reply.




    ‘I say again: Mustang 1, this is Mustang 3. Do you copy?’




    Nothing.




    He did the same for the second Delta team, Mustang 2. Again, no reply.




    Schofield keyed the satellite frequency, spoke to Alaska: ‘Base, this is 3. I can’t raise either Mustang 1 or Mustang 2. Do you have contact?’




    ‘Ah, affirmative on that, Scarecrow,’ the voice from Alaska said. ‘I was just talking to them a moment ago—’




    The signal exploded to hash.




    ‘Clark?’ Schofield said.




    ‘Sorry, Boss, signal’s gone,’ Clark said from the Scout’s wall console. ‘We lost ’em. Damn, I thought these new satellite receivers were supposed to be incorruptible.’




    Schofield frowned, concerned. ‘Jamming signals?’




    ‘No. Not a one. We’re in clear radio airspace. Nothing should be affecting that signal. Must be something at the other end.’




    ‘Something at the other end . . .’ Schofield bit his lip. ‘Famous last words.’




    ‘Sir,’ the Scout’s driver, a grizzled old sergeant named ‘Bull’ Simcox, said, ‘we should be coming into visual range in about thirty seconds.’




    Schofield looked forward, out over Simcox’s shoulder.




    He saw the black muddy track rushing by beneath the Scout’s armoured hood, saw that they were approaching the crest of a hill.




    Beyond that hill, lay Krask-8.




    At that same moment, inside a high-tech radio receiving room at McColl Air Force Base in Alaska, the young radio officer who had been in contact with Schofield looked about himself in confusion. His name was Bradsen, James Bradsen.




    A few seconds before, completely without warning, the power to the communications facility had been abruptly cut.




    The base commander at McColl strode into the room.




    ‘Sir,’ Bradsen said. ‘We just—’




    ‘I know, son,’ the CO said. ‘I know.’




    It was then that Bradsen saw another man standing behind his base commander.




    Bradsen had never seen this other man before. Tall and solid, he had carrot-red hair and an ugly rat-like face. He wore a plain suit and his black eyes never blinked. They just took in the entire room with a cool unblinking stare. Everything about him screamed ISS.




    The base commander said, ‘Sorry, Bradsen. Intelligence issue. This mission has been taken out of our hands.’




    The Scout attack vehicle crested the hill.




    Inside it, Schofield drew a breath.




    Before him, in all its glory, lay Krask-8.




    It stood in the centre of a wide flat plain, a cluster of snow-covered buildings – hangars, storage sheds, a gigantic maintenance warehouse, even one fifteen-storey glass-and-concrete office tower. A miniature cityscape.




    The whole compound was surrounded by a twenty-foot-high razor wire fence, and in the distance beyond it, perhaps two miles away, Schofield could see the northern coastline of Russia and the waves of the Arctic Ocean.




    Needless to say, the post-Cold War world hadn’t been kind to Krask-8.




    The entire mini-city was deserted.




    Snow covered the complex’s half-dozen streets. Off to Schofield’s right, giant mounds of the stuff slouched against the walls of the main maintenance warehouse – a structure the size of four football fields.




    To the left of the massive shed, connected to it by an enclosed bridge, stood the office tower. Enormous downward-creeping claws of ice hung off its flat roof, frozen in place, defying gravity.




    The cold itself had taken its toll, too. Without an anti-freeze crew on site, nearly every window pane at Krask-8 had contracted and cracked. Now, every glass surface lay shattered or spiderwebbed, the stinging Siberian wind whistling through it all with impunity.




    It was a ghost town.




    And somewhere underneath it all lay sixteen nuclear missiles.




    The Scout roared through the already blasted-open gates of Krask-8 at a cool 80 kilometres an hour.




    It shot down a sloping road toward the complex, one of Schofield’s Marines now perched in the 7.62 mm machine-gun turret mounted on the rear of the sleek armoured car.




    Inside the Scout, Schofield hovered behind Clark, peering at the young corporal’s computer screen.




    ‘Check for their locators,’ he said. ‘We have to find out where those D-boys are.’




    Clark tapped away at his keyboard, bringing up some computer maps of Krask-8.




    One map showed the complex from a side-view:
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    Two clusters of blinking red dots could be seen: one set on the ground floor of the office tower and a second set inside the massive maintenance shed.




    The two Delta teams.




    But something was wrong with this image.




    None of the blinking dots was moving.




    All of them were ominously still.




    Schofield felt a chill on the back of his neck.




    ‘Bull,’ he said softly, ‘take Whip, Tommy and Hastings. Check out the office tower. I’ll take Book II, Clark and Rooster and secure the maintenance building.’




    ‘Roger that, Scarecrow.’




    The Scout rushed down a narrow deserted street, passing underneath concrete walkways, blasting through the mounds of snow that lay everywhere.




    It skidded to a halt outside the gargantuan maintenance warehouse, right in front of a small personnel door.




    The rear hatch of the Scout was flung open and immediately Schofield and three snow-camouflaged Marines leapt out of it and bolted for the door.




    No sooner were they out than the Scout peeled away, heading for the glass office tower next door.




    Schofield entered the maintenance building gun-first.




    He carried a Heckler & Koch MP-7, the successor to the old MP-5. The MP-7 was a short-barrelled machine pistol, compact but powerful. In addition to the MP-7, Schofield carried a Desert Eagle semi-automatic pistol, a K-Bar knife and, in a holster on his back, an Armalite MH-12 Maghook – a magnetic grappling hook that was fired from a double-gripped gun-like launcher.




    In addition to his standard kit, for this mission Schofield carried some extra firepower – six high-powered Thermite-Amatol demolition charges. Each hand-held charge had the explosive ability to level an entire building.




    Schofield and his team hurried down a short corridor lined with offices, came to a door at its end.




    They stopped.




    Listened.




    No sound.




    Schofield cracked open the door – and caught a glimpse of wide-open space, immense wide-open space . . .




    He pushed the door wider.




    ‘Jesus . . .’




    The work area of the maintenance warehouse stretched away from him like an enormous hangar bay, its cracked-glass roof revealing the grey Siberian sky.




    Only this was no ordinary hangar bay.




    Nor was it any ordinary old ‘maintenance shed’ for a penal colony.




    Taking up nearly three-quarters of the floorspace of this massive interior space was a gigantic – gigantic – rectangular concrete pit in the floor.




    And mounted at Schofield’s end of the pit, raised off the floor on a series of concrete blocks, was a 200-metre-long submarine.




    It looked awesome.




    Like a giant on its throne, surrounded by a complex array of structures that belonged to people of a vastly smaller size.




    And all of it covered in a crust of ice and snow.




    Cranes and catwalks criss-crossed over the top of the sub, while thin horizontal walkways connected it to the concrete floor of the shed. A single vertiginous gangway joined the three-storey-high conning tower of the submarine to an upper balcony level.




    Blinking away the strangeness of the sight, Schofield’s mind processed this new information.




    First, he recognised the submarine.




    It was a Typhoon.




    The Typhoon class of submarines had been the jewel in the crown of the USSR’s ocean-going nuclear arsenal. Despite the fact that only six had ever been built, the long-nosed ballistic missile subs had been made famous in novels and Hollywood movies. But while the Typhoons looked sexy, they had been terribly unreliable, requiring constant upgrades and maintenance. They remain the largest submarines ever built by man.




    This one, Schofield saw, had been having work done to its forward torpedo bays when Krask-8 had been abandoned – the outer hull around the Typhoon’s bow torpedo tubes lay ripped open, taken apart plate-by-plate.




    How a Typhoon-class sub came to be inside a maintenance shed two miles inland from the Arctic Ocean was another question.




    A question that was answered by the remainder of the maintenance building.




    Beyond the Typhoon’s enormous dry-dock – indeed, cutting the dry-dock off from the rest of the pit – Schofield saw a large vertical plate-steel sea gate.




    And beyond the sea gate was water.




    A wide rectangular indoor expanse of partially-frozen water, held out from the dry-dock by the damlike sea gate.




    Schofield guessed that beneath that pool of water lay some kind of underground cave system that stretched all the way to the coast – allowing submarines to come into Krask-8 for repairs, away from the prying eyes of American spy satellites.




    It all became clear.




    Krask-8 – two miles inland from the Arctic coast, listed on maps as a forced-labour facility – was a top-secret Soviet submarine repair facility.




    Schofield, however, didn’t have time to ponder that issue, because it was then that he saw the bodies.




    

       

    




    They lay over by the edge of the dry-dock pit: four bodies, all dressed in US Army snow fatigues, body armour and . . .




    . . . all shot to hell.




    Blood covered everything. It was splashed across faces, splattered over chests, spread out across the floor.




    ‘Motherfucker,’ Clark breathed.




    ‘Christ, man, these were friggin’ D-boys,’ Corporal Ricky ‘Rooster’ Murphy said. Like Schofield – and maybe in imitation of him – Rooster wore silver anti-flash glasses.




    Schofield remained silent.




    The uniforms on the corpses, he saw, had been customised: some of the men had removed their right-hand shoulderplates, others had cut off the sleeves of their snow gear at the elbows.




    Customised uniforms: the signature of Delta.




    Two more bodies lay down in the pit itself – thirty feet below floor level – also shot to shit.




    Hundreds of ejected shell casings lay in a wide circle around the scene. Fire from the Delta men. By the look of it, Schofield saw, the D-boys had been firing in nearly every direction when they’d gone down . . .




    Whispered voices.




    ‘How many in total?’




    ‘Just the four in here. Blue Team reports four more in the office tower.’




    ‘So which one is Schofield?’




    ‘The one in the silver glasses.’




    ‘Snipers ready. On my mark.’




    One of the bodies caught Schofield’s attention.




    He froze.




    He hadn’t seen it at first, because the body’s upper half had been hanging over the edge of the dry-dock pit, but now he saw it clearly.




    Alone among the six dead bodies, this man’s head had been cut off.




    Schofield grimaced at the sight.




    It was absolutely disgusting.




    Ragged threads of flesh hung from the corpse’s open neck; the twin pipes of the oesophagus and the windpipe lay exposed to the open air.




    ‘Mother of God,’ Book II breathed, coming up alongside Schofield. ‘What the hell happened here?’




    As the four tiny figures of Schofield and his Marines examined the death scene down on the floor of the dry-dock hall, no fewer than twenty pairs of eyes watched them.




    The watchers were arrayed around the hall, at key strategic points – men dressed in identical snow fatigues but carrying a variety of weapons.




    They watched in tense silence, waiting for their commander to give the kill signal.




    *




    Schofield crouched beside the headless body and examined it.




    D-boys didn’t wear ID tags or patches, but he didn’t need to see a tag or a patch to know who this was. He could tell by the physique alone.




    It was Specialist Dean McCabe, one of the Delta team leaders.




    Schofield glanced around the immediate area. McCabe’s head was nowhere in sight. Schofield frowned at that. The Delta man’s head had not only been cut off, it had been taken—




    ‘Scarecrow!’ a voice exploded in his earpiece. ‘This is Bull. We’re over in the office tower. You’re not going to believe this.’




    ‘Try me.’




    ‘They’re all dead, all the Delta guys. And Scarecrow . . . Farell’s head has been fucking cut off.’




    An ice-cold charge zoomed up Schofield’s spine.




    His mind raced. His eyes scanned the hall all around him – its cracked glass windows and ice-faded walls blurring in a kaleidoscope of motion.




    Krask-8. Deserted and isolated . . .




    No sign of any Chechen terrorists since they’d got here . . .




    Radio contact with Alaska lost . . .




    And all the D-boys dead . . . plus the bizarre extra feature of McCabe’s and Farrell’s missing heads.




    And it all crystallised in Schofield’s mind.




    ‘Bull!’ he hissed into his throat-mike. ‘Get over here right now! We’ve been set up! We’ve just walked into a trap!’




    *




    And at that moment, as he spoke, Schoheld’s searching eyes settled on a small mound of snow in a corner of the immense dry-dock hall – and suddenly a shape huddled behind the snow-mound came into sharp focus, revealing itself to be a carefully-camouflaged man dressed in snow-fatigues and pointing a Colt Commando assault rifle directly at Schofield’s face.




    Damn.




    And with that the twenty assassins arrayed around the hall opened fire on Schofield and his men and the dry-dock facility became a battlefield.




    

       

    




    Schofield ducked reflexively just as two bullets swooshed low over his head.




    Book II and Clark did the same, diving in amongst the Delta bodies on the ground as a rain of bullets sparked against the floor all around them.




    The fourth Marine, Rooster, wasn’t so lucky. Perhaps it was the reflective glasses he wore – making him look like Schofield – or perhaps he was just unlucky. Nevertheless, a hailstorm of rounds pummelled his body, cut it to ribbons, making him dance even though he was dead.




    ‘Into the pit! Now!’ Schofield yelled, practically crash-tackling Clark and Book II out of the line of fire and rolling the three of them off the edge of the dry-dock pit just as it was assaulted by a thousand bullet sparks.




    As Schofield and the others dropped down into the dry-dock pit, they did so under the watchful eye of the commander of the heavily-armed force surrounding them.




    The commander’s name was Wexley – Cedric K. Wexley – and in a previous life he had been a major in the elite South African Reconnaissance Commandos.




    So this is the famous Scarecrow, Wexley thought, watching Schofield move. The man who defeated Gunther Botha in Utah. Well, if nothing else, his reflexes are good.




    Before his own fall from grace, Wexley had been a shining star in the Reccondos, chiefly because he had been a devoted follower of apartheid. Somehow, he had survived the transition to democracy, his racist tendencies going unnoticed. And then he had killed a black soldier in boot camp, beat him to death during hand-to-hand training. He had done it before, but this time it was noticed.




    And when soldiers like Cedric Wexley – psychopaths, sociopaths, thugs – were discharged from the legitimate armed forces, they invariably ended up in the illegitimate ones.




    Which was how Wexley came to be in command of this unit: a Special Ops team belonging to one of the world’s pre-eminent mercenary organisations – the highly corporate, South African-based ‘Executive Solutions’ or ‘ExSol’.




    While ExSol specialised in Third World security missions – like propping up African dictatorships in exchange for diamond-mining royalties – it also, when the logistics allowed, engaged in the more lucrative international bounty hunts that occasionally arose.




    At nearly $19 million per head, this was the most lucrative bounty hunt ever, and thanks to a well-placed friend on the Council, Executive Solutions had been given the inside running to claim three of those heads.




    Wexley’s radio operator came up beside him. ‘Sir. Blue Team has engaged the Marines in the office tower.’




    Wexley nodded. ‘Tell them to return to the dry-dock via the bridge when they’re done.’




    ‘Sir, there’s another thing,’ the radio man said.




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘Neidricht up on the roof says he’s picked up two incoming signals on the external radar.’ There was a pause. ‘Judging by the signatures, he thinks it’s the Hungarian and the Black Knight.’




    ‘How far out are they?’




    ‘The Hungarian’s about fifteen minutes away. The Knight is further, maybe twenty-five.’




    Wexley bit his lip.




    Bounty hunters, he thought. Fucking bounty hunters.




    Wexley hated bounty hunt missions precisely because he hated bounty hunters. If they didn’t beat you to the target, the little fuckers would let you do all the dirty work, stalk you all the way back to the proof-station, steal the target out from under you and then claim the money for themselves.




    In an up-front military exchange, the winner was the last man standing. Not so in a bounty hunt. In a bounty hunt, the winner was the one who presented the prize back at base – however he might have obtained it.




    Wexley growled. ‘The Hungarian I can handle, he’s a brute. But the Black Knight . . . he’ll almost certainly be a problem.’




    The ExSol commander looked down at the submarine pit. ‘Which means we’d better make this quick. Get this Schofield asshole, and bring me his fucking head.’




    Schofield, Book II and Clark dropped down the wall of the dry-dock pit.




    They fell for a full thirty feet, before – whump – they landed heavily on the two Delta bodies slumped at the bottom.




    ‘Come on, move! Move! Move!’ Schofield pulled the other two underneath the big black Typhoon sub, mounted on its blocks in the pit.




    Each block was about the size of a small car and made of solid concrete. Four long rows of the blocks supported the massive submarine, creating a series of narrow right-angled alleyways underneath the Typhoon’s black steel hull.




    Schofield spoke into his throat-mike as he zig-zagged through the dark alleyways: ‘Bull! Bull Simcox! Do you copy!’




    Bull’s voice, fast and desperate: ‘Scarecrow, shit! We’re under heavy fire over here! All of the others are down and I’m . . . I’m hit bad! I can’t – oh, fuck – no!—’




    There was a brief crack of gunfire at the other end and then the signal cut to hash.




    ‘Shit,’ Schofield said.




    Then, abruptly, there came several soft whumps from somewhere behind him.




    He spun – MP-7 up – and through the forest of fat concrete blocks, saw the first set of enemy troops drop into the pit on ropes.




    With Book II and Clark behind him, Schofield weaved his way through the shadowy alleyways under the Typhoon, ducking enemy fire.




    Their pursuers had now entered the dark concrete maze as well – maybe ten men in total – and they were systematically moving forward, covering the long alleyways with heavy fire, herding Schofield and his men toward the sea-gate-end of the dry-dock.




    Schofield watched his enemies as they moved, analysed their tactics, eyed their weapons. Their tactics were standard. Basic flushing stuff. But their weapons . . .




    Their weapons.




    ‘Who are these guys?’ Book II said.




    Schofield said, ‘I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.’




    ‘Try me.’




    ‘Check out their guns.’




    Book II took a quick look. Some of the white-masked men held MP-5s while others carried French-made FAMAS assault rifles or American Colt Commandos. Others still held old AK-47s, or AK-47 variants like the Chinese Type 56.




    ‘See the guns?’ Schofield said as they moved. ‘They’ve all got different kinds of weapons.’




    ‘Damn it,’ Book II said. ‘Mercenaries.’




    ‘That’s what I’m thinking.’




    ‘But why?’




    ‘Don’t know. At least not yet.’




    ‘What are we going to do?’ Clark asked desperately.




    ‘I’m working on it,’ Schofield said, gazing up at the thick steel hull above them, looking for escape options.




    With his back pressed against a concrete block, he poked his head around one of the outer corners and looked all the way down the dry-dock pit – and saw the high steel sea gate that separated the pit from the ice-covered pool of water at the eastern end of the hall.




    The mechanics of the dry-dock leapt into his mind.




    To get an enormous Typhoon into the dock, you lowered the sea gate, flooded the dry-dock, and sailed your sub into it. Then you raised the sea gate again and drained the dry-dock, lowering the sub onto the concrete blocks in the process and giving yourself a clean and dry environment to work on the submarine.




    The sea gate . . .




    Schofield eyed it closely, thought of all the water being held back behind it. Looked the other way: toward the bow of the sub, and saw it.




    It was their only shot.




    He turned to the others. ‘You guys got Maghooks on you?’




    ‘Er, yeah.’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Get ready to use ’em,’ Schofield said, looking down at the great steel sea gate, three storeys high and 90 feet wide. He drew his own Maghook from his back-mounted holster.




    ‘We going that way, sir?’ Clark asked.




    ‘Nope. We’re going in the other direction, but to do that we need to blow open that sea gate.’




    ‘Blow open the sea gate?’ Clark gasped, looking at Book.




    Book II shrugged. ‘This is standard. He destroys things—’




    Just then, an unexpected volley of bullets raked the concrete blocks all around them. It had come from the direction of the sea gate.




    Schofield ducked for cover, peered out, and saw that ten more mercenary soldiers had dropped into the pit at that end.




    Christ, he thought, now they were stuck in the pit between two sets of bad guys.




    The new group of mercenaries began to advance.




    ‘Screw this,’ he said.




    Cedric Wexley watched the dry-dock pit from high above.




    He saw his two squads of mercenaries closing in on Schofield and his men from both sides.




    A cold smile cracked his face.




    This was too easy.




    Schofield grabbed two Thermite-Amatol demolition charges from his combat webbing. ‘Gentlemen. Maghooks.’




    They all pulled out their Maghooks.




    ‘Now do this.’ Schofield moved to the port-side edge of the Typhoon, raised his Maghook and fired it at close range up into the hull of the sub.




    Clangggggg!




    Clark and Book II did the same.




    Clangggggg! Clangggggg!




    Schofield peered down the length of the submarine. ‘When the wave hits, let your Maghook ropes play out, so we can move along the outside of the sub.’




    ‘Wave?’ Clark said. ‘What wave . . . ?’




    But Schofield didn’t answer him.




    He simply took the two demolition charges in his hands and selected the timer switch he wanted.




    Timer switches on Thermite-Amatol charges come in three colours: red, green and blue. Depressing the red switch gives you five seconds. Green gives you thirty seconds. Blue: one minute.




    Schofield chose red.




    Then he hurled the two charges down the length of the dry-dock pit, over the heads of the advancing mercenary team, sending the two high-powered explosives bouncing into the plate-steel sea gate like a pair of tennis balls. They came to rest at the gate’s weakest point, at the spot where it met the pit’s concrete right-side wall.




    Five seconds. Four . . .




    ‘This is going to hurt . . .’ Book II said, wrapping the rope of his Maghook around his forearm. Clark did the same.




    Three . . . two . . .




    ‘One,’ Schofield whispered, eyeing the dam. ‘Now.’




    Boom.




    

       

    




    The twin blasts of the Thermite-Amatol demolition charges shook the walls of the entire dry-dock building.




    A blinding-white flash of light lit up the sea gate. Smoke rushed up the length of the pit, filling the alleyways between the giant concrete blocks as it roared forward, consuming the nearest group of assassins, enveloping everything in its path, including Schofield’s team.




    There was a moment of eerie silence . . .




    And then came the crack – an almighty, ear-splitting craaaack – as the wounded sea gate broke under the weight of the water pressing against it, and 100 million litres of water rushed into the pit, bursting through the smoke.




    A wall of water.




    The immense body of liquid created an incredible sound – it roared down the length of the dry-dock pit: foaming, roiling, bounding forward.




    The nearest group of mercenaries were simply blasted off their feet by the wall of water, and hurled westward.




    Schofield, Book II and Clark were next in line.




    The wall of water just collected them where they stood – one second they were there, the next they were gone. It lifted them instantly off their feet, flinging them like rag dolls toward the bow-end of the Typhoon, bouncing them along the side of its hull.




    The other team of mercenaries was also taken by the rushing wall of water. They were smashed into the solid concrete wall at the far end of the dry-dock, many of them going under as the waves of roiling water crashed against the edge of the 200-metre-long pit.




    Schofield and his men, however, didn’t hit the end of the pit.




    As the roaring body of water had collected them, they’d held grimly onto their Maghook launchers as the ropes connected to their magnetic hooks unspooled at a phenomenal rate.




    When they came alongside the bow of the Typhoon, Schofield had yelled, ‘Clamp now!’




    He had then jammed his finger down on a button on his Maghook’s grip, initiating a clamping mechanism inside it that stopped the unspooling of its rope.




    Book II and Clark did the same . . . and the three of them jolted to simultaneous halts right next to the bow of the Typhoon, the rushing water kicking up blast-sprays all around their bodies.




    Next to them, exactly where Schofield had seen it before, was the yawning opening of the Typhoon’s port-side torpedo tubes – the tubes which had evidently been undergoing repairs when Krask-8 had been abandoned.




    At the moment, the torpedo tubes lay a foot above the surface of the inrushing water.




    ‘Get into the tubes!’ Schofield yelled into his mike. ‘Into the sub!’




    Book and Clark did as they were told, and squirming and struggling against the rushing water, entered the submarine.




    *




    Sudden silence.




    Schofield wriggled out of the torpedo tube last of all and found himself standing inside a Soviet Typhoon-class ballistic missile submarine.




    It was a world of cold steel. Racks that had once contained torpedoes occupied the centre of the room. Rows of pipes lined the ceiling. The stench of body odour – the smell of fear, the smell of submariners – filled the air.




    Two fat waterfalls of seawater now gushed in through the sub’s open torpedo tubes, rapidly filling the cramped room.




    It was largely dark in here: the only light, the grey daylight that crept in through the now-flooding torpedo tubes. Schofield and the others flicked on their barrel-mounted flashlights.




    ‘This way,’ Schofield said, charging out of the torpedo room, his legs sloshing through the rising water.




    The three Marines bolted through the Typhoon’s imposing silo hall next – a long high-ceilinged chamber that contained twenty gigantic missile silos; tall tubular structures that rose from floor to ceiling, dwarfing them.




    As he ran past the silos, Schofield saw that the access hatches on some of them were open, revealing hollow emptiness inside. The hatches on at least six of the silos, however, remained closed – indicating that they still contained missiles.




    ‘Where to now?’ Book II called forward.




    Schofield said, ‘The control room! I need information on these assholes!’




    He hit the nearest rung-ladder on the fly.




    Thirty seconds later, Shane Schofield entered the control room of the Typhoon.




    Dust lay everywhere. Mould grew in the corners of the room. Only the occasional glinting reflection from his men’s flashlights betrayed the shiny metallic surfaces under the dust.




    Schofield hurried over to the command platform, to the periscope located there. He yanked the scope up out of the floor, turned to Book II.




    ‘See if you can get some power up. This sub would’ve been connected to the base’s geothermal supply. There might still be some residual power. Fire up the Omnibus central control system. Then get the ESM and radio antennas online.’




    ‘Got it,’ Book II said, hurrying away.




    The periscope reached its full height. Schofield put his eye to it. A basic optical periscope, it didn’t need any electric power to work.




    Through it, Schofield saw the dry-dock hall outside – saw the swirling water filling the pit around the Typhoon – saw a half-dozen mercenaries standing at the edge of the pit, watching it fill with seawater.




    Pivoting the periscope, Schofield lifted his view, casting his gaze over the balcony level that overlooked the dry-dock pit.




    There he saw more mercenaries, saw one man in particular gesticulating wildly, sending another half-dozen men running toward the gangway that connected the Typhoon’s conning tower to the balcony level.




    ‘I see you . . .’ Schofield said to the man. ‘Book? How’s that power coming!’




    ‘Just a second, my Russian’s a bit rusty – wait, here it is . . .’




    Book flicked some switches and suddenly – vmmm – a small collection of green lights burst to life all around Schofield.




    ‘Okay, try it now,’ Book said.




    Schofield snatched up a pair of dusty headphones and engaged the sub’s Electronic Support Measures antenna – a feature on most modern submarines, an ESM antenna is little more than a roving scanner, it simply trawls over every available radio frequency, searching for activity.




    Voices came through Schofield’s headset instantly.




    ‘—crazy bastard blew open the fucking sea gate!’




    ‘—they went in through the torpedo tubes. They’re inside the sub!’




    Then a calmer voice.




    As he gazed through the periscope, Schofield saw that it was the commander-type individual up on the balcony level who was speaking.




    ‘—Blue Team, storm the sub via the conning tower. Green Team, find another gangway and use it as a bridge. Split up into two groups of two and enter the sub via the forward and rear escape hatches—’




    Schofield listened to the voice intently.




    Crisp accent. South African. Calm, too. No sign of pressure or anxiety.




    That wasn’t a good sign.




    Usually a commander who has just seen a dozen of his men swept away by a tidal wave would be somewhat rattled. This guy, however, was completely calm.




    ‘—Sir, this is radar. That first incoming aerial contact has been identified as a Yak-141 strike fighter. It’s the Hungarian.’




    ‘—ETA?’ the commander asked.




    ‘—Based on current speed, five minutes, sir.’




    The commander seemed to ponder this news. Then he said, ‘—Captain Micheleaux. Send me every other man we’ve got. I’d like to finish this before our competitors arrive.’




    ‘—It will be done,’ a French-accented voice replied.




    Schofield’s mind went into overdrive.




    They were about to storm the Typhoon – through the conning tower and the forward and rear escape hatches.




    And reinforcements were on their way . . . but from where?




    All right, he caught himself. Rewind. Think!




    Your enemy. Who are they?




    They’re a mercenary force of some kind.




    Why are they here?




    I don’t know. The only clue is the missing heads. McCabe and Farrell’s heads . . .




    What else?




    That South African guy spoke of ‘competitors’ who were on their way. But it was a strange word to use . . . competitors.




    What options do you have?




    Not many. We have no contact with our home base; no immediate means of escape; at least not until the Rangers arrive, and that’s a minimum of thirty minutes away . . .




    Damn it, Schofield thought, a whole half-hour, at the very minimum. That was his enemies’ biggest advantage.




    Time.




    Aside from the ‘competitors’ they had mentioned, they had all the time in the world to hunt Schofield and his men down.




    Then that’s the first thing we have to change, Schofield thought. We have to impose a time constraint on this situation.




    He looked about himself, assessing the constellation of pilot lights that illuminated the control room.




    He had power . . .




    Which meant maybe he could –




    He thought of the six missile silos down below that had been firmly sealed, while all the others had been opened.




    There might still be missiles in them. Sure, the Russians would have removed the warheads, but maybe the missiles remained.




    ‘Here,’ Schofield invited Clark to the periscope. ‘Keep an eye on the bad guys outside.’




    Clark seized the periscope, while Schofield dashed to a nearby console. ‘Book. Give me a hand here.’




    ‘What are you thinking?’ Book II asked.




    ‘I want to know if the missiles on this sub still work.’




    The console came alive when he hit the power switch. A code screen came up and he entered an ISS-obtained all-purpose Soviet code that he had been given at the start of this mission.




    Called the ‘Universal Disarm Code’ it was kind of like an electronic skeleton key, the ultimate skeleton key, designed for use by only the most senior Soviet personnel. It was an eight-digit code that worked on all Soviet-era keypad locks. It had been given to Schofield to overcome any digital keypads at Krask-8. Apparently, there was an American equivalent – known only to the President and a few very senior military figures – but Schofield didn’t know that one.




    ‘I can see six men on the balcony level heading for the gangway!’ Clark called. ‘Four more down on ground level, they’re hauling a bridge into position so they can board us!’




    Book II flicked some switches, brought up a screen that revealed, yes, there were indeed some missiles still sitting in their silos in the forward section of the Typhoon.




    ‘Okay,’ Book II said, reading the screen. ‘The nuclear warheads have been removed but it seems that some of the missiles are still in their silos. There appear to be, let me see, six of them . . .’




    ‘One is all I need,’ Schofield said. ‘Open the hatches for the six missiles, and then open one extra hatch.’




    ‘An extra one?’




    ‘Trust me.’




    Book II just shook his head and did as he was told, hitting the hatch switches for seven of the sub’s missile silos.




    Cedric Wexley’s eyes widened at the sight.




    He saw the Typhoon, now surrounded by an enormous indoor pool of water, saw his own men converging on it . . .




    . . . and now, to his astonishment, he saw seven of the submarine’s forward missile hatches slowly and steadily opening on their hydraulic hinges.




    ‘What on earth is he doing?’ Wexley asked aloud.




    ‘What on earth are you doing?’ Book asked.




    ‘Changing the timescale for this fight,’ Schofield said.




    He brought up another screen, saw the exact GPS co-ordinates of Krask-8: 07914.74,7000.01. They matched the grid co-ordinates he had employed when his team had dropped in from the Stealth Bomber earlier.




    Schofield punched in the necessary information.




    He set the missiles to fire immediately – programmed them to fly for a duration of twenty minutes – and then he set the target co-ordinates as: 07914.74, 7000.01.




    He didn’t expect all of the missiles to work. The O-ring seals on their solid-fuelled rocket boosters would have degraded significantly over the past few years, possibly rendering all of them useless.




    But then he only needed one to work.




    The fourth one he tried did.




    When its green ‘Go’ light blinked to life, a final approval-code screen came up. Schofield used the Universal Disarm Code. Authorisation granted.




    Then he hit ‘FIRE’.




    

       

    




    Cedric Wexley heard the noise before he saw the spectacle.




    An ominous deep-seated thromming emanated from within the submarine.




    Then – with an ear-shattering explosive shoom – a thirty-foot-long SS-N-20 ballistic missile blasted out from one of the sub’s forward hatches!




    It looked like the launch of a space shuttle: smoke billowed everywhere, expanding wildly, completely filling the dry-dock hall, shrouding the giant Typhoon in a misty grey fog, enveloping the mercenaries who had been converging on its entrances.




    For its part, the missile shot straight upward, blasting right through the cracked glass roof of the hall and rocketing off into the grey Siberian sky.




    Cedric Wexley was unperturbed. ‘Men, continue your attack. Captain Micheleaux, where are those reinforcements?’




    If, at that same moment, one had been watching Krask-8 from the horizon, one would have witnessed an incredible sight: a single dead-straight column of smoke rocketing high into the sky above the mini-city.


    

    As it happened, someone was indeed watching that sight.




    A lone individual, sitting in the cockpit of a Russian-made Yak-141 fighter jet that was speeding towards Krask-8.




    In the control centre of the sub, Schofield whirled around.




    ‘Where are they?’ he asked Clark at the periscope.




    ‘It’s too cloudy,’ Clark said. ‘I can’t see anything.’




    The view through the periscope now revealed a grey misty nothingness. Clark could only see the immediate area around the periscope itself – the small standing-room-only space on top of the sub’s conning tower and the narrow gangway connecting the conning tower to the balcony level.




    ‘I can’t see a thi—’




    A man’s face brushed up against the periscope, large and clear, wearing a gas-mask.




    ‘Yow!’ Clark leapt back from the eyepiece. ‘Jesus. They’re right outside. Right above us!’




    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Schofield said, heading downstairs. ‘It’s time for us to go and we’re not leaving that way.’




    Schofield, Book II and Clark raced into the missile silo hall that they had passed through before. A foot-deep pool of rising water covered its floor.




    They came to one of the empty silos – its little access hatch still lay open – and hustled inside it.




    They were met by the sight of the empty missile silo: a towering thirty-foot-high cylinder, at the top of which, looking very small, they could see the open outer-hull hatch – the seventh outer hatch that Schofield had opened. Some hand and foot indentations ascended the wall of the silo like a ladder.




    The three Marines began climbing.




    They reached the top of the silo, and Schofield peered out—




    —and saw two mercenaries disappearing inside the submarine’s forward escape hatch three metres further down the hull.




    Perfect, Schofield thought. They were going in while he and his men were coming out.




    In addition to this, the hall around the Typhoon was still enveloped in the cloudy white fog of the missile launch.




    Schofield’s eyes fell on the balcony level overlooking the Typhoon and on the South African commander directing the mercenary operation.




    That was the man Schofield wanted to talk to.




    He charged toward the hand-rungs on the outside of the Typhoon’s conning tower.




    Schofield and the others climbed the submarine’s conning tower and dashed across the gangway connecting it to the upper balcony level.




    They saw a small internal office structure at the end of the elongated balcony.




    Standing in a doorway there, barking into a radio mike while at the same time trying to peer through the fog at the Typhoon, was the mercenary commander, Wexley, flanked by a single armed bodyguard.




    Under the cover of the smoke, Schofield, Book II and Clark side-stepped their way down the balcony, approaching Wexley fast.




    They sprang on him: Schofield yelling ‘Freeze!’ – the bodyguard firing – Clark firing at the same time – the bodyguard dropping, hit in the face – Clark falling, too – then Wexley drew his pistol – only to see Schofield roll quickly and fire his Desert Eagle twice – blam! blam! – and Wexley was hit in both the chest and the hand and hurled backwards a full three feet, slamming into the outer wall of the office structure and slumping to the ground.




    ‘Clark! You okay!’ Schofield called, kicking Wexley’s gun away.




    Clark had been hit near the shoulder. He winced as Book II checked his wound. ‘Yeah, he just winged me.’




    Wexley was largely okay, too. He’d been wearing a vest under his snow gear, which saved him from the chest-shot. He lay slumped against the outer wall of the office, winded and gripping his wounded hand.




    Schofield pressed the barrel of his Desert Eagle against Wexley’s forehead. ‘Who are you and why are you here?’




    Wexley coughed, still gasping for air.




    ‘I said, who the hell are you and why are you here?’




    Wexley spoke in a hoarse whisper. ‘My name . . . is Cedric Wexley. I’m with . . . Executive Solutions.’




    ‘Mercenaries,’ Schofield said. ‘And why are you here? Why are you trying to kill us?’




    ‘Not everyone, Captain. Just you.’




    ‘Me?’




    ‘You and those two Delta men, McCabe and Farrell.’




    Schofield froze, remembering Dean McCabe’s headless body. He also recalled Bull Simcox saying that the same thing had been done to Greg Farrell.




    ‘Why?’




    ‘Does it really matter?’ Wexley sneered.




    Schofield didn’t have time for this. So he simply pressed his boot against Wexley’s wounded hand, twisting it slightly.




    Wexley roared with pain. Then he looked directly up at Schofield, his eyes filled with venom.




    ‘Because there is a price on your head, Captain Schofield. Enough to entice just about every bounty hunter in the world to come after you.’




    Schofield felt his stomach tighten. ‘What?’




    With his good hand Wexley withdrew a crumpled sheet of paper from his breast pocket, threw it dismissively at Schofield. ‘Choke on it.’




    Schofield snatched the piece of paper, glanced at it.




    It was a list of names.




    Fifteen names in total. A mix of soldiers, spies and terrorists.




    He quickly noticed that McCabe, Farrell and he himself were on it.




    Wexley’s South African accent dripped with grim delight as he spoke: ‘I can imagine that you are about to meet quite a few of the world’s crack bounty hunters, Captain. Your friends, too. Bounty hunters do so have a proclivity to hold friends and loved ones as bait to draw out a target.’




    Schofield’s blood went cold at the thought of his friends being held hostage by bounty hunters.




    Gant . . . Mother . . .




    He yanked his mind back to the present.




    ‘But why do you have to cut off our heads?’ he asked.




    Wexley answered him with a snort. Schofield simply moved his boot towards Wexley’s bloody hand again.




    ‘Wait. Wait. Wait. Perhaps I haven’t been specific enough,’ Wexley said nastily. ‘The price on your head, Captain, is literally a price on your head – 18.6 million dollars to the person who brings your head to a castle in France. It’s a worthwhile sum, the largest I’ve ever seen: enough to bribe the highest officials, enough to erase all evidence of a sham mission against some terrorists in Siberia, enough to ensure that your reinforcements, a company of Rangers out of Fort Lewis, never even left the ground. You’re on your own, Captain Schofield. You’re here . . . alone . . . with us . . . until we kill you and cut off your fucking head.’




    Schofield’s mind raced.




    He’d never expected this. Something so targeted, so individual, so personal.




    Then abruptly, he saw Wexley do something odd: he saw him look away again, only this time the South African was glancing out over Schofield’s shoulder.




    Schofield turned – and his eyes widened in horror.




    Like the ominous precursor to an underwater volcanic eruption, a roiling mass of bubbles appeared in the ice-covered ‘lake’ that now extended out from the dry-dock pit. The thin layer of ice covering this body of water cracked loudly.




    And then from out of the middle of the bubbling froth, like a gigantic whale breaching the surface, came the dark steel body of a Soviet Akula-class attack submarine.




    While it could never attain the international sales of the smaller Kilo-class submarines, the Akula was rapidly gaining popularity on international arms markets – markets which the new Russian government was keen to exploit. Obviously, Executive Solutions was one of Russia’s customers.




    The Akula in the icy lake moved quickly. No sooner was it up than armed men were swarming out of its hatchways, extending exit gangways to the shore, and running across those gangways onto the floor of the dry-dock hall.
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