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  One

  
  




Vladimir hadn’t enjoyed the flight, he never enjoyed flying. He had been sent to the United Kingdom to deliver a speech at a conference in London on gene therapy. The conference would host scientists from around the world and as the worlds leading authority on the subject he had been encouraged to attend by the authorities in his home country of Russia. He didn’t really have a choice. The plane taxied around the airport until it reached it’s final resting place. Once the seatbelt lights were extinguished he collected his cabin luggage and waited for the doors to be opened.

Once off the plane he cleared security, collected his luggage and exited the customs area into the arrivals hall. He looked along the row of people standing holding cards with the names of people on them. He had been told he would be collected. He finally spotted his name and walked in the direction of the young lady who was holding the card.

“I am Vladimir Sokolov.”

“Hello Mr Sokolov. My name is Lyndsey.”

“Hello. You are here to collect me?”

“Yes. I will be looking after you during your stay in London. I am sure you would like to freshen up so if we head out of here we can get you to your hotel. After that I will be available to take you to the conference centre tomorrow.”

“Thank you, yes I would like to get to the hotel.”

Lyndsey beckoned him in the direction of the exits and they started to walk with the flow of people trying to find their way out of the bustling mini city that was Heathrow airport.

“Have you been to London before Mr Sokolov?” asked Lyndsey.

“Yes. I lived here for a while but it was a long time ago.”

“It’s probably changed a lot since you were last here.”

“Yes, probably.”

“Once you have freshened up I can take you anywhere you would like to go. Sightseeing or something to eat maybe.”

“It is fine. I can find my way around London.”

“I am afraid I will need to accompany you on any trips away from the hotel.”

“May I ask why?”

Lyndsey didn’t answer, she just turned and smiled at him. Vladimir knew that it would be pointless to keep asking the question. He kept quiet, followed Lyndsey out of the terminal building and towards a blue car that was parked in front of it. The man sat in the drivers side got out as they approached and opened the boot. He took Vladimir’s luggage and placed it in the boot. Lyndsey opened the rear passenger door for him to get in, closed it after he had made himself comfortable and made her way around the rear of the car. Opening the passenger door opposite where Vladimir was sat she climbed in next to him.

* * *

Lyndsey watched as the queues slowly made their way along the motorway that led from Heathrow airport into the centre of London.

“How long will it take to get to the hotel?” Vladimir asked.

“With all this traffic about an hour, maybe an hour and a half. I would sit back and relax.” she said with a smile.

She watched as Vladimir sat back in his seat and tried to make himself comfortable, he had already been sat on a plane for hours and now he would be sat for a few more hours.

“Try and get some sleep if you like,” Lyndsey said.

“Yes I might try that.”

She couldn’t help but smile as she watched him close his eyes and start to sleep, at least it would stop him asking awkward questions. Lyndsey and Adrian had been charged with protecting Vladimir during his stay in London. He was a well known figure in the world of gene therapy and some of his opinions attracted wild criticism and threats from activists and church groups that believed any gene research should be banned.

“Do you think we are still being punished for losing Alexa?” asked Adrian.

“It’s been a year, so no. Anyway he’s a nice man and it should be an easy week.”

“Oh great, you saying that is bound to mean the opposite will be the case.”

“Just drive and get us back to the hotel.”

Lyndsey looked around the cars that were on either side of their’s as the queue of traffic moved a little quicker. Someone singing along to whatever was on the radio, a family obviously out on a trip; video screens in the back seats keeping the children occupied. They both disappeared into the distance as the lanes on either side of them started to pick up pace. A black Range Rover appeared next to them, the front of the car level with the drivers door. It kept pace with them, even though the outside lane was still moving faster than their’s She looked over, the inside lane was now moving faster, the middle lane appeared to be blocked and was moving very slowly compared to the other lanes. The Range Rover was still keeping pace with them.

“Adrian, get in the inside lane.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

“But it filters to the M25 further down and will slow us down.”

“Just fucking move to the inside lane,” she shouted.

Lyndsey shouting combined with the sudden movement of the car as Adrian jerked the steering wheel to the left and moved the car over to the inside lane jolted Vladimir from his slumber.

“What was the point of that?” he asked.

“Wait.”

“For...”

“That,” she replied as the Range Rover pulled over and filled the space that they had left.

“What?”

“The Range Rover, it’s following us.”

Lyndsey turned and looked out of the side window.

“Male driving, female in the passenger seat. None of the faces are on the watch list that I recognise but the female passenger looks familiar. I can’t work out where I have seen her before.”

Lyndsey found she was staring at the female driver, she knew the face but couldn’t place where she had seen her before... then it came to her, she worked with Alexa. She had been one of the three person team when they worked with Soteria to free Jane Torrance from her captors, why was... she hadn’t seen the Range Rover speeding up the emergency lane of the motorway, she had been distracted by trying to place the female driver in the car beside them. She caught a glint out of the corner of her eye that focused her attention towards the second black Range Rover. The glint was the sunlight reflected off the semi automatic rifle that was now pointing straight at her.

“GET DOWN,” she shouted as she grabbed hold of Vladimir and pulled him to the floor of the car. The side window was shattered by gunfire.

“Get us out of here Adrian.”

Still laying on top of Vladimir on the floor of the car she took her pistol from it’s waist holster, pointed it out of the now shattered side window, wildly shooting, hoping some rounds would do some damage to either the occupants of the Range Rover or the vehicle itself. She lost hold of her pistol as the Range Rover behind them hit the car and it tumbled onto the floor.

“What is happening?”

“Don’t worry Mr Sokolov, we will get you out of here.”

“How?”

“Adrian we need to get away from these two.”

“There’s nowhere to go,” replied Adrian as he tried to find a space to manoeuvre into.

“Isn’t there a services up ahead.”

“Yes, but the two of us against whoever is in those two cars.”

“If we can get into the food hall we can blend in and wait for reinforcements.”

“Okay.”

Adrian looked for a space to move into, he needed to free the car and it’s occupants from the position that the Range Rover’s had put them in. The middle lane started to pick up pace, creating an opening in front of the Range Rover as it still shadowed their right hand side. He hit the accelerator, picked up speed and swerved his car in front of the Range Rover in the middle lane. The Range Rover in the emergency lane moved right filling the space Adrian had left. A passenger in the Range Rover to Lyndsey’s left lowered the window and fired another flurry of gunfire at the car.

“Hold on this may get a bit bumpy.”

Traffic was now flowing at full speed in the middle and outside lane, the inside lane was much slower. He was nearing the exit for the services, there were no gaps as the inside lane was now bumper to bumper. As he pulled level with the services exit he pulled on the steering wheel to move the car left into a gap that was only big enough for a person to walk through. The corner of his car filled the gap quickly, the passenger side of the car slammed into the corner of the stationery car that was filling the space he needed to occupy. The side air bags exploded filling the side of the car. He put his foot harder on the accelerator, pushing the car out of the way. He was through. The car limped along the road to the services. He pulled up in front of the food hall and exited the car. He looked down the road that led from the motorway and saw a black Range Rover speeding towards them.

“We need to get in there,” he shouted as he pulled open the passenger door behind the driver.

Lyndsey was still laying on top of Vladimir. Adrian pulled her up and out of the car followed by Vladimir. Lyndsey went back into the car and retrieved her pistol. Dragging Vladimir along they walked into the food hall and sat down among the throngs of people drinking and eating. They should be safe here while they call it in to operations control and wait for backup.

* * *




Ian Monroe was sat on the train from Derby to London. He enjoyed the Derbyshire countryside and he kept a small home on the edge of the peak district that he visited as often as he could. In his role as head of MI5 he always travelled first class, it allowed him to work on briefing reports in comfort. It had been a year since the mess in London that had ended with numerous dead bodies. The press fallout had been easiest to contain, blackout orders had been slapped on all news outlets. Apart from a few internet conspiracy theories it had been forgotten very quickly; this was London after all, dead bodies appeared daily. The political fallout had been more difficult to handle. He couldn’t tell them everything, he couldn’t tell them about the involvement of Soteria. As far as governments across the world were concerned, Soteria didn’t exist. He had blamed it on rogue elements from external governments and organised crime. They had believed every word. He was reading the latest brief on terror threats in London when his phone rang.

“Monroe.”

“Sir, we have a situation on a transport operation.”

“Do I really need to know about a flat tyre on a car?”

“I wouldn’t bother you sir if it wasn’t important.”

“What is it then?”

“The Sokolov transport has come under attack on the M4.”

“Did you say under attack?”

“Yes sir.”

“Details.”

“The two officers have evaded the initial attack and have based themselves in a motorway services. Their car is not drivable. We have sent rapid response teams to their location. Attackers are on site as well.”

“Do we know who the attackers are?”

“Yes sir, one of the officers reported knowing one of the attackers.”

“And...”

“It’s Soteria.”

Ian paused, why would Soteria... why would Letitia be ordering attacks on his people.

“Sir?”

“I’m still here.”

“Do you just want an extraction?”

“No, I want all attackers extinguished.”

Ian ended the call and pressed the quick dial combination for Letitia.

“Hello Ian, how are you?” she answered.

“What the fuck are you playing at?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about Ian.”

“Your operatives attacking two of my people.”

“Are they yours, I am sorry. We just want their package.”

“He is under our protection, call them off.”

“Thats not going to happen I’m afraid.”

“I have sent a rapid response team with orders to kill. Call them off or they die.”

“Ian... I don’t work for you, Soteria doesn’t work for you.”

“But...”

“Ian, you may have had an arrangement with my father, but Soteria has changed. We have our own agenda and Vladimir Sokolov is part of that agenda.”

“Your father would never have taken this course of action.”

“My father was weak. He pandered to governments. I am going to run governments. Soteria will run the world and there is nothing you can do to stop it.”

“You’ve gone mad.”

“No Ian, I am realising my potential.”

The line went dead. Ian watched as the fields and towns flew past on his journey to London. This was not going to end well, Soteria had agents in all the developed countries and could easily exert force on some of the weaker governments around the world. He realised he could be about to oversee a world war fought in the shadows and he had no idea who he would be able to trust.
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Alexa watched as the sea rolled onto the beach, the sound of the gentle tide lapping the beach and then sliding back out to sea made her feel at ease. It had been a year since she killed Giles Trent after finding out that he had killed her father. He had covered up the murder by making it look like a suicide. As a child the suicide of her father had followed closely the death of her sister. Over the last year she had not only had to deal with discovering that her father had been murdered she had also discovered the reason for his murder; he had been experimenting on herself and her sister. He had wanted to come clean but forces within the secret organisation he was the leader of couldn’t let that happen. A year had not helped her sort through her differing emotions, on one hand she loved her father and her killing of Giles went some way to resolving that emotion, but she was also repulsed by her father, in particular that he could experiment on his own children.

“Alexa, look.”

She looked along the beach to see Sofia and Rosarita playing. They loved running around the beach with Copper, they had hardly been off it during the last year and had fallen in love with the dog Alexa had rescued when she killed Rusudan.

“You be careful,” she shouted across the beach to them.

It was the same every day, they just ran around and she told them to be careful. During her time with Soteria, the organisation her father used to run, she had rescued Sofia from a child trafficker in Georgia, Rosarita from another child trafficker in London.

“Your consistent. If I ever need to find you and the girls, I know exactly where you will be,” said Jane as she sat down beside Alexa and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“They love running around here, you’d think after a year they would have got bored of it.”

“I don’t think they ever will. We do need to start thinking about what we do next though.”

“I know.”

“It’s been a year. Do you have any idea what you want to do. The girls should really start school this September, but the school will ask for birth certificates, passports. All the stuff we haven’t got.”

“I know, I just don’t know what to do for the best.”

“I would have thought between us we could find someone to help.”

“We could ask Frank, he is bound to know people. I’ll ring him.”

“Good, now get those girls and the dog in and let’s get something to eat.”

Alexa shouted Sofia and Rosarita to come in and they all left the beach to head back to the cottage for some lunch.

* * *

Detective Chief Inspector Frank Trainer was sat in one of those boring management meetings that he had to attend since his promotion. He had never been a career minded person, he was happy as a Detective but ever since Alexa had gone rogue to kill Felicia Fenner the subsequent years had been a whirlwind of high profile cases and arrests that had been attributed to him; despite the fact that the unorthodox methods of Alexa Blake had ensured the people could be arrested. The Assistant Chief Commissioner was talking as a mobile phone started to ring. He glared at the assembled police officers. Frank was amused that it had interrupted the self indulgent speech he was giving. As everyone turned to look at him he realised it was his phone. He shot up from his chair, apologised and left the room. He took his phone from his inside pocket, the screen was locked, the phone wasn’t ringing. It was then he realised it was his other phone, the phone he had been given by Alexa.

“Hello.”

“Hello Frank.”

“Bloody hell, I haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“A year Frank, it’s been a year since Jane, the girls and me went into hiding.”

“A year, what have you been doing?”

“Nothing, watching the ocean and enjoying time with the girls.”

“There’s no chatter this end about you or Jane. Her resignation as DI was accepted quietly after what happened with John Hartford.”

“At least that’s a relief.”

“Why are you calling? Problem? Or do you want something?”

“I do need a favour, we want to come out of hiding... sort of. The girls need to go to school in September and they can’t do that without being legal or at least appear legal.”

“And you want me to find someone to get you false documents.”

“Yes please, they need to be good though.”

“No problem, I know the perfect guy. He is a hacker that was arrested by the national crimes unit. I’ll get it sorted, he should be able to do as good a job as Drew.”

“Great. Thank you.”

“No problem, you keep safe.”

“Bye Frank.”

The line went dead, Frank put the phone back in his jacket and returned to the remainder of his meeting.
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Vladimir looked like a rabbit caught in headlights. Lyndsey watched as he kept scanning everything and everyone around him.

“Mr Sokolov.”

He turned to look at her. “Yes?”

“You will be fine. I know it’s hard but you need to relax. My colleague and I will not let anything happen to you.”

“How, they have tried once and they won’t give up. I knew this would happen eventually.”

“What do you mean, you knew?”

“It is my past. Something in my past.”

“Do you know who they are, why they want you dead?”

“They don’t want me dead they want me.”

Lyndsey stopped talking as she caught movement towards them out the corner of her eye, it was the passenger from the Range Rover. She sat down at the table Lyndsey and Adrian had found in the middle of the food hall. They were surrounded by lots of people so it afforded them good cover.

“Hello again,” Olivia said as she sat down.

“What do you want,” replied Adrian.

“All I want is Mr Sokolov. No one has to die today.”

“You should have made that clear, shooting into our car gave me a whole different impression.”

“Sorry about that, it was never my intention to kill you. I just needed you to stop so we could collect our package.”

“Please, do not let them take me,” pleaded Vladimir. “I can no longer help you,” he said as he turned towards Olivia. “I had a deal with Mr Trent. I left, never to talk of the experiment and I have kept my word.”

“Mr Trent is dead.”

“How?”

“Alexa Blake killed him.”

“She knows?”

“Knows what?” interjected Lyndsey.

“I can not say,” replied Vladimir.

“Yes you can and you will if you want to get out of here.”

“Alexa Blake was an experiment that her father and myself carried out to create an agent that was physically stronger and fitter than normal but more importantly someone that healed quickly. A body that self healed without the need for medical intervention.”

“An experiment?”

“Yes, it killed her sister and then Giles Trent killed her father and made it look like suicide. One of the side effects we found was a very black and white sense of right and wrong. If she found out that Giles killed her father her programming would have taken over and she would have been compelled to kill Giles Trent.”

“Enough of the chatter. Hand him over or we will have to take him by force.”

Lyndsey smiled, she could hear the low hum of a helicopter over the noise of the motorway services.

“Let’s take this outside. We shouldn’t involve any of the public.”

“Good choice, after you,” Olivia said as she beckoned them from the table.”

Lyndsey, Adrian and Vladimir stood from the table and walked towards the exit followed by Olivia and one other Soteria operative.

“Mr Sokolov, stay close to me and do exactly as I tell you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, you can not hand me over to them. I can not destroy life like last time.”

“Your going nowhere, don’t worry.”

* * *

The rapid response team had been in the air for only twenty minutes as they reached their destination. The pilot had circled the services twice to find the best landing spot for the team to get to the main services building and exfiltrate the trapped team. He found a large area of grass at the back of the main building that afforded enough space to land. The electricity lines around the landing space would make it a challenging landing but he had no choice; he needed to get the team close.

“Hold on everyone, going in steep to miss the cable. Sick bags at the ready.”

The six rapid response team members grabbed hold of the hand hold straps hanging from the inside of the helicopter just as it took a steep dive forward and headed towards the ground. The auto warning systems started to scream and beep as the helicopter was flown to the edges of its capacity. The ground drew ever closer and as it seemed the pilot had forgotten about the ground he pulled back on the stick and the helicopters nose jerked forward and the pilot put it into a hover. Finally gently touching the ground.

“In two’s. Go,” came the command from the team lead. “Towards the main entrance. Weapons hot. No attackers left.”

The six team members paired as they left the aircraft and headed towards the main entrance.

* * *

Lyndsey was scanning the outside of the services food hall, she had heard the sound of the helicopter as it came in to land, she knew the rapid response team would be making their way to the main entrance. She knew there had been two Range Rovers, eight operatives. The rapid response team would be six plus Adrian and herself. It would be an even fight. She had to keep Vladimir safe. They exited the entrance. She couldn’t see the two Range Rovers or the rapid response team.

“Turn right,” ordered Olivia.

She was joined by a colleague that had been waiting outside the entrance as they turned right and headed towards a large car park to the right of the services food hall. Lyndsey could now see the two Range Rovers parked next to each other in an empty corner of the car park, there was no sign of the rapid response team. She started to go through scenarios in her head, handing over Sokolov wasn’t one of them.

“Keep walking,” urged Olivia. “Slowing for time isn’t an option... you have no options.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that.”

To the left of Lyndsey was a smaller car park that led round the back of the food hall. Out of the corner of her eye she had seen the flash of movement. She knew the playbook that the rapid response team would use. She had to be ready. She hoped Adrian had seen the same movement.They were clearing the majority of the cars that had parked close to the food hall. The sound of the motorway alongside the food hall was loud and would stifle any sound from the suppressed weapons that the rapid response team favoured. They cleared the last line of cars, only space lay in front of them and the two Range Rovers in the distance. Lyndsey could now make out the drivers of each vehicle, the rear doors opened and two people from each vehicle exited; the drivers stayed put. They weren’t expecting any resistance, had they not noticed the helicopter.

“On the ground. On the ground. NOW.”

The sudden appearance of a six man team dressed all in black, brandishing suppressed Sig MCX rifles took Olivia and her colleague by surprise. Lyndsey and Adrian knew what would happen next. Lyndsey threw herself to the floor, pulling Sokolov with her. As soon as they had cleared the front of their attackers, each member of the team fired a single shot into the forehead of Olivia and her colleague.

“Are you alright Mr Sokolov?” asked Lyndsey.

“Yes, thank you.”

“Lets get you out of here,” she said as she helped him up from the floor. “Just stay with me.”

Three of the rapid response team ushered them towards their ex-filtration point while the remaining three headed towards the Range Rovers. The occupants had been taken by surprise and were still organising themselves as the now three man team raced across the space towards the vehicles. As soon as they were close they fired short bursts at the occupants while they took cover.

“Red six. Blow the tanks.”

Two of the team continued with short bursts of fire towards the Range Rovers. The third member of the team settled and took aim and fired a concentrated burst of shots at the filler cap for the Range Rover. The shots hit the fuel line and started a chain reaction ending in the rear Range Rover exploding. The vehicle launched into the air landing back on its four wheels in flames. He turned his attention to the front Range Rover with the same outcome. The three team members covered the remainder of the short distance to check for survivors. They circled the vehicles and found each of the Soteria team members, firing a single head shot into each. Once complete they raced back to the helicopter and exfiltration.
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Lyndsey had tried to reassure Vladimir during the short flight from the motorway services to their landing spot at a private helipad on the banks of the river Thames. Two standard black Range Rovers had been waiting for them. Vladimir, Lyndsey and two of the rapid response team were in the front vehicle followed by Adrian and the remaining four members of the team in the second vehicle. The vehicles raced through the London streets to the hotel that Vladimir was booked into. They stopped at the back entrance and escorted him directly to his room. He followed Lyndsey into the room to find a man waiting for him.

“Hello Mr Sokolov, my name is Ian Monroe. I am the head of MI5 and I need to know exactly why a team was sent to kidnap you today.”

“Find Alexa Blake.”

“Mr Sokolov, I need answers. You are in no position to make demands.”

“It is not a demand, Alexa is probably the reason for what happened today. Find her, bring her to me and I will explain everything to the both of you.”

“How do you know Alexa?”

“I worked for Soteria when her father was in charge. He was a great friend to me and now I must repay his loyalty and friendship.”

“Alexa has disappeared. I have no way of finding her. I have tried. Lots of people have tried.”

“If she doesn’t want to be found, she will not. She is programmed to hide when she feels threatened.”

“Programmed?”

“Find a friend, she will keep her friends close. That is the way to find her.”

* * *

Trainer parked his car in the underground car park for the supermarket store. He locked it and walked the short distance through the car park exit and into the main shopping centre. He walked along the rows of shops until he found the coffee shop managed by Terry.

“Mr Trainer, your usual,” came the jovial tones of Terry as he entered the coffee shop door.

“Yes please,”

“Take a seat, I’ll bring it over.”

A few minutes passed and Terry brought the flat black that Trainer always ordered. He had first arrested Terry for shoplifting when he started out as a police constable, Terry had been fourteen at the time. Over the years they crossed paths numerous times as Terry’s life of crime expanded.

“There you are Mr Trainer, enjoy,” Terry said as he placed the coffee on the table.

“Sit down Terry.”

“Of course Mr Trainer.”

“I need your help.”

“Anything, you helped me in the past and I said I would always be in your debt.”

Terry was talking about his grandson, Bradley. He had got involved with a local gang in Romford. The gang was involved in all manner of criminal activities ranging from drug distribution to protection rackets. Bradley had been arrested during a raid on a brothel by a task force that Trainer had been in charge of. Trainer had found Bradley in a room and had made sure he wasn’t arrested. He had turned his life around and was a successful business man, it was Bradley that owned the coffee shop.

“I was hoping you would say that, what I need is a big ask.”

“Ask away.”

“I need your forgery skills, I need two sets of papers. Birth certificates, passports, the full works.”

“I haven’t done that sort of thing in years.”

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

“I can’t Mr Trainer. It would be too dangerous for me.”

“I realise that Terry, but I really need them. No one will know and this wipes any debt you think you owe me.”

After a long pause Terry nodded. “Okay Mr Trainer, give me a week. I will need photos and names.”

“Great I will get you everything you need.”

Trainer finished what was left of his coffee, stood and turned to walk out. He turned back to Terry. “Thanks Terry, I may owe you now.”

He turned and walked out of the coffee shop and retraced his route back to his car.

* * *

Trainer opened the door to his flat, dialled the number for Alexa from the burner phone she had given him and waited for her to answer.

“Hello.”

“It’s Frank.”

“Frank, I keep telling you. You’re the only one with this number so I know it’s you.”

“Yeah... I spoke to my contact and he will get you passports for the girls. I just need names and photos.”

“No problem. Rosarita and Sofia.”

“Surnames?”

“I don’t know.”

“Blake?” asked Trainer.

“But that would...”

“Make you Mum.”

“Exactly.”

“Well aren’t you that already, you have been for the last year.”

“I suppose... okay, Blake it is.”

“Good choice, I just need the photos.”

“I’ll post them.”

“I can collect them, it would be nice to see you all.”

“Okay, I’ll text you the address. Memorise it and delete the text.”

“Sure, I will drive over on Saturday.”

“See you then Frank and thank you.”

The line went dead as Alexa hung up. Trainer returned the phone to his jacket. He had continued his walk to the kitchen as he spoke on the phone. He lifted the kettle from its resting place, shook it to check if there was enough water, returned it to the work surface and flicked the switch to on. The kitchen wasn’t large. He turned to grab a cup out of the cupboard and caught the glimpse of movement in the lounge that connected to the kitchen through another door. He closed the cupboard without getting a cup, turned back to the work surface and grabbed a knife from the block next to the kettle. He knew this time it wasn’t going to be Alexa, he had just spoken to her on the phone. He edged towards the door and slowly pushed it open. The lounge, like the kitchen was small, a two seater sofa and a television the only items that filled the room. There would be nowhere for anyone to hide. The room was dark save for a sliver of moon light passing through the gap in the closed curtains. He scanned the room and could make out a figure sat on the sofa.

“Mr Trainer, you won’t need the knife. I mean no harm to you. I just want to talk,” came a well spoken voice from the direction of the sofa.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Ian Monroe. We have already met.”

Trainer moved around the door and flicked the light switch to turn the lights on. The room flooded with light. He could now see the man sat on his sofa, they had met before; at the police station when he came to talk to a prisoner. The man stood, he was slender but Trainer could tell there was more to him than the well fitted suit and well spoken voice. His manner and stature said ex-army to Trainer. He beckoned Trainer to sit with him.

“I’ll stand if you don’t mind,” said Trainer.

“Probably a good idea, we would be a bit snug sat on here,” replied Ian as he sat back down.

“Like I said, what do you want? And who are you?”

“As I said my name is Ian Monroe, I am the head of MI5 and I need your help.”

“You were with Jane at the police station.”

“Yes, I needed help from your prisoner.”

“You work with Alexa?” Trainer asked.

“Sort of, it’s a long story and we haven’t got time to go into all of the detail. Suffice to say I have nothing against Alexa and if I didn’t need her help I would leave her to her life on the east coast with Jane and the two children.”

“You seem to know a lot about her.”

“It’s my job Frank. Now your help...”

“Yes.”

“I need to speak to Alexa.”

“I don’t know where she is.”

“That text you just received is her address. I would much rather do this with your help rather than the more painful way for you.”

“How do I know you won’t hurt her and the kids?”

“You have my word, I just need her to talk to a scientist from Russia.”

“What...”

“Yes I know, it’s a strange request,” Ian said as he stood. “We can discuss the detail on the way.”

* * *

Trainer and Ian reached the bottom of the stairs from the flat and walked out into the car park. There was a black Jaguar XJ parked in the middle of the car park. As they approached a man exited the drivers side and came around to open the rear passenger door. Trainer had never been in such an expensive and luxurious car.

“You don’t mind if we take my car do you Frank?”

“No.”

“Good. Get in.”

Trainer stopped and stared at Ian. “You give me your word that you won’t harm Alexa, Jane and the kids.”

“Frank, you have my word. I only want her to talk to this scientist. I would love her to work for me and I may try and persuade her, but apart from that I have no intention of harming her.”

“Good, I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

“Nothing is going to happen... and I may even get the paperwork the kids need.”

“You know about those.”

“Like I said, it’s my job to know. Now give the driver your phone so he can get the address.”

Trainer took the phone from his jacket pocket and handed it to the driver. As he turned back towards Ian he saw a black Range Rover speed off the main road and into the car park. It hit the speed restriction bump at the entrance of the car park and bounced over it, the front wheels leaving the road as it carried on at speed. It came to a sliding stop behind the Jaguar and two people dressed all in black jumped from the rear passenger doors. Trainer saw the pistols in their raised hands too late. They had fired off shots from the pistols as they left the car, one found it’s target as it flew past the head of Ian hitting Trainer in the left shoulder, spinning him around as a second shot hit him in the side of the head splattering blood over the black paintwork of the Jaguar.

Ian had pulled his Sig P320 from his waist holster and fired off shots that missed wildly but made the attackers dive for cover. It gave the driver of the Jaguar enough time to race around the front of the car and into the driver seat.

“Get in the car sir,” he shouted as he started the car and pushed the automatic gearbox into drive. “Sir, we need to get out of here.”

Ian looked down at Trainer, there was nothing he could do for him, his eyes were staring up from the ground at him, the life had gone from them. He turned and fired off more wild shots before diving into the rear passenger seat. The driver took his foot off the brake and slammed it down on the accelerator, spinning the steering wheel hard to the right as the wheels found traction. The car spun around and now faced the Range Rover. There was a small space between the Range Rover and the brick wall of the block of flats, he had no idea if it was big enough but it was their only escape route. He spun the steering wheel back again, straightened the Jaguar up and lined it up with the gap. The front of the car squeezed through just as the driver of the Range Rover opened his door. The Jaguar hit it, ripping it from its hinges and sending it flying over the top as he pushed the car further into the small space. The two wing mirrors were ripped from their mountings as the space closed in on the car. He pushed further down on the accelerator. The rear passenger doors drew level with the Range Rover and the passenger door that Ian had dived through was ripped from its hinges. The car eventually pushed through and turned left onto the main street and sped away from the scene.

“Are you okay sir.”

“Yes I’m fine.”

“Where to sir?”

“Back to base, we need to change cars. Have you got the phone.”

“Yes sir.”

“Good, at least we have that.”

Ian sat up, clicked the seat belt into position and settled into his seat. He knew that had been a close call. Soteria had declared their intentions and he would have to act; Soteria had to be dismantled and the best way to start that would be to cut off it’s head, Letitia had to die. He also knew that when he told Alexa that Frank Trainer had been killed she would want revenge. He could use that to his advantage in dealing with Letitia.
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Andrei sat in Bosco Cafe looking at the local Moscow news on his smart phone. The view from the window seat he had taken gave a perfect view across Red Square towards Lenin’s Mausoleum. The local news wasn’t very interesting but that wasn’t what he was paying attention to. He was waiting for a woman. The woman in question was a personal assistant to the Finance Minister and they were due to meet; she was late. Andrei was a journalist for Kommersant an independent newspaper devoted to politics and business. Journalism was a dangerous career in Russia, the list of murdered journalists grew on a daily basis and if he was right about the information his contact was going to bring him, both of their lives would be in danger as soon as the story hit the news stands. He glanced out of the window, he had known Darya for longer than he cared to remember. They had attended the same schools from an early age. He recognised her walk before he saw her face. She was small, slender and well dressed. She smiled at him through the window as she drew closer to the cafe. He turned to face the door as she left his view and he waited for her to enter the cafe. He felt nervous. She was met at the door by the head waiter, let him take her coat and then continued over to his table.

“Hello,” Andrei said as he stood and pulled out her chair.

“Hello,” she replied as she leaned in and kissed him on both cheeks. “Very gentlemanly.”

“I try,” he replied with a small smile.

They both sat down and ordered a water from the waiter while they looked at the menu.

“How have you been Andrei.”

“Good, and you.”

“Good.”

“Did you get what I needed, ” he asked with a sense of urgency.

“We could at least have a bit of a chat first.”

“Yes... sorry... I’m a bit nervous.”

“You are,” Darya replied with a hint of sarcasm. “There will be all sorts of trouble at the office when this breaks and they are bound to come knocking at my door.”

“You don’t have to do this.”

“Yes I do... yes we do.”

The waiter brought over two glasses of water and took their order. They waited, watched him walk away before continuing their conversation.

“This is all the information you will need,” Darya said as she handed over a manila envelope.

“What’s in it?”

“Bank statements, orders, money transfer details. It shows how the Ministry of Defence is syphoning money from accounts into off shore accounts in the Cayman Islands.”

“Does it detail people?”

“Yes, it shows that it goes right to the top.”

“Defence Minister?”

“Further.”

“President?”

Darya just nodded. Andrei knew the story would be big but he didn’t realise how big, this could bring the President of Russia down. It could mean the end for the most powerful man in Russia. It could also be very dangerous for both of them.

“You need to be careful. Can you take a holiday somewhere,” Andrei urged.

“I’ll be fine, don’t you worry about me. It will be your name all over the news when this breaks.”

“I’ll take a trip to my fathers cabin in the woods, it’s completely off the grid and no one knows about it.”

“I know, you’ve never taken me there.”

“Maybe one day.”

“I would like that. Where is it?”

“You will find out when I take you.”

The waiter came over, this time with their food, placed it on the table and walked away. Andrei and Darya spent the next hour eating their food and reminiscing about school days and growing up. They finished their meals, left the cafe and kissed before parting. Andrei watched Darya walk away, he enjoyed their lunches he just wished the kiss was on the lips. He had been in love with her for as long as he could remember. He had had other lovers and was once engaged but they were nothing compared to Darya. He watched her disappear behind the Lenin Musoleum and turned to walk back to his office. This story would be big; international. It could bring down the Russian President.

* * *

Darya walked past the Mausoleum and turned right, she was running late for a meeting. She picked up her pace along the front of the Kremlin Palace enclosure towards Nikolskaya Tower. She darted left, showed her pass to the guard and entered the palace grounds. Looking at her watch she started to run along the path that ran alongside the Senate Square gardens. She crossed the road and headed into the Kremlin Palace. Being the personal assistant to the Finance Minister meant she had to attend all the cabinet meetings. She had no intention of being late. She rushed through the door, gave her bag to the guard so it could pass through the scanners as she passed through the body scanner. She collected her bag, flashed her badge at the guard and rushed along the corridors to the meeting room. She slowed her pace as she reached the door, looking at her watch she was on time by one minute.

The room where all the cabinet meetings took place could only be described as palatial. She had been in her role for just over five years but the room never stopped impressing her. The room was large with a high arched ceiling. A large single chandelier hanging from the centre of the room, casting its sparkling light over the wooden table that ran the length of the room. The architecture may impress her every time she is in the room but the opulence disgusted her, she hated the greed and corruption within the halls of power and she had made it her mission to effect change. She had made choices that would not only affect her life but also that of her friends and colleagues. She was happy with her choices.

Chairs were spread the length of the table and Darya squeezed between them and the people huddled in groups to get to the place she knew Renat would be sat. It took her a few minutes to reach him, she tapped him on the shoulder so he knew she had arrived, took her seat and waited for the meeting to start. Not long after she had taken her seat against the wall behind Renat everyone else started to take their seats. The President would reside over the meeting, he would take his seat once everyone else was seated. A few minutes after everyone was seated the double doors opened and two guards walked in followed by the President. He took his seat at the head of the table in a chair flanked by the Russian flags. The meeting could now start.

* * *

Renat and Darya left the meeting, Darya walking a few paces behind the Minister. They passed through the corridors and security and out into the palace grounds.

“Shall we walk,” Renat asked as he turned to Darya.

“If you like sir.”

“Good, let’s walk. And maybe get a coffee on the way.”

“Take the car to the ministry and we will walk,” Renat instructed his driver.

He started walking with Darya following behind. They retraced the route Darya had taken around the palace grounds, past the Senate Square gardens, through Nikolskaya Tower and exiting onto Red Square. Renat slowed and waited for Darya to catch up so she was walking level with him.

“Did he take the bait,” he asked in a hushed voice.

“Yes, he took everything. He will run the story, he won’t be able to resist it.”

“Good, once this hits the news cycles the President and Defence Minister will have no choice but to resign.”

“And you can be President,” Darya said with a hint of pride.

“If everything else is in place, once I am President we can reform Russia. Make it a better Russia.”

“Don’t forget you have deals to honour,” she reminded him with a serious tone.

“I know, everyone who has helped will get what they want. It is a small price to pay to make a better Russia for Russian people.”

“And what about Andrei?”

“There is nothing we can do to help him. He will be killed by the Presidents men trying to cover up the story.”

“He has a plan to disappear, he may survive. His father has a cabin in the woods that is off the grid. He will go there once the story breaks.”

“Lets hope he can survive. If he does then we will reward him for his courage.”

They reached the entrance to the Ministry of Finance, passed through security and took the lift to the second floor.

* * *

They alighted the lift, turned left and walked around a corner to the door to the outer office where Darya’s desk was. It was plain compared to the Kremlin meeting room. The walls had no art and were painted beige. The desk was a simple wooden one with a computer on it. Filing cabinets adorned all the spare space around the walls of the small office. Darya locked the outer door and they both walked through another door into the Ministers office. This was larger than the outer office but just as plain. The desk was larger with a single seat for the Minister and two seats sat on the opposite side. Instead of filing cabinets around the wall, a drinks cabinet and a large sofa were positioned around the empty wall space.

“We didn’t get that coffee, would you like some vodka?” asked Renat.

“Yes please.”

Renat poured two glasses of vodka passing one to Darya as they both sat on the sofa.

“To Russia,” Renat said proudly as he lifted his glass and drank the vodka in one go.

Darya did the same. They placed their now empty glasses on the floor and slumped back into the welcoming arms of the plush sofa.

“I’m tired. All this overthrowing of a President is tiring,” Renat said as he closed his eyes.

“Let me see if I can find some hidden energy,” Darya said as she stood from the sofa.

She kicked off her heels and lifted her skirt up to her thighs. The extra movement allowed her to place her knees on either side of Renat as she straddled across him. She leaned in and kissed him full on the lips, slowly. She could feel his hands moving from her breasts to her back, they moved down and pulled her closer. She broke away from the kiss and stood in front of him. Renat moved towards her, lifted her skirt higher and removed her underwear. He shuffled to the edge of the sofa, pulling her closer. The floods of pleasure engulfed her as Renat skillfully played with her. Darya pulled away, removed his clothing and straddled across him. This time letting him enter her. Being on top allowed her to control the situation, which she did to great effect as she lost herself in wave after wave of pleasure before increasing the pace and watching Renat’s face as he reached his one and only climax.
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They had changed cars and were now on route to Sutton on Sea. He wasn’t looking forward to the three hour plus drive. It was the early hours of the morning and he was tired, physically and mentally. He had been at the head of MI5 for ten years now and it was starting to take its toll on his life and the recent events weren’t making life any easier. He had been contemplating retirement and once he had dealt with Letitia and Soteria he had decided it would be the end of his tenure.

They had left central London taking the A12 towards Redbridge. They had been travelling for a short time through the less dense than normal London traffic reaching the junction with the North Circular which would take them north towards the M11. Monroe couldn’t settle into the comfort of the Jaguars leather seats yet, he had someone to meet. The car followed the traffic island around past the turning for the North Circular and pulled into Redbridge underground station car park. The driver parked the car next to a black Range Rover and Monroe exited the car. He walked around the back of the Jaguar and into the passenger seat of the Range Rover.

“It’s a bit early,” remarked the passenger.

“Fuck early, what do you expect when one of my teams gets ambushed on a simple transport job and then I come under fire picking up possibly the only chance we had of getting Alexa to agree to meet a Russian scientist.”

“Yes, I am sorry about that.”

“Sorry... you said you would supply me with information that was useful. You said the organisation had become something you couldn’t work with anymore. You came to me remember. Did you not think this was something I should know.”

“I didn’t know until after the events. I am not in a position to know everything.”

“Well try better. I know you were friends with Giles.”

“Yes, he was a good man.”

“Yes we all thought that, which is why I let him and his organisation carry on. They were doing good things.”

“Letitia is different. She wants to control governments, crime. Anything that will make her money and she will do anything to further her own interests. Thats not what Soteria is for.”

“Why does she want the Russian scientist?”

“He conducted an experiment to create a new type of agent. He worked with Alexa’s father. The experiment...”

“Yes, I know all about the experiment, I just wondered if Letitia knew.”

“She wants him to restart it.”

“Great... that can never happen.”

“Something else as well. I don’t know the details but it looks like she has something planned in Russia.”

“Does she have agents in Russia?”

“Yes, the personal assistant to the Finance Minister.”

“That’s interesting. He is a moderate in the cabinet. Any idea what she has planned?”

“From a conversation I overheard, it looks like she is planning to install him as the president.”

“How the fuck is she going to do that?”

“No idea.”

“You need to find out.”

“Okay. One more thing. Letitia has been slowly removing all of the Soteria members that don’t support her country by country. She has been sending in kill squads to remove the teams.”

“Why?”

“The way I see it, she wants to have total control.”

“Fuck. That’s not good.”

Monroe, pulled the passenger door handle and pushed the door open.

“Blain... don’t fuck this up,” he said as he exited the Range Rover.

* * *

Alexa woke at 05:00am every morning, she didn’t need an alarm. She looked over at Jane, she was lying on her front her hair covering her face. She rolled over as Alexa climbed out of bed. Alexa dressed in her jogging clothes left her room and checked on the girls before descending the stairs. She put her running shoes on and left the house by the front door, closing it quietly behind her.

She ran down the single track gravel road from the cottage, turning right onto Huttoft Bank. She ran alongside the golf course until she reached the clubhouse. Turning into the clubhouse car park she ran onto the beach, turning right and running parallel to her original route heading back to the cottage. Running gave her time to think. She spent most of her runs thinking about her father. He had killed her sister, he hadn’t meant to but in the end it was his experiment on Sarah that had killed her. Would she end up the same? Was she living on borrowed time? If she was then she should do something with her life not live it out in a cottage on the English east coast. The run always ended with her wanting more, to make a difference. She knew that could never happen, she had killed the man who had killed her father and she was now a hunted woman. Soteria and all of the British intelligence services would be hunting her down. She had to stay hidden. She turned left and started to run from the beach onto the single track road that led back to the cottage.

She stopped. There was a car parked outside the cottage. No one ever came to the cottage. Only one person knew where they were and he didn’t drive a Jaguar. She turned back to the beach running a little further before turning right into a field of corn. She ran through the high storks until she was level with the back of the cottage. She reached the six foot high back fence, grabbed hold of the top with both hands and used her feet to scrambled up the fence and then over the top into the garden. The curtains over the patio door that led to the garden were still closed, anyone inside would be oblivious to her being in the garden. She opened the door to a shed that was in the bottom corner of the garden, walked in and over to a grey cabinet. She keyed a code into the key safe that was mounted to the inside of the shed and took two keys from it. With one of the keys she opened the cabinet. Among the tins of paint and weedkiller she pulled out a tin that was nestling at the back. Opened the lid, took out a Sig P320, suppressor and two full magazines. She screwed the suppressor onto the end of the Sig, checked the magazine, racked a shot into the chamber and place the two spare magazines into her waist band.

* * *

The driver had followed the directions that had been on Trainers phone.

“We are nearly there sir,” the driver said as they closed in on the destination.

“Good,” Monroe replied, rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he sat upright.

“Do you want me to pull up in front of the house?”

“Yes please. It’s early I doubt anyone will be awake yet.”

It was five-thirty AM. He was expecting all of the occupants of the house to still be asleep. They wouldn’t be expecting any visitors and a knock at the door would catch them off guard and hopefully diffuse any confrontation. He didn’t want another gun battle. He knew there would be children in the house. His driver pulled the car up outside the house and alighted, opening the passenger door once he had checked the area allowing Monroe to alight the car.

“With me, don’t draw your weapon unless we are fired upon.”

“Yes sir.”

Monroe pressed the door bell button and waited... nothing. He pressed the door bell again, this time he heard movement from upstairs. He could see the silhouette of a figure descending the stairs, the front door opened slowly.

“Hello,” a quiet voice said from behind the door.

“Hello. Who are you?”

“My name is Sofia,” the voice said as a face appeared around the side of the door. “What’s yours?”

“My name is Ian,” he replied as he lowered down to the same level as Sofia so they were now face to face. “Is your Mum awake.”

“No, she is in bed.”

“Would you like to get her up and tell her someone is here to see her.”

“Okay,” Sofia said as she turned and ran back upstairs, leaving the door ajar.

A few moments later the door opened and he found himself standing in front of Jane Torrance. They had met briefly when he had interviewed and eventually turned a prisoner that she had arrested, a member of a child trafficking gang that he had turned against his employers and used to get to the head of the gang. She was still clothed in what she had obviously been wearing to bed.

“Hello Miss Torrance,”

No sooner had he greeted Jane that he found a pistol pointing at his face. He had anticipated as much when the door opened and he could see she had one of her hands behind her back. His driver instinctively moved from behind him and drew his weapon. Monroe was stood between two people with firearms pointing at each other.

“Put the gun down,” he said motioning to his driver. “Miss Torrance, I have only come to talk to you and Alexa.”

“How did you find us?”

“Frank Trainer. Please let me come in and explain everything to the both of you.”

“Why should I do that?”

“A lot has happened in the last few days and I need Alexa’s help. Some of it has to do with her father.”

Jane weighed up her options, Alexa would want to know any information Monroe had about her father and it looked like there was only the two of them.

“Come into the lounge.”

She stood aside and gestured for them to come in, pointing towards a door to the right of them as they entered. Monroe walked through the now fully open front door, pushed the door to the lounge open and walked in. He was followed by his driver. The room was small with low ceilings. The decoration was dated, it looked like the house hadn’t been decorated in quite a long time. The carpet was a green colour with silver and red swirl patterns. It reminded him of his grandparents house. The furniture was covered in loose covers with lace frills. He sat on the sofa and his driver sat next to him. Jane sat on the chair opposite, placing the pistol on the arm of the chair with her hand firmly wrapped around it and her finger on the trigger.

“Is Alexa here?” Monroe asked.

“She is out running. She should be back soon.”

“Shall we wait until she gets back?”

“That would probably be better.”

* * *

Alexa surveyed the back of the cottage. A set of patio doors on the left opened directly into the lounge, to the right of those was a single door that opened into the kitchen.

If someone was in the house where would they be?

Which room would Jane have taken them into?

They had talked about this possibility and how they would deal with it. That was why the Sig was in a paint tin in the shed. They had always known that it was a possibility that they would be found. The plan they had decided upon was simple; isolate anyone in the lounge on the main sofa. The door from the hallway opened into the room and once open gives a perfect view of the sofa. If they were anywhere else in the lounge Alexa would have to scan the room for them, losing valuable time. She moved towards the kitchen door with her Sig raised, both hands gripping the stock and her right index finger on the trigger, constantly switching her attention between the kitchen and patio doors. She reached the kitchen door, released one of her hands, took the key that she had been holding in her mouth and unlocked the kitchen door. She threw the key on the grass and with her now free hand she slowly opened the door, stepping in she scanned the room; it was empty. She stood listening, she could hear muffled voices coming from the lounge. She moved towards the lounge door. She hoped the girls had remembered the plan. They had been told that it would be a game they would play if anyone came to the cottage. They should play hide and seek and the visitors would come and find them, they had to find really good hiding places though. She reached the lounge door and scanned the stairs quickly to make sure the girls weren’t at the top; they weren’t. She steadied herself to the right of the lounge door, grabbed the handle and turned it and opened the door in one single fast movement with her free left hand. Once the door swung open she returned her free hand to the Sig and scanned the sofa.

Ian Monroe and one other man.

She quickly scanned to her left, Jane was in the chair, there was no one else in the room.

“Hello Alexa,” Ian said as Alexa turned back to face him.

“What are you doing here?”

“We need to talk.”

“Talk?”

“Yes, I haven’t come to get you or hurt you, Jane or the girls.”

“How do I know that?”

“Alexa, put the gun down and listen to what he has to say,” Jane said.

“We can’t trust him. Letitia is probably already on her way here with a team.”

“NO,” Ian said forcefully. “She has attacked one of my teams today that were looking after a Russian scientist,” he paused. “Alexa, please sit down, what I have to tell you... please sit.”

Alexa looked at Jane. She could tell by her expression that something terrible had happened. She could see tears on her cheek.

“Are you crying?”

“Yes, Ian has already told me what he wants to tell you, now sit next to me and listen.”

Alexa sat, still holding the Sig. She listened as Ian detailed the events from yesterday. The attack on his team and the murder of Frank Trainer. Alexa sat stunned, staring into space. She had known Frank for years, they had worked together when she was a Police Officer. He had helped her get revenge for her friends murder. She started crying, tears rolled down her face, she had only known this kind of sadness when her father had died.

“Mummy, why are you crying?” Sofia asked. Both Sofia and Rosarita had appeared in the doorway.

“I’m fine,” Alexa said as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. “What are you doing down here?”

“We got bored of hiding, no one came to find us.”

“Okay, go and get dressed and then we can get some breakfast.”

The girls ran back up the stairs, Alexa turned back to Ian Monroe.

“What do you need me to do. That bitch needs to die.”
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Ian had phoned headquarters and ordered transport for everyone. He had then spent time explaining in more detail who had been in the transport when it was attacked and that he had asked to see Alexa. He explained how he had said he knew her father and that he thought Alexa was the reason that Soteria had tried to kidnap him.

“I have never heard of him,” Alexa said.

“Do you remember anyone your father was close to?”

“Not really.”

“I am sure he will explain,” Ian said. “I also made a promise to Frank before he agreed to bring me to you.”

“What promise?”

“Passports, paperwork and I keep my promises. If you agree to come and speak with Vladimir then I will provide the girls with legal paperwork including adoption paperwork. They will be British citizens and you will official be their parents.”

“You would do that?” Jane asked with a surprised look on her face.

“Yes, like I said I made a promise and I keep my promises.”

“Okay then, where is this Russian scientist,” asked Alexa.

“Mummy, Mummy. Come quick,” shouted the girls from the kitchen, where they were eating their bowls of cereal.

Alexa jumped up from the chair and raced through to the kitchen.

“What, whats wrong?”

“There’s a helicopter landing on the beach, look.”

“So there is,” Alexa said as she peered out of the kitchen window.

“That’s for us,” Ian announced as he walked into the kitchen.

“Yeah,” the girls squealed.

Alexa watched as the Augusta AW139 slowly came in to land on the beach. It was shrouded in a cloak of sand as it settled on the beach. The large black aircraft looking completely out of place in their sleepy town.

“You expect us all to get into that and when I say all I mean copper as well, the dog comes everywhere with us,” said Jane turning to look at Ian.

“We need to get back to London quickly and waiting for road based transport to get here and back again isn’t an option. So yes... and Copper is more than welcome.”

“How long are we going to be in London, we are going to need clothes and somewhere to stay. I assume my house is not going to be safe,” enquired Alexa.

“You can buy new clothes when you get there, we need to move quickly.”

“Girls, finish your breakfast and go and get your coats, it looks like we are going in a helicopter.”

The two girls quickly shovelled the remaining remnants of their cereal into their mouths, ran to collect their coats and then returned to the kitchen. Everyone left the cottage, Ian’s driver heading to the car that he would drive back to London. Everyone else headed towards the beach and the airborne transport that awaited them.

* * *

Alexa had never travelled in a helicopter before, she was fine with flying but she felt nervous as she got the girls in their seats and fastened their seat belts. She didn’t know if the nerves were because of the unfamiliar mode of transport or the not knowing what she was going to discover once she got to London. She sat in her seat alongside Jane and fastened her seat belt. The pilot started the engines and the rotors of the helicopter started to turn, slowly at first but after a few seconds they rapidly started to pick up speed. The view of the sea and the fields that ran adjacent to the beach disappeared in a haze of sand as the rotors reached full speed. Alexa watched out of the window as the helicopter started to lift from its soft parking space and gain height. She felt Jane grab her hand and hold it tightly. Alexa turned to her and smiled, placing her free hand on top of Jane’s. Jane was trying to stay calm for the sake of the girls but Alexa could see the fear in her eyes. She looked over at the girls and they were excitedly looking out of the window and out to sea as the helicopter was released from its sandy shroud. It turned, pointing its nose inland. The pilot dipped the nose forward and the helicopter started to pick up speed. Rosarita and Sofia were now even more excited as they watched the ground beneath them flash past. The fascination could be seen in their eyes and heard as they pointed out landmarks and laughed at how small everything looked from so high up.

All Alexa could think about was her father and Vladimir. She spent the journey in silence interrogating her memory for the mention of the name or for any recollection of friends of her father, no matter how small the memory might be; she found nothing.
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Letitia was frustrated and annoyed. Her plans had been thwarted by MI5 and she had lost six good operatives, it would be hard to replace them. With Alexa killing another of her operatives while on assignment in Georgia the organisation was down to its bare bones in the UK. She was leafing through the files of possible replacements when a knock came at her office door.

“Come,” she shouted at the door.

“The jet will be ready to leave within the next two hours,” reported Blain as he entered the room.

“Thank you. Have we heard from our operative in Russia?”

“Yes, everything is going according to plan. The article will be going live in the morning press and should be picked up worldwide shortly after.”

“Good, our other contacts are ready to put the rest of the plan into place.

“Yes.”

“What about Sokolov. Do we know where he is?”

“Yes, a hotel in the centre of London.”

“Send a team to get him.”

“I’ll organise the team and then bring the car around the front in thirty minutes,” Blain said as he left the room. He had no intention of organising a team. He hoped that turning to MI5 wasn’t a mistake, if Letitia discovered his deceit she would no doubt kill him.

Letitia closed the files. Her father had told her about Sokolov as he died in her arms from the stab wounds inflicted by Alexa. All the details of the experiment had been locked up and never seen the light of day after her father had killed Alexa’s father. The guilt of what he had done lived with him constantly. He had worked to make Soteria a force for good, but she was different. Letitia wanted power... money and power. She would crush anyone that got in her way. She grabbed the files and threw them across the room. She would kill Alexa and she would enjoy it. She would make Alexa suffer. The children were now her weak point and if she got the chance Letitia would use them to her advantage.

Could she kill the children?

Yes and she would do it while Alexa watched, the same way she had to watch her father die in front of her.

* * *

Letitia had slept through most of the overnight flight, she was jolted from her sleep as the private jet hit the tarmac of the Moscow airport runway. As soon as the jet came to a halt on its parking slot she unclipped her seatbelt and prepared to leave the aircraft. She had a mission to complete in Russia and she wanted to get on with it. A single black Range Rover was waiting for her on the tarmac, the fake diplomatic status that Soteria afforded her meant she would not have to go through customs or airport security. She was due to meet Darya at her hotel to get up to speed on the mission and then she would be ready for her meeting with the President.

The Range Rover passed through the streets of Moscow on route to the Hotel in the centre of the city. They were deserted at this early hour, with only a few cars on the roads. The people of the city had no idea what was about to happen to their country. Once the article written by Andrei hit the news feeds the country would be plunged into crisis. The next few days would see the country lose its President and Letitia’s plan that she had put in place over the last year would see her stooge installed as the President of one of the world super powers. She would have control of a world power. This would be her finest coup so far. In the last year she had installed her people into top jobs within governments ensuring that the criminal activities of Soteria carried on without any investigation. This would be her finest hour if everything went to plan. They pulled up outside the hotel and the door was opened by a uniformed hotel employee. Letitia stepped out of the car and entered the hotel followed by Blain. The hotel employee followed behind them after removing their suitcases from the car. The Range Rover drove away once it was no longer needed.

* * *

Darya was nervous. She had only ever reported to Blain, she had never met Letitia; the head of Soteria. She had carried out her role without question. She knew what she was doing was wrong, she also knew that it would mean her old school friend possibly losing his life. It was for the greater good, for a greater Russia... a less corrupt Russia. If she thought there was a better way she would have taken it. Soteria had approached her after she had been promoted to the role of personal assistant to the Finance Minister after the sudden death in a car accident of her predecessor. They had known about her passion for a better Russia for the people and said they could help get the right person in the Presidency. She had strayed from the mission by falling in love with her target. He was married and so the affair she had started would have ruined him if it became public, she had used this to persuade him to go along with the plan. It hadn’t been difficult. He was an ambitious man who wanted to make a difference to his country.

She walked through the hotel doors, found the lift and pressed the button for the tenth floor; executive suites. The lift doors opened. She followed the signs for room 1012 and knocked. After a few moments the door opened. The space left by the door was now filled by a man. There were no spaces around him, his large frame and obvious muscle build had completely filled the open space.

“Are you Darya?” the man asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Blain. Come in.”

She followed Blain into the room. It was larger than her flat. She looked around in awe. How could there be hotel rooms this large when hard working Russian people are living in poverty and flats smaller than a luxury hotel room. She was disgusted.

“I am guessing you have never seen a room this size before,” commented Letitia.

“No,” Darya replied as she tried to focus back to the reason she was here.

“It is rather extravagant.”

“Yes, my flat is smaller than this.”

“We will have to find you a new one once we complete our mission. Now sit and give me an update.”

Darya focused onto Letitia and sat on the sofa next to her. She wasn’t how she had imagined. She was a beautiful woman. Her slender figure accentuated by the black dress she was wearing. The small smile on her face made Darya feel at ease but as she looked at her more closely she could see a coldness in her eyes that betrayed her true character. The eyes alone sent a shiver down Darya’s spine. Had she made a mistake, she assumed Soteria had the best interests of the Russian people in mind when they recruited her but now... now she was worried. Darya explained that the article would be released into the Russian news cycle in a few hours. She had arranged to meet with Andrei an hour before the article was released. She explained that he was planning on hiding out in his fathers cabin until the whole situation was resolved. He had no idea about her role with Soteria.

“Good, it looks like you have everything in hand,” Letitia said once Darya had finished her update, “Blain.”

Blain took a small envelope from his pocket and offered it to Darya. “The envelope contains a small tracking device,” said Letitia, she could see the look of confusion on Darya’s face.

“What do you want me to do with it?”

“You need to place it on Andrei, in a bag or a pocket. It looks like a coin. If he finds it he will have no idea that it’s a tracking device.”

“Do we really need to track Andrei?” Darya was having second thoughts about killing him.

She looked at Letitia, her face and demeanour had changed. The coldness in her eyes seemed to have spread to the rest of her face. The facade of softness and caring had been dropped and her true nature was now showing.

“When you were recruited for this mission you knew what was needed,” Letitia said. She looked directly into Darya’s eyes. Darya was scared. “We can’t leave any lose ends. He has principles and if he ever discovers your true role in this he would very likely make it public and you would find yourself in some gulag in Siberia.”

“I just... I just think that maybe I could persuade him not to. If I explained why we are forcing a presidency change.”

“No, he has to die. If you can’t do this then Blain will...”

“NO. I will make sure the tracker is in place.”

“Good,” Letitia said as she stood, “You had better make your meeting with Andrei. You can leave now.”

Darya stood and was ushered out of the room by Blain. He had seen the apprehension in Darya’s face as she had realised what was going to happen to her friend. Up until today it hadn’t been real. They reached the door, Blain followed her into the corridor.

“Darya,” he said quietly, “Don’t worry, I will make sure that Andrei stays alive. Plant the tracker as you have been told or she will come after you.I will put plans in place to get Andrei out.”

“Why?”

“Like you, I don’t like what is happening.”

“But how can you help?”

“I work for British intelligence, they will make sure both of you are kept safe. For now continue with the plan.”

Darya nodded, turned and walked away towards the lift. The walk to the lift was short but it still gave her the time to realise what was happening.

She was working with British intelligence.

* * *

Blain returned to the room and closed the door behind him.

“What took you so long?” asked Letitia.

“I was reminding her what she needed to do.”

“Good. Once we have killed the journalist, you can kill her as well. It will act as deterrent for the muppet who we are going to make president.”

“Of course,” Blain replied, hoping Letitia couldn’t hear the sound of betrayal in his voice.

“We can’t afford any loose ends or for Renat to think he can just forget about his commitments.”

“I’m sure he won’t.”

“It will be your job to make sure he doesn’t.”

“I will make sure he doesn’t. Do you need anything else?”

“No.”

“In that case I am going to get some fresh air and take in the sights if you don’t mind?”

“No, be back here for lunch. By that time the news article should have been picked up by the international news outlets and we need to make sure we are in a position to act when we need to.”

Blain nodded, turned and left the hotel room. He made his way to the lift and took it to ground floor. He needed to get away from Letitia for a while so he could make contact with Ian to get him up to speed.
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The helicopter had landed at a heliport in central London, where two standard black Range Rovers and Police out riders had been waiting for the occupants. Jane and the girls had been in one with Alexa and Ian in the other.

“Why does this Russian want to speak to me,” asked Alexa as the cars sped through central London.

“Your guess is as good as mine. He said he worked with your father on the experiment that you survived but killed your sister.”

“I have no recollection of him.”

“I imagine you were very young. We will have to see what he says. But Letitia must want him for something. She went to a lot of trouble try to kidnap him.”

Alexa turned to look out of the window as the London streets flew by. The Range Rovers were cutting through traffic as the Police out riders alternated, with one speeding ahead to clear junctions as the cars approached. As she continued to watch the shops and people fly past she realised she hadn’t missed the bustle of London at all in the last year. She wouldn’t choose to come back again.

* * *

Rosarita and Sofia couldn’t hide their excitement as everyone from the cars filled the lift. They had never been to a hotel and they were looking forward to exploring.

“We have the whole floor blocked out,” said Ian as he pressed the button for the twelfth floor. “Jane, the girls and of course Copper can go to the suite that’s been prepared for you all while we go and see Vladimir.”

“Okay,” replied Alexa.

“Jane, here is a key card,” Ian said as he handed a room key to Jane. “Tony will show you to the room. He will be outside the door while you are in there. If you go anywhere he goes with you and if you want anything from room service, just order it.”

“Can we get ice cream,” Rosarita said while looking at Jane with a pleading look on her face.

“You can order what ever you like,” Ian said. “Get some burgers and fries to go with that ice cream.”

“Yes... yes... can we,” the two girls shouted in unison.

“Of course you can,” Jane replied, “But not too much that you are going to be sick.”

The lift pinged as it reached it’s destination and a disconnected voice announced that they had reached the twelfth floor. The doors opened. Alexa, Jane and the girls followed their respective guides out of the lift in separate directions down the corridor. Alexa and Ian reached a door that was being guarded by a mountain of a man, a Sig MCX automatic rifle in his hands. He acknowledged Ian and knocked on the door. A few moments later the door was opened by another guard, this time carrying a pistol. He moved aside as Ian and Alexa entered the suite. Alexa looked around as she walked into the large open space that was the lounge, connecting doors off it she assumed led to the master bedroom, bathroom and maybe even a second bedroom.

“Alexa.”

She turned in the direction the questioning voice had come from and saw an old man sat on a sofa.

“Yes, who are you?” she replied.

“My name is Vladimir Sokolov. I was a friend and colleague of your fathers. Please come sit with me so we can talk.”

“I don’t know you but you seem to know me. What do you want from me?”

“I want to help you, protect you.”

“You had better start at the beginning then,” she said as she sat on the sofa opposite Vladimir. Ian sat himself next to her.

Vladimir explained how he had been brought into Soteria by Alexa’s father to work on human experiments to create a super soldier. They had worked to perfect chemicals that altered the DNA of the test subjects. They had experimented on various volunteers with not much success. They were about to give in and call an end to the experiment when they had a breakthrough in laboratory conditions. They needed new test subjects.

“So what made you decide to test on my sister and me?” Alexa asked as she interrupted Vladimir’s story.

“It was Giles that suggested it.”

He continued with his story. He explained that Alexa was a year old at the time. Giles had suggested testing the new chemicals on both the young Alexa and her older sister Sarah. At first Alexa’s father had been against it but Giles had slowly worn down his resistance.

“My father agreed with the experiments.”

“Yes. I can’t say he was ever happy about it but he agreed and your sister and you were given the chemicals.”

“And you killed my sister.”

“Yes,” Vladimir sighed. “Everything seemed to be going well. It was years later that your sister took ill and when we investigated it looked like the chemicals she was given had altered her DNA and blood so much so that later in life it made her susceptible to leukaemia. I am so sorry. It destroyed your father... as you know.”

“I remember.”

“He wanted to go public, own up to what we had done. It would have destroyed our careers but we were both ready to accept the consequences.”

“And that is when Giles killed him?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t he kill you?”

“Because we both had another secret that had been kept from you and your sister.”

“What sort of secret?”

“You have a twin brother.”

Alexa sat in stunned silence. Had she heard him correctly. How could she not know about a brother. Her father had never mentioned him, she had no memory of him.

“I have a question,” said Ian. “Who does know about the brother?”

“No one. No records where kept that would identify him as Alexa’s brother. He was born at Soteria head quarters.”

“So where is he?”

“Russia.”

“What is he doing in Russia?”

“When Alexa’s mother became pregnant, she soon discovered she would be having twins. She was ecstatic and devastated at the same time. She struggled to cope with one child and so the thought of twins left her petrified. She was a fragile woman with some serious mental health problems at the time. At the same time my wife and I couldn’t have children. We came to an arrangement. When the twin boy was born, we smuggled him into Russia and registered him as our child. This is going to devastate him.”

“You should have thought about that before lying to him.”

“We had no choice... we just wanted a child to look after.”

“I don’t remember him,” added Alexa.

“You wouldn’t. We made sure you never met in case anyone made the connection.”

“We have a problem then,” interjected Ian. “Your son is a journalist?”

“Yes.”

“It would appear that he is being used by a Soteria agent to release a story based on fabricated evidence that will unseat the Russian President. My source tells me he is planning to hide out in a cabin once the story breaks.”

“I have a cabin in the Russian wilds. It’s off the grid.”

“My source tells me that the Soteria agent has been given a tracking device to plant on him so they can hunt him down and kill him. Knowing Letitia she won’t want to leave any loose ends.”

“We have to help him,” Vladimir urged.

“We will. My source will keep us up to date. In the meantime I suggest we get some rest tonight. I need to brief SiS in the morning, we are going to need some help. We meet up here late morning and we can formulate a plan.”

“SiS?” enquired Vladimir.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t assume you know who they are. SiS is the Secret Intelligence Service here in the UK, used to be called MI6. Now like I said, lets get some rest.”

Everyone nodded in agreement. Alexa stood from the sofa and followed Ian out of the room. She was still dazed, she had been bombarded with so much information today she needed time to take it all in.

* * *

Alexa lay in bed staring at the hotel room ceiling. It wasn’t particularly interesting, the standard magnolia you find in most hotels, but it wasn’t the ceiling she was thinking about. She hadn’t slept, she had spent the night thinking about how she felt about having a brother. A brother she had never met, a brother she knew nothing about. She couldn’t understand how her mother had given away a child; she wasn’t the real mother to Rosarita and Sofia but she couldn’t imagine giving them up. She would fight to the end to make sure she looked after them and they were happy. How could her mother do it? She looked over at Jane, she was fast asleep. They had spent hours talking before Jane couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. She had tried to help, tried to rationalise what Alexa’s mother and father had done. It hadn’t really helped but it was nice to be able to talk to someone about how she was feeling, she had never had anyone that close to her before. She swung her legs out of bed and went to the bathroom. By the time she had showered and exited the bathroom Jane was up, she was cleaning up all the plates, glasses and cups from the room service they had had the night before. There was no sign of the girls, they were more than likely still fast asleep in their room.

“Morning, did you get any sleep at all last night?” asked Jane as she scurried around the room.

“Not really, I may have dozed a few times but my mind was all over the place last night.”

“So what do you want to do now?”

“I need to see my brother. From what Ian was telling us last night he is probably in trouble.”

“You need to get him out of Russia, before Letitia sends in her henchmen to kill him. She won’t want to leave any loose ends.”

“I know. I will see what Ian is planning once we have had some breakfast.”

* * *

Ian wasn’t looking forward to this meeting but the recent events had forced his hand. He had taken the underground to Vauxhall station and walked the rest of the way to the SiS building on Albert Embankment, much to the annoyance of his bodyguard who had advised against using public transport. He had ignored his protestations. He walked into the main reception and showed the guard his identification. After going through the airport scanners he introduced himself to the receptionist.

“I have an appointment with Martin Cooke.”

“Of course sir and you are?” she asked.

“Ian Monroe.”

She picked up the telephone, spoke for a few seconds and then put it down. “If you would like to take a seat sir, someone will be down to collect you.”

“Thank you,” he replied as he left the desk and took a seat opposite.

He knew full well that they could have let him go straight up but he knew Martin would be playing a game. Making the point that Ian was now in his domain and he would call the shots. The two agencies had to work together with their own remits, MI5 was tasked with ensuring domestic security and SiS worked internationally. Each agency was territorial and what Ian was about to tell Martin would not go down well. Eventually a SiS guard escorted him upstairs to Martin’s office. Martin was sat behind his desk and didn’t get up to greet Ian. Ian wasn’t surprised. Martin had history as an SiS operative, operating in war zones and hostile countries. The hostile conditions he had worked in had taken its toll on his body and now he was head of SiS he had let himself become lazy. He was a portly man with greying hair that sat atop his round face. He had served his country well but it had robbed him of a pain free old age. Martin eventually looked up from his desk.

“Morning Ian, this is an early meeting. Must be important.”

“Yes, sorry for the late notice and early start.”

“No problem, coffee?”

“Yes please.”

Martin turned to the guard that had escorted Ian in and asked him to fetch two coffees and waited until he had left the room.

“So Ian, I assume this is about the mess you left on the motorway from Heathrow the other day.”

“Sort of.”

“You had better explain everything then.”

“Have you heard of Soteria?”

“Yes, they operate outside of the mainstream agencies but we both task them with jobs from time to time that we wouldn’t ordinarily be able to sanction.”

“And you remember our discussion about Alexa Blake?”

“Yes, we both agreed she would make a brilliant operative, but off the books and you were going to approach her.”

“Yes... there is a small problem. Soteria got to her first.”

“How is that a problem?”

Ian went on to explain all about Soteria, Alexa’s father and how Alexa had killed Giles when she had discovered the deception of Letitia and the fact that Giles had killed her father.

“I thought Alexa’s father had committed suicide after the death of Alexa’s sister, Sarah.”

“Thats how Giles wanted it to look and that’s the story he told us. We had no reason to doubt him.”

“I don’t understand why he killed her father though.”

Ian continued to explain about the experiment that Alexa’s father had carried out on his two girls, that he had wanted to come clean about what they had done and that is why Giles had killed him.

“Fuck... fuck... this is a mess.”

“It gets worse.”

“How can it get any worse.”

“The Heathrow mess was Soteria trying to abduct the scientist behind the experiment.”

“You have him I assume.”

“Yes, we had no idea who he was until after the abduction attempt. We had been tasked with babysitting a Russian scientist who was giving a talk at a conference. He just happens to be the same scientist behind the experiment.”

“Okay, you seem to have it all in hand. Not sure how it involves us. Baby sit the scientist and get him back on a plane to Russia. Job done.”

“I wish it were that easy.”

Ian paused and finally started to explain what they had uncovered about the Soteria plot to overthrow the Russian President and install their man. They would have control of Russian policy both internal and internationally.

“So let me get this straight. Soteria have hatched a plot to overthrow the Russian President by using the brother of Alexa... a brother that nobody knew anything about. Then they are going to kill him to cover their tracks.”

“Yes.”

“And you want to go into Russia and get him out.”

“Yes.”

“Not happening. I’m not committing any SiS resources to an operation in Russia that we don’t really need to get involved in.”

“I don’t need your resources. Alexa, myself and two other operatives will go in.”

“It’s a suicide mission. You’ll have no backup, no help.”

“I have a man on the inside who is in Russia, he will make contact with us and that should give us the advantage we need.”

“It’s still risky and you need to make sure there are no routes back to your involvement. You shouldn’t even be operating abroad, that’s my remit.”

“I know, but if we can get the brother out, crush Soteria in Russia and also find out who the man is that Letitia plans to install as President, we could have someone at the very top level of Russia, the President for fucks sake.”

Martin didn’t say anything, Ian could see he was thinking, he was working out all the scenarios. “I won’t commit any men to this but you can use safe houses and arms caches that we have in country.”

“Thank you Martin. If this goes to plan it will be one hell of a coup... for both of us.”

“And if it goes wrong your on your own.”

“I understand.”

“I hope you do. I’m not taking any flack for this if it goes wrong. I’ll share the kudos if it goes to plan but if not, your fucked.”

“No problem Martin,” said Ian as he rose from his seat. “I wouldn’t have expected anything else.”

The pair shook hands and Ian left the room. He walked back to the lift and waited for it to arrive. Once inside the lift doors closed and started it’s journey to the ground floor. Ian knew he was taking a big risk; professionally and personally. This one scheme could end not only his career but also his life.

* * *

Ian had explained to everyone that they were on their own in Russia, SiS would allow them to use safe houses and arms caches but no man power and if it went wrong they were completely on their own. They would be disavowed by the UK government and declared rogue elements. There would be no embassy help or deal with the Russians for their safe return. He asked them if they still wanted to go ahead.

“You have to,” pleaded Vladimir. “This is my son, your brother,” he continued as he turned to look at Alexa.

“I only have your word for that. This could just be a ploy to get the both of you out of Russia. Don’t play the brother angle, it won’t work.”

“You have to believe me.”

“I have no reason to,” she replied. “But... we can’t let Letitia get control of a Russian president. It would be an international disaster. She would be able to control large armies to her own ends under the guise of Russian action.”

“I agree,” said Ian. “We need to stop Letitia. Everyone agreed. That is going to prove difficult, we are a day behind,” he threw a newspaper onto the table in the middle of the lounge.

Russian corruption goes all the way to the top.

“The story broke in Russia yesterday and most national papers have picked it up. Its gone international and everyone is calling for the head of the Russian President. Especially the Minister of Finance. Which is not surprising as my source tells me that he is the stooge that Letitia plans to get installed as the new Russian President. We need to get in-country and hit the ground running or we may be too late.”

Ian looked around everyone in the room to ensure they understood the importance of the mission.

“Vladimir, your talk is this afternoon. My team will shadow you and get you back on a plane to Russia. Alexa, you will be on the same plane, along with two of my people. We will all travel separately and meet up at the safe house once you get to Russia. Vladimir, do not go back to your house, I have no doubt Letitia will have someone posted there waiting for your return. You must go to the same safe house as the rest of the team. Once we are all in-country my contact within Soteria will get in touch and we can work out a plan once we have his information. Everyone understand?”

“You said we... does that mean you are coming with us?”

“Yes.”

“One more question,” asked Alexa. “What about Jane and the girls.”

“They will stay here until this is all over. I will have guards posted twenty four hours a day.”

“Thank you. They will need more clothes.”

“No problem. They can go on a shopping trip. My treat,” Ian said with a smile.

“Great, if there are no more questions then everyone get their stuff together. The flight is at five-fifteen PM tonight.”

* * *

Alexa settled into her seat next to the window. She enjoyed flying, especially at night. All the lights from houses and cars travelling on the arteries around the body of the country mesmerised her. She looked around, she could see Vladimir and Ian. She thought the head of MI5 would have travelled first class. She scanned everyone already in their seats and all the boarding passengers. She didn’t expect to recognise anyone, why would she. She had no idea which passengers were the two MI5 operatives. It was then that she saw two familiar faces. They were acting like they were a couple but she recognised them as the two MI5 operatives she had worked with when she rescued Jane after she had been kidnapped by Rusudan; another of the relatives that had hunted her down after she had murdered the two contract killers that had been sent to eradicate her from existence. They ignored her and took their seats three rows behind her. The air crew closed the doors once everyone had boarded and did the usual safety demonstration as the plane started to taxi. Alexa could never understand why they did the demonstration, no one was taking any notice. The plane reached the end of the runway, the engine noise increased and the passengers where pushed back into their seats as it raced down the runway.

Once the seatbelt light had been extinguished, Alexa undid hers and slipped a blanket over her before refastened it over the blanket. It was only a short four hour fight but she was shattered. She hadn’t slept the night before after all the revelations about her family, she needed some sleep. She pushed her seat back and settled into it. Her mind was still racing with all the detail of the revelations, a brother, her mother giving away a child. All she could do was her job, rescue her brother and get him out of Russia. She emptied her mind of everything and started breathing slowly, a technique she had used in the past that always seemed to work for her. Slowly she started to feel more relaxed and started to drift off to sleep.








  
  
  Ten

  
  




Alexa was woken from her slumber by one of the cabin crew tapping her on the shoulder and asking her to put her seat upright. She was surprised how well she had slept, she felt refreshed and ready for whatever came next. They had all been briefed before they left, they were to arrive at Heathrow separately and also leave Moscow airport separately. Ian had told them that while he expected them to get through security without any issues he also expected that he would be stopped and questioned; he was the head of MI5 and would be arriving in Moscow unannounced, his name would be flagged. They all had the address of the safe house. The Soteria contact would make contact at the address tonight.

The aircraft hit the tarmac, slowed and turned off the runway. After a short taxi it found it’s parking berth and the passengers were allowed off. Alexa walked slowly through the arrivals lounge towards the passport control. She ensured that there was at least ten people between her and Ian in front of her. He was called forwards to the cubicle. The surly looking border control officer looked at him and then his passport. He had obviously scanned the passport as he looked at his computer screen and frowned. Ian stood quietly, Alexa knew that if it had been her she would have panicked at this point, she still had a lot to learn when working with the security services. Two men appeared from a door to the right of the cubicle and approached Ian. They spoke to him in Russian and he replied, Alexa had no idea what they had said, she was more surprised that Ian could speak Russian. He picked up his luggage and followed the two men back through the door they had emerged from only seconds ago.

The queue went quickly once Ian had been escorted away and Alexa now found herself in the baggage reclaim. She waited as different sizes and colours of luggage passed her by until she found hers. She dragged it from the conveyor belt, popped out the handle and wheeled it through customs. The plan was that the order of transport would be in the order they got off the plane. Alexa looked around the wide open space of the airport, she had been the first off the aircraft and she couldn’t see any other member of the team. She made her way towards the taxi rank and was guided into the first taxi in the row. Alexa had practised repeating the address of the safe house over and over again.

“Argunovskaya Ulitsa, 12 строение,” Alexa said in her best Russian accent. The taxi driver grunted, hit the accelerator and pulled the taxi out into traffic.

* * *

Ian had been shown to a room in the bowels of the airport. A single desk sat in the middle of the room with the chair he was sat in on one side and an identical chair on the opposite side. The room was windowless and painted a very sombre shade of grey. It was very utilitarian. He looked at his watch, he had been sat for thirty minutes, about the same time he would have left a suspect to sweat. As if on cue the door opened and a tall man in a dark grey suit entered the room. Ian had to control himself as he realised the man was of a similar age to him but his hair was greying and he had a very light grey moustache. Was everything in Russia just different shades of grey.

“Mr Monroe, welcome to Russia. May I ask the reason for your visit.”

“Business,” Ian replied.

“What would the nature of your business be.”

“Let’s cut the crap shall we. Your FSB, Russian Federal Security Service and you know full well I am the head of British Intelligence service, MI5. I need to talk to Pavel Kusnetsov.”

“Mr Kusnetsov is a very busy person.”

“I am sure he is, he will want to hear what I have to tell him. Get him here or take me to him.”

“Mr Monroe, I do not believe you are in a position to demand anything.”

“And what position am I in. As I see it you have detained a British subject without reason and as we both know I am not your ordinary tourist.”

“I think I will just put you on a flight home.”

“That is your prerogative, but once I am home you can explain to your superiors how your President was toppled and his replacement is just the puppet of an international crime syndicate.”

“This sounds...”

“Just fucking do it,” Ian shouted as he started to lose his temper.

The door to the room opened and another man stepped in. He was smaller than the greying man, wore a more expensive suit and claimed the space of the room for his own as he entered. The man who had been interviewing Ian stood once he saw who had entered.

“Ian, you causing trouble again?” the man said.

“You took your bloody time, Pavel,” Ian replied as he stood and the two embraced.

“Let’s get you somewhere more comfortable and then we can talk.”
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The taxi pulled up in front of an apartment block, she paid the driver and exited the car with her luggage. She stood and looked around. The apartment block was in a state of disrepair, paint flaked off every wall. The grounds around where she stood were no better. They were overgrown with litter strewn in every direction she looked. They had been given their instructions on how to get into the safe house, the first one there needed to find the apartment and then ask the next door neighbour for a cup of sugar. It sounded ridiculous, she hoped someone had already arrived.

She walked through the decaying wooden door into a stairwell, the stench of urine hit her, making her physically gag at the intensity of the smell. She took some deep breaths to control herself and climbed the stairs to the second floor, apartment 210. She pushed down on the handle, it didn’t move, the door was locked. She looked around and found flat number 211, she knocked on the door. It opened and an old lady stood in front of her.

“Could I borrow a cup of sugar?” Alexa asked in her best Russian.

“Of course my dear, please come in.”

Alexa followed the old lady through the hallway and into the kitchen.

“Will a small cup of sugar be enough my dear.”

“A large cup would be better,” Alexa replied, she was surprised that she had been asked the exact question Ian told her she would. She just hoped she could remember the rest of the response.

“A large cup, do you plan on baking my dear?”

“Yes, I have a very sweet tooth.”

“What’s your favourite cake then my dear?”

“I enjoy any cake but my favourite is strawberry roulade.”

“Here you are my dear, one large cup of sugar. Just remember sugar is bad for your teeth.”

The old lady handed Alexa a large cup brimming to the top with sugar. She looked down and saw the glint of the edge of a key sticking out from the sugar.

“Thank you,” Alexa replied as the old lady ushered her out of the kitchen, into the hallway and finally out onto the landing.

“Good luck my dear,” she said as she closed the door to her apartment.

Alexa walked the few steps back to the apartment. She plunged her hand into the cup of sugar and dug out the key, gave it a shake to free it of the remaining sugar crystals and pushed it into the lock on the door. The key turned, she pushed the handle down and opened the door. She grabbed her bag and walked into the hallway shutting the door behind her but not locking it. She wandered around the apartment checking out all the rooms, it was all very plainly decorated. It was very clean though, she imagined the old lady cleaned the house on a regular basis. She had just finished her tour and was trying to find anything to make a cup of tea when she heard the door open. She grabbed a knife from the drawer she had open looking for tea spoons and hid behind the kitchen door. She knew the rest of the team was due to arrive but she also had to be careful. She heard the door shut and then a voice shouted.

“Anyone here.”

Alexa recognised Ian’s voice. She moved from behind the door and walked into the hallway to meet Ian.

“And what were you planning on doing with that?” Ian asked as he pointed at the knife Alexa was still holding down by her side.”

“Sorry, you can’t be too careful.”

“Anyone else here?”

“No just us two.”

“Right. Let’s find something to drink in this place while we wait for the others to arrive.”

* * *

The final two members of the team had arrived followed by Vladimir. They had spent the evening working on scenarios of how they could extract Alexa’s brother while also ensuring Letitia’s plan to install her puppet President didn’t succeed. It was late when they finally all went to bed, Alexa hadn’t slept well at all, she had spent the night tossing and turning thinking about the brother she had just found out she had. Her thoughts had also turned to her mother, how could she have given up a child and then kept it secret for the rest of her life. She had finally given in on the hope of getting any sleep at six AM. No one else was up so she sat in the kitchen with a cup of tea waiting for everyone else to finally rise.

Alexa was on her second cup of tea as Ian entered the kitchen.

“Morning, you must have been up early.”

“Yeah couldn’t sleep, too many things going round my head.”

“I can only imagine. We should have a better idea of a plan this morning. I have someone coming to see us that will have information that should help us.”

“Good, we need some sort of plan. Letitia will already be planning the killing of Andrei and we need to get there first.”

“And we...” Ian was interrupted by a knock at the door. “That should be our help,” he said as he left the kitchen to answer the door. Alexa heard the door open and a muffled conversation. The voices got louder as they walked towards the kitchen. She got up from her seat at the table, picked up the kettle, filled it and flicked the switch to boil the water for another drink.

“Hello Alexa.”

She recognised the voice, she turned quickly. It surely couldn’t be who she thought it was.

“What the fuck is he doing here, have you sold us out to Letitia,” she said as she stared at Ian.

“He works for me,” Ian replied.

“What do you mean?”

“Blain worked for your father and Giles for years at Soteria but when Letitia took over and turned it into an organised criminal gang Blain came to me.”

“I wouldn’t trust anyone that works with her.”

Blain stepped towards Alexa.

“Don’t come any fucking closer, I am sure I could reach that knife on the worktop before you get anywhere near.”

“Alexa, you have to believe me. I am on your side and hopefully the information I have will help stop Letitia.”

“We’ll see.”

“Let’s get on with this,” interjected Ian. “We need to know everything you have and then you need to get back before she misses you.”
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It was the morning after the news had broke about the corruption within the Russian ruling classes - the fake news that he had created with the help of Darya his assistant. The president had called a cabinet meeting, he would need all of them to toe the line and deny everything. He would want them all to come out publicly and announce that the allegations were false and that the author, Andrei Sokolov had conspired with western government’s to overthrow the President and put their own weak minded replacement in place. Russia must stand strong, together. That would be his line. Renat had no intention of doing that, he wanted a better Russia and the only way he could achieve his goal was to be the Russian President. He didn’t like it that he was having to work with people he knew nothing about and he knew that they would want their pound of flesh eventually. A knock came at his office door.

“Come.”

“Sir, your car has arrived to take you to the cabinet meeting.”

“Good, this will be our day Darya. Today will be the start of a new Russia.”

“Yes,” Darya replied as she moved into the office and closed the door behind her. “You will be a great President.”

“And you will be at my side.”

“Always,” Darya said as she moved around the desk and spun Renat’s chair to face her.

“We had better go, we don’t want to keep the president waiting,” Renat said, he could never fight his urges when Darya got close.

“We have a few minutes, you will be president soon. Let’s celebrate.”

* * *

Cabinet meetings were always held in the same palatial room in the Kremlin. Darya had been many times but every time she sat in the room she was awestruck by its grandeur. She was looking forward to this meeting, this is the one where Renat would make a stand against the president and he would win, he had garnered support from other ministers over the last day. Secret meetings had taken place and he had enough support to overthrow the corrupt president and a new fair Russia would emerge. Yes she had lied and cheated and she had sacrificed the life of her friend Andrei in the process, but it was all for the greater good. She also had hope, the man she knew as Blain had promised to help Andrei, maybe he could spare her friends life and get him out of Russia safely.

All of the ministers were sat around the table in the middle of the room waiting for the president, Darya knew who was on the side of Renat, she had sat in on the secret meetings. It was nearly half the cabinet and once the others knew that the change of president was inevitable they would fall in behind Renat. The large door in the corner opened and the president walked in flanked by his two bodyguards. He nodded to everyone around the table as he took his seat.

“Welcome comrades, today is a black day for Russia,” President Arken announced. “The fabricated reports of corruption in my government are a blatant act of war against Russia by the western powers that want to take over Russia. We must all denounce these reports.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t going to happen Mr President,” Renat said. “It is obvious from the report that you are corrupt. You have been lining your own pockets while the people of Russia struggle. It has to end and the only way for that to happen is for you to resign.”

“I would be very careful Renat, the punishment for treason is death in this country.”

“Treason, you idiot Stepan, we have known each other for years. This is not how Russia should be. It shouldn’t be full of people syphoning off money for their own benefit while hard working Russians struggle for food. This is not why we took office. This is not why I supported you as President. It is time to go.”

“And who will be the new president - well Renat, will it be you. Craving power has taken you over and it will be your downfall.”

“Yes I want to be president, but I want to make a difference, give Russia back its pride. Give Russians their pride.”

“I see. Maybe resigning is my only choice and then you can take over Renat.”

“That would be for the good of Russia, Stepan,” pleaded Renat.

“I would like us to take some outside advise first,” Stepan said as he waved one of his bodyguards to the door.

Darya thought everything was going well, it looked like Renat would finally get the presidency he craved and Russia would be great again. She watched as the bodyguard opened the door. A wave of panic hit her as she watched Letitia walk into the room and sit next to President Arken. Darya couldn’t move, the fear had taken hold. Had Letitia betrayed them.

“This is Letitia Trent,” Stepan said. “We have had a very long conversation this morning about my resignation and you taking over as president Renat.”

“I hope she has persuaded you that it is the right course of action,” Renat replied.

“She has... enlightened me.”

“What does that mean?” Renat said. “I have never seen this woman before.”

“You may not, but your assistant, your lover has.”

She watched as the president pointed straight at her. She looked to Renat for support but he didn’t turn from his seated position. The bodyguards moved towards her. She was fixed to her chair, she couldn’t move and even if she could she had nowhere to go.

“Renat?” she pleaded, but he still didn’t turn.

“Answer your lover Renat, are you not going to stand with her.”

“She is not my lover, I have no idea what you are talking about. This woman has been telling you lies.”

“No Renat, it is you that has been lying. It is you that has conspired with your lover to spread fake news about corruption so that you could grab power.”

“You are corrupt Stepan.”

“Maybe my good friend but the evidence you have released to the press is all fake. I will denounce the reports as a blatant attempt by the west to interfere in Russian politics and it will all blow over.”

One of the bodyguards grabbed her by the shoulders and hauled her to her feet. The other grabbed Renat and dragged him from his chair at the table. She stared at him as he was turned towards her.

“You pig,” she said as she spat in his face.

She was dragged out of the room to a fate she knew would end in her death.








  
  
  Thirteen

  
  




Alexa still didn’t trust Blain but he had provided them with a way of tracking the whereabouts of her brother and at this point in time that was the only thing she cared about. She had so many questions and the only way they were going to get answered was if her brother was alive. The safe house had come very well equipped for what looked like a very basic Russian flat. False walls within rooms gave way to hidden storage spaces that were brimming to the top with weaponry and electronics. They had all chosen their weapons of choice, Alexa had chosen her usual Sig pistol and rifle. Finally everyone was wired up with closed loop communication devices, the kind that couldn’t be intercepted.

The flat also came with a standard issue Range Rover. Alexa was sat in the passenger seat, Adrian and Lyndsey in the rear. They had decided to leave Vladimir at the flat. They had enough to worry about knowing that they weren’t the only ones hunting Andrei without having to look after his father as well. Alexa was giving directions to Ian, following the route shown on the tablet from their current location to the blue dot that was flashing at the top left of the screen.

“You seem quite at home driving in Russia,” Alexa said.

“I was stationed here for a while early in my career, it’s not...”

“Second exit at this traffic island,” Alexa interrupted. “You were saying.”

“Was I... Oh yes. It’s not that hard really once you get used to it.”

“I’ve never driven in a different country.”

“Plenty of time for new experiences, once we get home.”

“I’m going back to my hiding place, although I may need a new one now you know where it is.”

“Let’s talk once we get through this. I want you on my team.”

“What about Letitia?”

“That’s up to you.”

“How... third exit at this one onto the E115 and then stay on that for quite a distance.”

“She can either go to prison for her crimes, be put in a dark hole that no one knows about or you can kill her.”

Alexa didn’t say anything, she didn’t know how to respond. Ian took the exit off the traffic island and settled into the long drive ahead of them.

“No need to make a decision yet, lets get this job done first.”

* * *

They had been in the car for over two hours and Alexa was becoming more uncomfortable by the second. She looked at the tablet, zooming in to get a closer look at the map now that the two dots were closer together.

“Filter to the left at the next bend, it should be signposted Lake Pleshcheyevo.”

“Got it, where then?”

“There’s a left coming up, take that and then follow the road around the lake. I’ll let you know once we are close.”

Alexa watched as the trees flashed by, her anxiety levels growing in correlation to how close the dots were getting to each other. She had no idea if her brother would be alive when they arrived at the cabin. Her feelings were confused, she hadn’t ever met this person, they would be a stranger but it was her twin brother. She had lost her sister when she was a child after her father had experimented on her to make the perfect soldier. He had succeeded with Alexa but Sarah had died from leukaemia brought on by the drug combinations that they had both been given. She now had the chance to get to know a brother and she wanted that so much.

“Find somewhere to pull over,” Alexa said as the dots were nearly on top of each other. “The cabin should be around here.”

Ian found a space between a few trees and pulled the car in-between, it would be hidden from the road so if anyone was taking the same route as them they wouldn’t spot it. Everyone exited, Ian opened the boot and they all grabbed the gear they had brought from the flat. Vladimir had explained the layout of the cabin. It was a single story wooden building with four rooms. Two entry points - one on the front leading from the small veranda into the lounge and one from the kitchen to the side of the house. The layout was simple, the lounge and kitchen at the front. The lounge had two doors, one leading to the kitchen the other led to a small hallway which had doors to the one bedroom and a bathroom. The plan was to hit both doors simultaneously and move through the cabin. As well as the firearms they had all chosen they all had a taser, they had no idea if Andrei would be armed.

“Okay, everyone set. Remember lethal force only if you really need to,” instructed Ian. “I really don’t care how many of Letitia’s people you kill if they are here but I would rather not leave a trail of dead Russian FSB agents. Alexa, your with me. Lyndsey, Adrian you take the kitchen door. Remember the taser gun is for Andrei only if he is armed, if you can talk him down and let Alexa get to him it would make it much easier to get out of here.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“The cabin is here,” he said, pointing at a location on the tablet that showed just forest, with a blue dot flashing at regular intervals. “The cabin was built without permission and so doesn’t show on any map. From our current location we need to head north one click. Let’s do this.”
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Letitia stood as the President entered the room she had been taken to.

“Please, sit Miss Trent.”

“Thank you Mr President.”

“I should say thank you to you Miss Trent for bringing this treachery to my attention.”

“I felt it was the only thing I could do in the circumstances.”

“I do have one question though,” he said as he sat behind the large mahogany desk that sat in front of the large window that overlooked Red Square. “How did you know about this plan?”

“Oh that’s easy to answer, I orchestrated it.”

“Why would you tell me this. Surely you know that it will mean the same fate for you as all the traitors. Why would you interfere in Russia? Why would you cross me? Many people have tried and many people are dead because of it.”

“Mr President I’m a business woman and I side with the people who will provide me the best opportunity to make money. That was going to be Renat, but I changed my mind and now its you.”

“Go on Miss Trent, I am intrigued how you think conspiring with one of my cabinet to overthrow me and then changing your mind is going to persuade me to let you live let alone work with you.”

“Mr President, you do ask some very simple questions,” she said as she pulled a Manila folder from her bag. “The documents in this folder detail your criminal activities, where all the bodies are buried and more importantly all the details of your Swiss bank accounts.

The President pulled the folder to his side of the desk and took some time leafing through all the paperwork. Letitia broke the silence after she had given him enough time to digest the contents of the folder.

“By the way Mr President. If I don’t leave here in the next hour, the information you have there will be passed to SiS and the CIA.”

“And what is it you want Miss Trent?”

“I want nothing... for now. Once I have your agreement the release of the papers will be stopped and you can carry on as if nothing happened and as a show of good faith I will bring you the journalist. My people are in the process of collecting him at this very moment.”

“You have gone to a lot of trouble Miss Trent to ask for nothing.”

“You misunderstand Mr President. I own you now, I may not want anything now but I will ask for something in the future and when I do, you will do exactly as I want. You work for me now Mr President.”

“I am the President of Russia, I answer to no one,” he shouted as he stood from his desk. “You will end up in the same place as Renat and his tart.”

“Sit down Stepan, by the end of the day you will be able to parade the journalist in front of the assembled international press. Keeping your presidency is a small price to pay.”

Stepan sat down behind his desk, a dejected look wiping across his face.

“It would appear I am in your debt Miss Trent.”

“Good,” Letitia said as she stood from her chair. “I will be in touch once we have the journalist.”

Letitia turned and left the room.

* * *

Darya couldn’t stop crying. When she had been approached by Letitia, she hadn’t taken much convincing to play her part. She loved her country, she didn’t love how it treated the normal person. There was corruption at the highest levels but they all looked after themselves. Letitia had promised her a new Russia, a Russia for the Russian people. The lying and fabricating of evidence was just a means to an end. Now she was sat in a locked room with Renat, the man she thought she loved, the man who had abandoned her at the first sign of trouble.

“Darya, please stop crying,” said Renat.

“Why?, will it make you feel less guilty. You pig, you abandoned me in there. You could have stood up for me or even denied I had anything to do with what we have done.”

“I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea who that woman was.”

“She... she is the one who provided all the false documents.”

“What...” Renat stood, pacing in circles. “If she provided the evidence to sink Stepan why did she go to him to tell him... I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I. She lied to me and now we will end up in the gulag.”

She watched as Renat paced in ever increasing circles around the room

“Going round in circles isn’t going to help.”

“Nothing is going to help,” he shouted.

At that point the door was unlocked and a man that they both recognised walked in. Darya went cold, the fear was taking hold. She knew she wouldn’t survive the gulag. She was going to die. She watched as the man shut the door behind him and sat in one of the empty chairs in the room.

“Sit down Renat.”

Renat sat.

“It would appear you have both got yourselves into a little bit of a mess,” said Pavel. “Trying to overthrow the President of Russia with false news articles about corruption... I must admit its a very nice idea, it’s a shame your co-conspirator turned on you. Maybe she has more on Stepan than she told you.”

“Leave Darya out of this, Pavel. Send her somewhere, just don’t put her in the gulag.”

“I have no intention of sending either of you to the gulag.”

“I don’t understand,” said Darya. “What are you going to do with us.”

“I want your original plan to succeed. A team is currently extracting Andrei to get him to safety. That team will then take out Miss Trent and the evidence that the news articles are false will disappear with her. Renat you will then become the President of Russia.”

“I am the same as Darya, I don’t understand,” said Renat.

“All three of us want a better Russia. A Russia that provides for it’s people even the most disadvantaged and I believe the only way to get that is to have a new President.”

“And what exactly is in it for you?” asked Renat.

“All policies will come from all three of us, you will be President but we must work as a team.”

Darya looked at Renat. “Say yes you idiot. It is the only way we get out of this alive.”

“Yes, I agree,” Renat finally said.

“Good, now let’s get you out of here. We will leave this room with you both in handcuffs. Once we are in the car we will go to a safe house and wait for the extraction team... Ready.”

Darya and Renat nodded. They stood while Pavel handcuffed both of them. He opened the door, let them out of the room first and then followed, shutting the door behind him. Darya could only hope that Pavel would keep his word.
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The team was making it’s way through the dense forest that skirted the lake, the road they had driven in on was enveloped by the forest, the lake the only other clearing. Vladimir had explained that the cabin had been built by his father without any permission as a hideout for people who fought against the old Russian regimes. Alexa couldn’t help but feel that Russia had come full circle and the cabin was being used by Andrei for exactly the purpose it had been built for. After one click the cabin came into view, nestling in-between the trees. Lyndsey and Adrian split off from the team to head around the side of the house to enter from the kitchen door. Alexa and Ian carried on to the front of the cabin and took up positions either side of the door that would lead into the lounge.

“Positions?” asked Ian into the comms.

“Set,” replied Lyndsey.

“Taser only. On go.”

Alexa shifted from the rifle that had been glued to her shoulder during their trek through the forest and took hold of the taser. She didn’t want to have to use it but they also couldn’t take the risk that Andrei had armed himself.

“Three...two...one...GO.”

Ian took a step away from the door. He kicked it into the lounge with ease, the wooden makeup of the cabin not as strong as a house would have been. Alexa moved into the lounge first, she swung around looking for Andrei. Ian had moved in behind her, he checked behind the door and then moved towards the bedroom and bathroom. Alexa followed him through the door and Adrian and Lyndsey took up position in the lounge watching the front door.

Ian turned to the left to take up a position at the bathroom door, Alexa took up her position at the door to the bedroom. She waited for Ian’s signal and when it came they simultaneously kicked through the doors. Entering the bedroom she could see the mound in the bed that she assumed was Andrei. She walked around the left hand side of the bed and lent down to pull the covers away with her left hand, the taser pointed at the torso with her right. She was taken by surprise as the wardrobe doors flew open and she found herself pinned down to the bed. Blows were reigning in on her sides, they weren’t professional blows, there impact was minimal. She could feel the hot panting breath of her attacker on her neck. She waiting a few seconds, the blows were getting weaker. Jerking her head backwards she made contact with the nose of her attacker, she heard the nose crack and break as she made contact. The blows stopped. She rolled her attacker onto the bed and jumped up.

“Stay there,” she shouted pointing the taser at them.

“Please, no please do not kill me.”

“Who are you?”

“Andrei... ,my name is Andrei.”

“I have no intention of killing you Andrei, I am here to help you. You make any sudden move though and I will taser you.”

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“Your father sent us to get you to safety.”

“My father, I don’t understand. He is in London.”

“He came to us in London after people tried to kill him. Your life is in danger. All of the evidence you have of corruption is fake and the people who gave it to you now want you dead. If we don’t get you out of here you will be killed.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Everything okay in here?” asked Ian as he came into the bedroom.

“We’re all good, Andrei needs a little clean up and then we can get out of here and back to the safe house. That okay with you Andrei?” replied Alexa.

“You will take me to my father?”

“Yes, he came with us to Russia. He is waiting for you at the safe house and then we can get both of you back to the London.”

Alexa lowered her taser and held out her hand. Andrei took it and she pulled him up from the bed. He cleaned himself up in the bathroom and then made his way to the lounge where the team were waiting for him.

“Andrei, you good to go?” asked Ian.

“Yes.”

“Good, we are going to get this done using a box formation. Each of us will act as the corner of a square, you will be in the middle. Stay with us and do exactly as we say. We have a car not to far away, once we get to that we can drive back to the city.”

Andrei nodded. Alexa could see the fear in his eyes, he was a journalist the most dangerous thing that had happened to him was a paper-cut. He was in for one hell of a shock if any of Letitia’s team were out in the woods and there was a distinct possibility that that was the case.

* * *

It was only a small distance back to the car, Alexa hoped it would be uneventful. She hoped more than expected. She knew Letitia would send a team to eliminate Andrei, he was a loose end. Lyndsey and Adrian were at the front Andrei in the middle with Ian and Alexa guarding the rear of the box. Andrei had been told to keep one hand on Adrian’s shoulder at all times, so far he was doing as he was told. She knew full well that when the team from Soteria appeared Andrei would panic, she would have to be ready or she would lose her brother before they had time to get to know each other. She had her rifle pushed into her shoulder, scanning between the trees as they progressed. Nothing yet, something didn’t feel right.

They reached the clearing where they had left the car. Adrian held up his clenched fist and they all stopped. Had he stopped just to make sure it was safe or had he seen something. Alexa scanned around the clearing... she couldn’t see anything. Adrian waved them forward and they moved towards the car, it was at that point that Alexa noticed the tyres... they were all flat.

“Shit,” shouted Adrian.

“What?,” asked Ian, he hadn’t noticed the tyres.

“The tyres, they’re all flat. Whoever is after Andrei must have found the car and decided to cut off our quick escape.”

“Can we get some air into them, have we got a pump?” asked Lyndsey.

“It will take too long,” replied Adrian.

“They must have a vehicle around here somewhere. We find that and take it,” said Alexa.

“Good idea, where...”

Alexa heard the unmistakable sound of a snipers bullet ripping through the air near her milliseconds before she felt the warm blood splatter hit her on the side of the face as the bullet ripped through Adrian’s forehead. He dropped to the floor in front of her, his eyes wide open. He would have been dead the moment the bullet cracked through his skull and into his brain.

“Get down,” she shouted.

Ian and Lyndsey rushed behind the car, their instincts knowing where the shot had come from. Alexa had to pull Andrei to the floor as he froze with fear.

“They must have left someone to watch the car and where ever they are I can bet their vehicle is too,” said Ian.

“Yeah but how do we get to it. There’s only three of us and someone is going to have to stay with Andrei,” said Alexa.

“Lyndsey stay with Andrei, Alexa we need to get around the flanks and take them out and hope there is a vehicle we can use.”

“Okay, but we need to do it quick. The rest of the team will already be on the way back here.”

“Alexa, you go left, I’ll take the right. Lyndsey keeping firing off bursts to keep them busy. Let’s go.”

* * *

Alexa moved from the back of the car and kept low as she circled left. She used the cover of the trees to advance around, keeping her rifle glued to her shoulder as she scanned the area around her. She could hear the bursts of gunfire coming from the direction of the car she had left behind. If the sniper was firing back she wouldn’t hear it from this angle. She moved further around until she could see the rear of a Black Range Rover, no sign of the sniper. If it had been her she would have setup with her rifle resting on the front of the car, the engine block would afford protection from the front only leaving the side exposed. They wouldn’t be expecting anyone to try and make an assault on their position. The gunfire that Lyndsey was firing in their direction would also keep them busy and focused on the car.

“Ian, I have view of the rear of a Black Range Rover,” she whispered into the team comms.

“I’m at the front. One combatant with sniper rifle mounted on car. On my word, make your way around and one of us take him out,” Ian replied.

“Copy that.”

“Three... two... one... Go.”

Alexa rose from her crouched position, she picked up her pace. She didn’t want to run as that would make too much noise but she needed to be quick. She had reached the corner of the Range Rover as bullets from behind her splintered the tree next to her. The force and pain of one of the bullets sprayed in her direction hitting her on the back of her arm spun her round and into the ground, she yelled out in pain.

“I’m hit,” she shouted into the team comms.

“Take cover, sniper down I’m coming to you,” she heard Ian reply.

She pulled herself up to the back of the Range Rover, fired off some shots into the general direction she imagined she had been hit from. Ian arrived at her side.

“How bad is it?” he asked.

“I’ve had worse.”

“Good, let’s get you into the car and then we can get out of here. Lyndsey, covering shots into the trees behind the Range Rover.”

“Copy,” came Lyndsey’s reply.

Alexa waited until the bursts of fire started, she crawled to one of the rear doors as Ian made a run for the drivers door. She raised herself to her knees and opened the door, hauled herself in and pulled the door shut behind her. She lay on the cream leather seats, breathing heavily. She heard the drivers door opened, looked to check and saw Ian looking at her.

“Your getting blood all over the leather, I was hoping to keep the car but not now your blood is all over it.”

“Fuck off.”

Ian laughed, turned away from her and started the car.

“Thank fuck the idiot left the keys in, now let’s get Lyndsey.”

He accelerated quickly, Alexa felt the car veer right. She assumed he was headed over the track towards where they had left their car. She felt the car come to a stop, the passenger door she had hauled herself through opened and Andrei was pushed in. The front passenger door opened and shut, Alexa looked to the passenger side and saw Lyndsey now looking at her.

“She’s bleeding all over the leather,” she said as she turned to Ian.

“Will you two shut up about the leather, it will wash. Now can we please get out of here.”

She felt the car accelerate, skid around and she assumed head down the track to the main road. The gunfire had been constant throughout all the cars manoeuvres. As they headed down the track Alexa and Andrei were showered with glass as the rear window was shattered.

“Stay down Andrei,” Alexa shouted

Andrei did as he was told, the gunfire getting quieter as they put some distance between the car and the shooters.
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Alexa needed to be helped up the stairs to the safe house, once inside Lyndsey set her down on the sofa and started to dress her wound. She knew it was a through and through so no need to dig a bullet out but it still hurt like hell.

“Have we got anything for the pain?” Alexa asked.

“I’ll see what we have in the kit, I know we have a morphine shot but that’s going to dull your responsiveness and I think we may need all our wits about us to get out of here,” Lyndsey replied.

“Are you okay?” Alexa asked.

“I’m fine.”

“No your not, I can see it in your eyes. Adrian was more than a colleague wasn’t he?”

“No, we just worked together,” Lyndsey replied as she pulled tight on the bandage she was wrapping around Alexa’s wound.

“Hey, don’t take it out on me.”

“Sorry... you were right, we were lovers... I loved him,” Lyndsey said, tears now rolling down her cheek.

Alexa wiped them away.

“This was Letitia’s doing, we will find her together and end her. It may not help you grieve but revenge will be sweet when it comes.”

“Your all done,” Lyndsey said as she finished dressing the wound. “I’ll get you some painkillers, just not the morphine for now.

“Thanks.”

Alexa took the tablets from Lyndsey and threw them to the back of her throat, one swallow and they were gone. She sat back, enveloped by the sofa she suddenly felt tired. She closed her eyes and thought of Jane and the children. She finally had what she always wanted - a family and she wasn’t going to let Letitia take it away from her, not now. The only way to make sure of that was to kill Letitia. Letitia had befriended her, she had made her fall in love with her only to betray her. It had all been part of a plan to get her to join Soteria. What would they have done to her then? Experiment on her? She tried to imagine what her life would have been like if Letitia and her father hadn’t targeted her, they must have known that the killing of her best friend Tracey would have triggered something in her to seek revenge. They had manipulated her to their own ends, they had turned her into the killer she had become. She consoled herself with the fact that she only killed people who deserved it, legitimate killings. She was programmed this way, she had to accept it. She was just starting to drift off but was startled back to the current world with a knock at the door. She opened her eyes to see Ian and Lyndsey take their pistols from their waist holsters - no one had changed out of their combat gear yet. Alexa jumped up from the sofa and grabbed her Sig pistol from her holster. She ran to the kitchen to look for Vladimir and Andrei, they were both sat around the kitchen table.

“Follow me... quickly.”

She took both of them out of the kitchen, through the hallway to the lounge.

“Behind the sofa, on the floor. Don’t move unless I tell you to.”

They both did as they were told and got on the floor behind the sofa. Alexa moved back to the door, her Sig raised and trained on the front door to the flat.

“Who is it?” Ian shouted.

“Pavel you British idiot, open the door.”

“What’s the password.”

“Password... password... this isn’t a fucking James Bond movie,” came the reply from outside.

Ian nodded to Lyndsey and Alexa, put his pistol back in its holster and opened the door.

“Pavel my friend,” Ian said as he embraced him. “You were successful I see.”

“Yes, two enemies of the state rescued, I hope you were as successful.”

“Oh yes, another enemy of the state is in the lounge.”

“Good, we had better start planning the next phase. It won’t be long before it comes to light that these two didn’t make it to the gulag.”

“Your right, I have a man on the inside and he says that Letitia has evidence of your President’s criminal activities enough to bury him and that’s why she changed her plan.”

“We need to get our hands on it then.”

“I have an idea, let’s sit over a cup of tea and work out a plan.”

Alexa moved back into the lounge.

“It’s okay you can get up. Wait on the sofa, I’ll be back.”

* * *

Andrei couldn’t understand why he was here, in fact he had so many questions. Where did he start.

“Are you alright Andrei?” asked his father.

“No.”

“How can I help?”

“You can tell me why I am here? Why are you here? Who are these people?”

“That’s a lot of questions. I will try and answer. You are here to keep you alive, the people who saved you today are from British Intelligence.”

“British Intelligence,” Andrei stood from his chair and started to pace the room. “How are British Intelligence involved... if people find out we are here they will kill us... they will kill us for working with them. Oh my God, what are we going to do.”

“Sit Andrei, please sit down.”

“How can I sit down when...” he stopped in his tracks as he watched Alexa walk back into the room followed by Darya and Renat.

“Darya,” he said as he moved to embrace her. “What are you doing here? Why are both of you here?”

“It’s hard to explain,” she started to cry. “I have been fooled, I have been used.”

“Sit, come sit down with me and we can talk.”

Andrei held her hand and listened as she explained the plan she had been talked into, how she had used him to get false information out into the public to ensure the overthrow of the President. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“You put me in danger, people came for me... to kill me.”

“I am sorry, I have been a fool.”

“How could you, I am your friend or at least I thought I was.”

“You are my friend, I didn’t know they were going to kill you.”

“What the fuck did you think was going to happen to me.”

“I thought you would be able to hide out, like you had planned and once Renat had overthrown the President you would be able to return to your life.”

“And now we are all stuck here with British Intelligence,” he said sarcastically as he gestured around the room. “Was that all part of your plan.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

Andrei let go of Darya’s hand and turned away from her, he couldn’t believe an old friend had put him in so much danger.

“My son, we all make mistakes. It is from those mistakes that we pursue a better life. I have made mistakes in my life and I have learnt from them. You must not judge Darya, she did what she did for the right reasons and these people will help us all.”

“And how are they going to do that?” he said. “Are they going to smuggle us out of the country? Even if they do the President will send people after us. We may as well give ourselves up and accept our fate.”

“There’s no need to do that,” Ian said as he entered the room. “Alexa, we need to make a move. Change into civvies and grab your pistol and some spare magazines just in case. We head out in a few minutes. The rest of you make yourself comfortable, get some tea or coffee. We have work to do, you will be safe here.”
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Alexa followed Lyndsey to the car. She had no idea what the plan was, she was just glad to get out of the flat. She was happy they had managed to save her brother but she wasn’t looking forward to having that conversation with him. At least another operation would keep her mind off it.

“So what’s the plan?” she asked as she shut the front passenger door.

Ian started the car, pulled out from its parking space and headed towards the main road.

“According to Blain, Letitia has a file on the President. He says it contains details of his criminal activities. Where the bodies are buried. Swiss bank accounts. All that sort of stuff.”

“I am guessing we are going to ask her to hand it over then.”

“Sort of. It’s in her hotel room. We go in, get the file. Get it back to Pavel and he will do the rest. President arrested , Renat will take over and we both have a tame Russian President.”

“You make it sound so simple,” Lyndsey said sarcastically.

“It will be. Blain will text me when Letitia has left the hotel, we just go in and get the file. Now sit back for a while and relax, it’s about an hour drive to the hotel.”

Alexa checked her weapons again, she had already checked them when she re-equipped herself at the safe house and again while she sat listening to Ian. She didn’t know how else to relax. Her life had been a roller-coaster since she made that fateful decision to murder Felicia Fenner.

Did she regret that choice?

No she didn’t was the honest answer.

It could have gone better but she was happy with her life now. Strangely enough she enjoyed what she was doing, she had enjoyed what she had done with Soteria before she found out the events leading her in their direction were all part of a wider plan by them. She wanted to make a difference, that was why she had joined the Police in the first place. Soteria has given her that, she had taken out human traffickers... she had made a difference. Maybe after this, it will be different. Jane, the children and possibly the legitimacy of working with British Intelligence. She could live with that.

* * *

The Hilton Moscow Leningradskya was a formidable looking building. The sky scraping centrepiece of the hotel over looked it’s surroundings casting a long shadow over the streets and shops surrounding it. As the afternoon sun slowly moved across the sky, the shadow from the tower enveloping new victims as quickly as it released previous ones back into the sunlight.

Ian had parked the car into a corner space and told them to be patient while they waited for Blain to tell them when the coast was clear.

“We need this to be quick and quiet,” said Ian. “Our sole job is to get the evidence and get out of there. No fuss and definitely no use of firearms if we can help it.”

“Why couldn’t Blain just bring us the evidence?” asked Alexa.

“Because I need him in place for as long as possible. If he brought us the evidence then that would be his cover blown. This way his cover stays intact.”

“How?”

“Your going to knock him out, that’s how.”

“Am I?” said Alexa, surprised given that Ian had said no use of force.

“Yes, he doesn’t know it so it will come as a surprise. As soon as he opens the door, floor him.”

“If your sure.”

Ian looked at her and smiled, she knew he was sure.

* * *

They had been sat in the car for another thirty minutes before Blain had messaged Ian to say Letitia was leaving the Hotel. Lyndsey had been dispatched by Ian to watch the front of the Hotel to let them know once Letitia had emerged and the coast was clear.

“What are we going to do with Letitia once this is all done?” asked Alexa.

“What do you think we should do?”

“Kill her.”

“No middle ground then, lock her up in a black site to name just one other option.”

“She would get out.”

“No-one gets out of one of our black sites.”

“I’d rather not take the risk, she can’t come back from being dead.”

“She may be useful in taking...”

Target clear of hotel

“This will have to wait, let’s go.”

Alexa left the car and followed Ian into the hotel lobby towards the lifts. He pressed the call button and they both waited for the lift to arrive. Once it arrived they let the people disembark before entering. Hitting the button for the tenth floor the doors closed and the lift started to rise. Red numbers clicked by above the doors they had entered as the lift passed each floor, finally coming to a stop at the number ten. A ping preceded the opening of the doors. She followed Ian out and in the direction of Letitia’s room.

“You know what to do,” Ian said as they arrived at the room.

Alexa just nodded, prepared herself and watched as Ian knocked on the door. She waited as the door opened slowly and Blain’s face appeared. She hit him with everything she had, the sound of his nose cracking told her she had made good contact. He stumbled back falling onto the floor in front of the bathroom holding his nose.

“That was a good hit, but I don’t think you knocked him out,” commented Ian as he walked past Alexa and stepped over Blain, who was now holding his nose as blood poured from it.

“He is a bit big to knock out.” she replied as she followed Ian and stepped over Blain.

“Do either of you fucking care that I have blood pouring down my face,” Blain screamed after them. “and what the fuck did you hit me for,” he asked as he stood from the floor and stared at Alexa.

“He told me to,” she replied pointing at Ian.

“Look you need a cover story and now you have a broken nose to go along with the story that someone overpowered you,” added Ian. “Now where are the files.”

“In there,” Blain pointed at the desk in the corner of the room.

Ian opened the middle drawer and pulled out a folder. He flicked through the pages and started to smile.

“These are perfect, let’s get out of here. I’ll be in touch Blain.”

Alexa followed Ian out of the room and towards the stairs. The plan had been to take the stairs once they had what they needed. They didn’t want to be stuck in a lift if Letitia returned to the hotel.

They reached the lobby, left the hotel and made their way back to the car.
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Alexa knocked on the door to the safe house. Throughout the whole journey from the hotel she hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that not all was right. They had checked the evidence and it was indisputable. Letitia had certainly done her homework on President Stepan. Past experience told her that something was bound to go wrong. Pavel opened the door, he looked panicked, worried.

“What’s wrong with you old friend?” asked Ian.

“You had better come watch this.”

Alexa, Ian and Lyndsey followed him into the lounge where the TV was on. Alexa couldn’t speak Russian so she had no idea what the President was saying at what was obviously a press conference.

“They have been running this same news cycle for the last thirty minutes,” Pavel said. “He is telling everyone that there are dark forces at work against him, that they will try anything to replace him with a new President sympathetic to the west,” Pavel swallowed hard. “The next bit may be difficult to watch.”

Alexa watched transfixed as two guards frog marched Blain into shot. She listened as the President said a few more words that she didn’t understand.

“What’s he saying?” she shouted.

“He is telling the world that this man is a western spy sent to remove the legitimate Russian government and prepare it for invasion by western forces,” Pavel replied. “He is saying that there are more spies and they will be found and locked up with this spy they have caught.”

Alexa was staring at the screen as she watched pictures appear in the corner, they were a series of pictures of everyone that was in the room with her.

“He’s mad,” exclaimed Ian. “He can’t believe he will get away with this.”

“He believes whole heartedly in his own words, that’s what makes him so dangerous. He has now told the world we are all spies and he will not stop hunting us until he finds us and throws us in a large black hole,” replied Pavel. “You need to get us all out of the country.”

“I will... no... we stay and carry out the rest of the plan.”

“What plan, there is no plan. It went up in smoke once they outed us all as spies.”

“Don’t you see, that’s perfect. I’m sorry Blain got locked up but he knew the risks and we can use the fact that it’s obvious to any rational person that the President is losing the plot to our advantage. We get out there the fact he is trying to lock up all the people who threaten him. You Pavel, the person who would prosecute him, Renat, the person who would most likely replace him. Andrei, the journalist who is going to break the story of his corruption. It’s obvious.”

“It’s dangerous,” added Alexa.

“Yes it is, but what other choice do we have,” replied Ian. “Sneak back into London and be forever looking over our shoulders. No we stay, we fight, we take this bastard down, rescue Blain and then we go after Letitia.”

“Okay, what do we do?” asked Alexa.

“First thing is for Andrei to write an article about the evidence we just stole from Letitia’s hotel room and get it published tomorrow.”

All of them turned to look at Andrei.

“I will need a laptop with internet connection,” he stated.

“No problem,” said Ian. “There’s a laptop with a 4G dongle attached in the small bedroom. Alexa will get it for you.”

Alexa headed to one of the bedrooms, pushing in the wall at the side of the wardrobe. To the sound of a click the wall swung open to reveal one of the hidden storage spaces, it was a little emptier than before but she found the laptop and took it back into the lounge for Andrei to get started. She hoped this would work, she didn’t fancy dying in Russia. What she really wanted to do was get back to Jane and the children.

* * *

Letitia was woken from her slumber by a knock at her hotel room door.

“Come in.”

She never ate breakfast in the hotel restaurant, she much preferred her orange juice, croissants and fruit while watching the early morning news and catching up on any overnight emails.

The waiter transferred the cups, teapot and plates from his tray to the table by the window. He waited patiently as Letitia came from the bedroom into the main lounge area.

“Thank you,” she said.

He shuffled towards the door glancing in her direction.

“Just leave,” she shouted.

He moved a little quicker and closed the door behind him.

Letitia took a sip of the orange juice, reached for the remote, turned the television on and changed to the BBC World News channel. She watched as the press conference from the day before was replaying. She hadn’t bothered turning the sound up but quickly scrambled for the remote again as she saw an image of one of the evidence documents that Blain had stolen from her appear on the screen. Her father had made her study languages from an early age and she was fluent in Russian.

“The documents that have been published this morning by Andrei Sokolov clearly show the criminal activities of the President of Russia,” Letitia turned the volume up more as the screen changed to show the pictures of the spies that Stepan had released. “Could it be that these western spies that Stepan Arken has launched a manhunt for are in fact the people behind the leak of this information and he is trying to cover his tracks. Surely his days as President are numbered.”

She turned off the television, ate the remainder of her breakfast quickly and returned to her bedroom to dress. She needed to get on top of this leak quickly. She knew Blain had been lying when he said he had been knocked out, she knew the documents had been stolen but she had no idea they had been taken by Alexa and her team. She had suspected the President. The theft hadn’t concerned her, she had copies but with the evidence out there it was only a matter of time before Stepan was toppled. She needed to get out of the country before they came for her too.

* * *

Alexa hadn’t slept at all, she couldn’t shake the feeling that events were leading them rather than the other way around. She just wanted out of Russia and back home. She lifted herself from the bed and made her way to the kitchen. Andrei had finished writing up the article and Ian had sent it along with photos of the evidence by secure email to his team in London. They had released it to the press from an anonymous source. The plan was working, news outlets had picked up the article and were running stories on the Presidents corruption. The calls for his resignation were now coming from within his inner circle; he would be forced to resign.

“Morning,” Pavel said as he entered the kitchen.

“Morning,” she replied.

“Get something to eat and then join us in the lounge.”

Alexa grabbed some toast before joining everyone else. She sat next to Andrei in the lounge, he still had no idea she was his sister and at the moment she thought it best to keep it that way. She had enough on her plate at the moment without all the drama of finding a long lost brother.

“What are we all doing here then,” she asked after taking a bite from her toast.

“We have three tasks we need to complete before we get out of Russia,” replied Ian. “First we need to get Blain out of custody before he gets lost in the system. Stepan will be looking to make one last big gesture and locking up Blain will certainly fit the bill. Second we need to make sure that Renat is the prime candidate to replace Stepan and the last one is to find Letitia. She will be looking to get out of the country... quickly.”

“What about getting Vladimir and Andrei out of the country?,” Alexa asked.

“We don’t want to go. If the plan works we will be safe and can help build a new Russia,” said Vladimir.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, but how are we going to cover each of them, there aren’t enough of us.”

“We may need to accept that we will have to deal with Letitia after she has left the country. We are going to have to split up to cover the other two tasks,” Ian continued. “Pavel will go with Renat to talk to the President and persuade him to resign and name Renat as his successor. Andrei you stay here with your father and Darya; I need you to find out where Letitia will be flying from and where she plans to go. The rest of us will be breaking Blain out of prison... well technically we will be breaking Blain out of the car that is taking him from the Kremlin to Butyrka Prison. Any questions? No... let’s go then.”
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Ian had explained that Pavel had called in some favours and had found that Blain had been kept in the Kremlin overnight and would be moved this morning to Butyrka Prison before being moved to the main FSB detention centre. This would be their one and only chance. It would be a single car with four occupants plus Blain. It’s journey would take it from the Kremlin to Garden Ring; the main route that circles Moscow. Pavel and Ian had been up all night planning the best time to intercept the car and had come up with only one option. They would have to hit it on the Garden Ring before it disappeared into the Moscow back streets.

Ian had explained all of this while waiting for the car to exit the Kremlin. The text came through to say the car had left, it would be with them within five minutes.

“Five minutes everyone, Lyndsey make sure your ready to follow the car. Remember no fatalities, the political fallout from this is going to be bad enough without us leaving FSB bodies spread along a main Moscow route. The car will only be on the road for two junctions so we need to get in front of it, execute the plan and get off the main routes back to the safe house before anyone has a chance to react.”

The unassuming car past their Range Rover, Lyndsey pulled in two cars behind and followed at a discrete distance. Ian had trained Lyndsey himself so he had no doubts in her ability to stay hidden even in a car as large as the Range Rover. Ian checked his weapon as Lyndsey pulled the Range Rover onto the Garden Ring still two cars behind the car carrying Blain. He watched as it started to increase it’s speed and pull away, Lyndsey reacted to its speed increase smoothly increasing the speed of the Range Rover to match but not quickly enough to draw attention. The occupants of the car they were following were professionals, they wouldn’t be expecting to be followed, even less expecting an attack. When they made their move it had to be quick. The operation was complicated by the fact they had agreed no bodies, Ian had promised Pavel. They passed the first exit.

“Move now,” Ian said.

Lyndsey pressed her foot on the accelerator, the Range Rover leapt forward pushing it’s occupants back into their seats. It overtook the two cars separating it from the target car within seconds and pulled up alongside it. Ian could see the three FSB agents staring at them out of the windows of the car as they sped past. As soon as Lyndsey got the Range Rover passenger doors level with the front of the target car she pulled it to the right, slamming the side into the nose of the target car. Pulling hard on the steering wheel she squeezed the target car against the concrete barrier that ran around the outside of the Garden Ring. Ian could hear the sound of scraping metal against metal and metal against concrete. Lyndsey slammed her foot on the brake and brought both cars to a standstill. She had positioned the Range Rover perfectly, it blocked the front set of doors between the Range Rover and the concrete barrier. Ian felt a quick emotion of pride, the manoeuvre had been text book.

He jumped from the passenger door of the Range Rover as Alexa exited the rear passenger door. He had briefed them well. He moved around the front of the target car and trained his Sig MCX rifle on the occupants of the front seats, indicating with a flick of the weapon that they should raise their hands. Which they did. He watched as Alexa moved to the rear passenger door of the target car and trained her rifle on the occupants.

“Out,” she shouted. “Out of the car.”

The nearest passenger opened the door and slowly exited the car with his hands raised.

“Keep those hands up. No sudden moves and we all go home.”

He did as he was told, moved to the side and Blain exited the car. The fourth occupant didn’t move, he stayed in the car.

“Alexa, are we good,” Ian shouted.

“One occupant in the car.”

“Leave him, get Blain in the Range Rover I can cover them.”

He watched as Alexa grabbed Blain by the shoulder and ran him around the back of the Range Rover. Alexa shoved him into the rear passenger seat and followed him in. He fired two shots into the front tyres and a further two into the engine block of the car, it wasn’t going anywhere. He moved towards the front of the Range Rover with his rifle still trained on the target car, he wasn’t going to take any chances. As he lost sight of the occupants he ran the final few meters, jumped in the car and waited for Lyndsey to pull away. She did as he expected, turned the steering wheel, put her foot on the accelerator and pulled away from the scene. The Range Rover was a tough vehicle but it was badly damage. Along with the missing rear window from the skirmish at the cabin the drivers side was completely caved in, it would be easy to spot once the authorities started looking for it.

“We need to lose this car and find a new one,” said Ian. “Get off at the next junction and get us out into the country to find new transport.”

Lyndsey did as she was told, she didn’t have to worry about being spotted or taking care. She floored the accelerator, speeding around cars on the Garden Ring until she could get to the next exit and get lost in the outskirts of Russia.

* * *

Renat had been silent the whole journey from the safe house to the Kremlin. Pavel had tried to make conversation but his efforts had been in vain, in the end he gave in and they drove in silence. He was glad when they reached the security gates. The guard came over to the car and motioned Pavel to wind his window down, he did as he was asked.

“ID,” the guard said as he looked at Pavel and Renat.

“I am Pavel, head of FSB and this is Renat your next President. Now open the gates.”

The guard looked at the ID and handed it back. He motioned to the guard house and the security gate raised.

“See my friend that wasn’t so hard was it,” Pavel said as he drove the car through the gates.

Renat was still silent.

“Listen Renat you need to play your part in this.”

“What do you mean?” replied Renat.

“You can be as silent as you like with me but when we get in that room with the President you need to be strong, you need to command him to step down. You need to take the Presidency, he won’t just hand it to you on a plate.”

“What if other members of the cabinet want to run for President.”

“They won’t.”

“You can’t know that.”

“It doesn’t matter what I know. Anyone who wants to run against you will be dissuaded from doing so. I have enough on every single one of them to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Do you have a file on me?” asked Renat.

“Yes, your affair with Darya was in it of course. Your gambling problems and your wife’s cocaine addiction... of course that all looks insignificant compared to releasing false statements and trying to frame the President with them. Right, here we are.”

Pavel parked the car and exited the drivers side. He waited for Renat to exit the car and stared at him.

“Remember one thing Renat, you owe all of us. As long as you don’t try any stupid nationalist antics while President or try and start a world war then we will leave you alone.”

Renat just stared back, he had no words.

* * *

Alexa had taken the phone call from Darya as the four of them were changing cars. Andrei hadn’t found any trace of Letitia booking a flight so he had started to look for private jets that had logged flight plans and manifests. There weren’t many manifests that just had a single occupant and only one was flying to Dubai, a well known place to hide out. It was a calculated guess but it was the best lead they had so far for catching up with Letitia.

The Range Rover had been dumped and swapped for an inconspicuous Kia. The four of them squeezed in, Alexa punched the address of the airfield they needed to get to into her phone.

“This is where we need to go according to Andrei,” Alexa said as she passed it to Ian. “It says it’s a thirty minute drive but Andrei says the plane is scheduled to leave in twenty minutes.”

“I am sure Lyndsey can cut ten minutes off our journey time,” said Ian.

“The Range Rover would have been better,” replied Lyndsey. “but I’ll give it a go.”

She slid the phone into a holder attached to the car window and put her foot down.

“Hold on everyone, I hope you don’t get travel sick.”

* * *

Pavel had been in the President’s office many times. The first time had been three years ago when he had been offered the role as head of the FSB, he had been so proud. He had worked hard to climb the career ladder. He had overseen operations that had secured his countries security, he had outed foreign spies and broken terrorist rings. It was only in the last year that he had become disillusioned with the direction his country was taking, yes every Russian should be patriotic and proud to be Russian but the world was changing, it was shrinking and Russia needed to adapt. He had tried to work the system for the greater good but it hadn’t worked, that’s why when he had been approached by his old friend Ian he didn’t hesitate to help him and install Renat as President.

“Pavel, how good to see you,” said Stepan. “Have you and your traitor friend come to hand yourselves in, I am assuming that’s what you told the guards so they would let you through,”

“I don’t think so Stepan,” replied Pavel.

“Mr President to you Pavel.”

“You see , that’s where you’re wrong. If you deserved to be called that I would, but your nothing more than a common criminal.”

“Common criminal,” Stepan shouted as he stood from his desk and rounded it in two strides. “Who the fuck do you think you are. I’m the President of Russia, your just... your a... your a fucking nobody who is going to spend the rest of his life in the gulag.”

Pavel could see the vein in Stepan’s neck throbbing, he had touched a nerve, he was going red in the face with anger.

“You need to calm down, Stepan,” pleaded Renat.

“Oh your just as fucking bad, you traitor. Both you and your whore of a secretary will be in the same cell as this idiot.”

“Stepan, sit back down behind your desk,” said Pavel.

“Who the fuck...”

Stepan stopped in his tracks as he turned to see Pavel pointing his FSB issue pistol directly at him.

“Are you going to shoot me?” Stepan asked.

“No, in a fit of remorse you will take your own life,” replied Pavel. “Of course you will leave a suicide note explaining all about your criminal activities.”

“I’m not going to take my own life, that’s a cowards way out.”

“Of course your not, I am going to kill you but the official story will be suicide.”

“No one will believe you.”

“The cabinet are being briefed now and the medical examiner has already written his report.”

Stepan walked slowly back around his desk and sat down. Pavel didn’t take his eyes or the sight of his weapon off him, he didn’t trust him.

“Well I suppose you have it all planned out. You had better...”

Pavel didn’t give him time to finish his sentence. He had seen the small movement in Stepan’s right shoulder. He had tried to disguise it but Pavel knew that the small movement would end in Stepan reaching for the pistol he kept taped under his desk. A single shot to his forehead had killed Stepan instantly. A line of blood running down from the bullet hole to the bridge of his nose.

The sound of the shot alerted the guards outside who came racing into the office. Pavel held his hand up and they stopped.

“Our President has committed suicide. You may leave us now.”

The two guards nodded and left the office.

“You shot him,” said Renat. “Did you need to shoot him.”

“Yes I did, he would have carried on fighting for his job, his expensive lifestyle.”

“What do we do now? Why did those guards listen to you when it’s obvious he didn’t commit suicide.”

“They are loyal to me and now we must bury our President and swear in you as the new one.”

“There has to be an election.”

“There won’t be an election, you will be the only candidate and you will be President,” Pavel took his phone from his jacket pocket and dialled. “It’s done. Is everything else in place... Good, set the press conference for this evening. We will announce the death of the President and the inauguration of the new President.”

He put the phone away and turned to Renat.

“Right let’s get out of here so my men can clean up.”

Pavel walked towards the door. He took one final look at the scene he was leaving and felt happy, excited even. Excited about the future. A new President and a new working relationship with his old friend Ian. The future for both countries was looking up.








  
  
  Twenty

  
  




Alexa couldn’t help but feel a sense of dejavu. The last time she was at a private airfield she was involved in a gun fight, slid across the tarmac on her back holding a child and got shot. Maybe this time it would go better, she doubted that would be the case. Letitia wasn’t the type of person to surrender. This was only ever going to end badly.

Alexa stared out of the window trying not to think about Letitia or what was about to happen. She watched the blurred apartment blocks race by as Lyndsey drove the Kia at speeds it had probably never been designed for.

“We are ten minutes out,” said Lyndsey as she swerved the Kia around another car that was travelling along at the speed limit.

Alexa checked her pistol first and then her rifle. She had half a magazine in the rifle and two spare, a full magazine in her pistol and one spare. Ian had done the same.

“What am I supposed to do?” asked Blain.

Alexa looked at him. “What do you mean... what are you going to do. Sit there and hope she doesn’t come hunt you down.”

“But I can help.”

“I don’t trust you, what’s to say being arrested is all a rouse. You could get out there with a weapon and shoot the two of us in the back.”

“Stop Alexa, I trust Blain,” said Ian. “There’s a spare Sig set in the back, I took it out the Range Rover before we dumped it, take that and Alexa... if he does shoot me in the back you make sure you shoot him in the head.”

“We’re here,” said Lyndsey.

Alexa looked around, private airfield might have been a slight over exaggeration. A tarmac strip running across the middle of a field was edged by a mixture of wooden huts on one side and planes lined up with military precision on the other. Right at the end of the line of ten or so old and dirty planes was a gleaming white Gulfstream G5 jet. Alexa guessed it belonged to Letitia.

“Pull up next to the jet,” Alexa said. “I doubt she will be using one of the other planes.”

Lyndsey had already left the road and was racing across the field towards the jet, the Kia was not designed to go off-road, it was bouncing its occupants around as it hit every part of the uneven surface.

Alexa could see that the steps to the jet were down but there was no car, maybe they had beaten her to the airfield.

Just as Alexa thought this job might go easier than she thought, two men descended the steps. She could see the rifles in their hands and that fact was confirmed as they raised them and stream of bullets headed in the direction of the Kia. A few hit their mark puncturing one of the front tyres and ripping the passenger side wing mirror from its mounting.

“Can you still drive?” Ian asked.

“Just about, it won’t be comfortable though,” replied Lyndsey.

“It hasn’t been comfortable since you hit this field, just keep going, get us as close as you can.”

Alexa watched as the men moved further forward, constantly firing at the Kia. Bullets bounced off the roof, the doors. The drivers wing mirror had also been destroyed by the time Lyndsey pulled the car to a stop.

Alexa threw the door open, lifted her rifle to her shoulder and fired off a burst of bullets in the direction of the two attackers. They were nowhere near their mark but did make them think twice about moving further forward. They started to retreat towards the jet to find cover.

She moved forward slowly, firing small burst of fire as she moved. Ian, Blain and Lyndsey caught up with her. They formed a line of four moving in unison towards the jet. Alexa let off another burst, this time with more purpose as she saw one of the men appear from behind the plane steps. He must have fired as he moved from his cover. Alexa felt a bullet fly by the side of her head, another of the bullets hit Lyndsey in the shoulder and she fell to the ground with a scream. Alexa kept going, fired off another burst, this time hitting her target.

Alexa took a quick look behind her, she saw Lyndsey getting herself up from the ground and jogging towards them. As she turned back she heard the sound of the jets spinning up. The sound got louder, they were getting ready to leave, Letitia must be in the plane already.

“We need to stop that plane from taking off, I think Letitia is on-board already,” Alexa shouted across the roar of the twin jets that now sounded like they were up to speed.

Alexa watched as the plane started to move, the steps down seconds ago were now being lifted up as the plane made its way towards the end of the tarmac. They hadn’t waited for the second attacker to board the plane. The movement of the plane and lifting of the steps left him out in the open. Alexa was squeezing her trigger as she heard a burst of gunfire from her left and the attacker went down.

Alexa and the team watched as the jet bounced along the short piece of grass between its standing point and the end of the tarmac.

“If it reaches the tarmac we won’t stop it,” said Blain.

“No shit Sherlock,” replied Lyndsey. “We need to take out it’s tyres.”

“Okay, everything we have at the tyres,” Alexa said.

By the time the four of them opened fire the plane had taken up position at the end of the tarmac, spun up the twin jets to full power and was now racing down the tarmac. The flurry of bullets hit the tarmac and various places on the jet but missed the tyres and any vital parts of the aircraft completely.

All they could do was watch the jet disappear into the distance as it lifted from the tarmac, retracted it’s wheels and took flight to it’s destination.
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They abandoned the car and weapons about a mile away from the safe house and continued on foot. The journey from the airstrip had been silent. Alexa couldn’t believe that Letitia had escaped, they wouldn’t get another chance like today, she would be on high alert after such a close call.

No one spoke even back at the safe house, it wasn’t until Pavel arrived thirty minutes later that anyone dare speak.

“They haven’t said a word since they got back,” said Vladimir as he let Pavel in.

“I’m not surprised. From what I heard there was a gunfight at a private airstrip. Four people tried to stop a jet from taking off but didn’t.”

“Also Lyndsey is hurt.”

Alexa momentarily looked up from her stitching as Pavel walked into the kitchen.

“Stepan is dead, he shot himself,” Pavel said.

“Did he?” replied Ian.

“No I shot him in the head, but the guards will report he shot himself and the post-mortem will conclude the same.”

“Good, and Renat?”

“Renat is meeting with the cabinet backed up by my team who are making them aware of the files we have on them and that they will vote for Renat to stand for President uncontested.”

“At least you had better luck than we did then,” said Alexa. “Letitia escaped in her private jet.”

“Any idea where it was going?” asked Pavel.

“Dubai.”

“Good then you can go after her.”

“No, we get back home and start to dismantle Soteria. All the Soteria groups in other countries need to be broken up,” replied Ian. “Then, when she has no one to help her, then we go after her.”

“Finished,” said Alexa.

Alexa threw the needle and thread on the kitchen table and walked out.

“She isn’t happy,” said Pavel.

“There’s a lot of history between Letitia and her. She just wants her dead and doesn’t want to wait,” said Ian.

“Okay. You will be pleased to know that you have all been cleared of any charges so will be free to fly home tomorrow using commercial flights.”

“Great,” said Ian. “Let’s get some rest before our flight tomorrow. Tea everyone.”

Everyone in the kitchen nodded as Ian filled the kettle with water and switched it to boil.

* * *

Andrei had been watching the Russian state news live on his laptop as report came in of the death of the President. The newsreader was in tears as she announced that the President had been found dead in his office in the Kremlin after taking his own life. A state funeral would be held soon and dignitaries from around the world would attend. There was no mention of the reason for his suicide. He carried on watching as the same newsreader announced that Renat Golubev would be the only candidate in the elections for a new President. Andrei was happy that the President was dead and that Renat would be replacing him but he couldn’t help but feel that it all seemed contrived.

He was mulling it over as Alexa came and sat next to him. She didn’t say a word but he could tell something was wrong by the way she had dropped onto the sofa and was lay back looking at the ceiling.

“Are you alright Alexa?” asked Andrei.

“Not really.”

“Would you like to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Do you not think Andrei is due an explanation,” interjected Vladimir as he walked in from the kitchen.

“No, he wont like what we have done.”

“But we should all talk, you will be leaving soon and he has to know.”

“No, leave it.”

“He needs to know.”

“No,” shouted Alexa. “I have already told you to leave it alone.”

“What should I know?” asked Andrei.

“Nothing, it’s in your best interest not to know about the events of the last few days,” said Alexa. “We will all be gone soon and you can get back to your lives. Back to your life with your girlfriend.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Sorry I thought you and Darya were an item.”

“We went to School together, that’s all.”

“She has feelings for you, I can tell. Don’t let her slip through your fingers.”

“Why do you care?” asked Andrei.

“She cares because she is your sister,” said Vladimir.

Silence fell across the room, the only sound left was the newsreader continuing in a more monotonous tone about the more mundane of news items.

Andrei was shocked, dumbstruck. His mind was racing, a sister, how could he have a sister.

“Father, what are you talking about,” Andrei said as he finally found his voice. “I am your only child.”

“I am sorry Andrei, there are things I should have told you about my past and yours.”

“I don’t believe this, how could you keep this from me.”

“I’m sorry, let me explain.”

“And you,” Andrei said, turning to Alexa. “How long have you known?”

“Talk to your Father and when you are ready we can talk,” Alexa said as she stood and walked from the room.

“Start at the beginning,” Andrei said as he turned back to his father.

Vladimir moved to sit next to Andrei. Starting from the beginning he proceeded to tell Andrei all about his time working in England with a great man and how they had a vision of a better world. Andrei kept his silence as his Father continued with all the detail about the experiments and then finally how Alexa’s mother had had twins but only wanted one. When he had finished listening Andrei sat in silence collecting his thoughts. He had a sister, a twin sister.

“I need to talk to Alexa,” Andrei said leaving the room and his Father behind.

* * *

Alexa was sat on the bed when Andrei came barging in.

“How long have you know about this?” he asked, standing over her.

“Do you want to back up dear brother,” she replied. “Your father came to me in London when he was there to give a talk. That was the first I knew of it.”

“Why did he come to you first?”

“Because he was in London when the people you worked for went after him and he decided I could help.”

“I wasn’t working for anyone.”

“You released false news reports to try and overthrow your President. Don’t you dare deny it. I then have to bring a team to Russia, risking my life to save your fucking arse and clean up your mess.”

“I didn’t ask you to save me.”

“Well if I hadn’t you would be dead right now.”

“I corrected my mistake and the right man for the job will be President,” Andrei retorted. “And our coward of a President took his own life rather than face justice.”

“You are so naive, he didn’t take his own life. Pavel killed him and then the FSB will cover it up and declare it suicide”

“Does Renat know?

“Of course he does, he was there but he is a good man, he wants what’s best for his country so he will never say anything and for the same reason we can’t tell him about everyone we have killed while getting you out of the mess you got yourself into.”

“So you have killed?”

“Yes.”

“At least I have never killed anyone. I just write the truth.”

“Well done you, I’m sure Daddy would be so proud... and by that I mean Vladimir not your real Father.”

“At least my Father looked after me, cared for me. He didn’t use me as an experiment.”

That was a step too far for Alexa. In a single movement she stood from her bed, placing her right hand around Andrei’s neck and slamming him against the bedroom wall. In the same movement she lifted his scrawny frame a foot off the floor. He started to claw at her hand as he struggled for breath. She stared him directly in the eyes, waiting for the life to ebb away.

“Alexa... Alexa stop, please stop,” shouted Darya.

She gave his neck a tighter squeeze, before throwing him to the floor.

“Andrei, are you alright?” asked Darya.

Gasping for breath he nodded and stared at Alexa.

“Your no brother of mine,” said Alexa. “We’ll be out of here soon now we’ve cleaned up your two’s mess. I never want to see you again.”

In her wildest nightmares this wasn’t how she expected the reunion with her brother to go but he had obviously picked up his arrogant side from their father. She took one last look at Andrei and Darya as she walked out of the bedroom, the only consolation she would be left with is that Darya would look after him.
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Alexa was sat in the foyer of the Secret Intelligence Service building. It had only been a month since she had returned from Russia and everything that happened was still raw. She found a brother she never knew she had. Wrecked another of Letitia’s plans; that certainly made her feel good. Then ended the trip by strangling the brother she had just found out about. Yep, still very raw.

She hadn’t heard from anyone in the team until an out of the blue call from Ian inviting her to this meeting, she had no idea what it was about and she was still going through scenarios in her head when Blain walked in and sat next to her.

“I guess your here for the same meeting I am,” said Blain.

“I guess so.”

“Any idea what it’s about.”

“None, I just got a phone call from Ian.”

“Me too, soon find out though I imagine.”

“Miss Blake, Mr Templeton, could you follow me please,” said the security guard who had crept up on them while they were talking.

He led them to the lift. Once in he swiped his card and then pressed the button for the top floor. Once there he led them down a couple of corridors and into a large corner office.

“Come in you two,” said Ian

He was sat behind a large mahogany desk that looked completely out of place in the modern office.

“Sit down, how are you both.”

They both sat dumbstruck.

“Bet you weren’t expecting to see me in this building.”

“No,” they replied in unison.

“I’m the new head of SiS,” Ian replied. “We did such a brilliant job that Martin got a more senior intelligence post in government and they asked me what I wanted and I said this job.”

“Well done you,” said Alexa. “So why are we here.”

“Yes... right... as I said we did such a great job that they want us to carry on.”

“No,” stated Alexa.

“Hear me out before you rush to any decision. They want me to put together a group within SiS whose sole remit is to deal with the more complex and sensitive jobs. The ones which can be easily denied.”

“They want an off the books kill squad,” said Blain.

“No... well yes. I was thinking you two, Lyndsey and one other we can all choose.”

“I’m in,” said Blain. “I don’t know anything else, I’m certainly not going to retire or become a glorified babysitter for some wannabe pop star.”

“Alexa?” asked Ian.

“I promised Jane I would stay at home after the last trip.”

“I beg of you, I need you. Could you really stay at home. The first task will be to hunt down Letitia.”

“It’s still no, I have to think of Jane and the children.”

“Exactly, think of the children. You know as well as I do that Letitia will hunt you down given how many times you’ve destroyed her schemes and she still hasn’t had revenge for you killing her father. Doesn’t that turn your children into targets, better to get her first surely.”

Alexa knew she had to say yes, she needed to kill Letitia and having a team working on it was the only way she would get what she wanted.

“Okay, I’m in.”
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Letitia sat on her veranda looking out onto the empty golf course, it was August in Dubai which meant temperatures that no human could reasonably bear. It meant she could sit drinking her first morning coffee in peace. She had been in Dubai for the last year after the debacle that was Moscow. She had planned everything in minute detail to only be derailed by her ex-lover, Alexa and her MI5 friends. She had planned to hit back immediately but with Alexa and Blain’s help SiS had dismantled her Soteria empire country by country. What had taken hundreds of years to build into a world power that no one had ever heard of had only taken three months to be destroyed. Six months of licking her wounds and hiding out in her villa had come to an end when she watched the news story about Renat Golubev being inaugurated as the President of Russia. It was at that moment that she had started to gather a team around her, a team drawn from the remnants of people left behind by Alexa’s murderous culling. She had brought them all to Dubai, from where she had decided she would run her new organisation. She vowed when Alexa killed her father that she would run the world largest criminal organisation, that she would run countries and she had no intention of backing down now.

“Letitia, your nine AM visitor is here.”

“Thank you Jackie. Show him into the office I will be down in a minute,” Letitia replied.

“What are we going to do with him.”

“We are going to kill him unless I get the information I need out of him.”

“I will get the clean up team ready then just in case,” Jackie said as she left the veranda.

Letitia took a final sip of her coffee before making her way downstairs to her office. She had been waiting for the right time to make her first move in what would be a game of cat and mouse with Alexa, one she would win.

“Vice President Vasiliev, thank you for coming,” said Letitia as she entered her office.

“It was my pleasure Mrs...” he replied, breaking off as he realised the woman he was looking at wasn’t the woman he thought he was meeting.

“You were expecting someone else,” Letitia said as she sat down behind the glass topped desk. “Of course you know who I am, you were sat around the table when your ex-President accused your current President of treason. Interesting then that you should end up being the new Vice President.”

“I... I was persuaded that it would be in my best interests.”

“I can understand that but now you need to make another choice. I need to know everything there is to know about one event that is due to happen in November and what you don’t know your going to find out.”

“I can’t... I won’t do that, not for you. I love my country and Renat will be good for it.”

“Do you love your country more than your life?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you don’t tell me what I need to know, you won’t leave here alive and I will move onto the next Vice President.”

“I’m a Russian citizen you can’t do that. What about the UAE authorities.”

“Don’t worry about the authorities. You will be found shot, a Russian dissident will be charged and executed for his crimes. So I ask you again do you love your country more than your life?”

“What do you need to know?”

“Good, I need to know the security arrangements for this event.”

Letitia took a piece of paper from her desk and passed it to Boris. He looked at the writing on the paper, looked at Letitia and then again at the piece of paper.

“You can’t be serious.”

“I am very serious, everything you know I need to know and if you don’t know something... you will find out and pass everything to me.”

“No, no I won’t.”

“Yes you will,” shouted Letitia. “You see it’s not just your life in the balance, it’s your family as well.”

“You bitch.”

“You can call me whatever you like to assuage your sense of wrong doing, but just get me the details. Now get out.”

Letitia waved in the direction of the door. Jackie came in and led Boris out of the office. Letitia felt a warm feeling inside, she was finally getting the upper hand she was finally going to get revenge on Alexa and all of her team.
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Darya looked at herself in the full length mirror, she had finally got her childhood wish. The flowing white dress edged in handmade Nottingham lace. Her head topped with a diamond tiara holding in place the lace headdress. She started to cry, it had been a difficult year. She had hoped that the suicide of President Arken would have made life easier for her. It had been a long road back but she was now marrying the man she loved, she was happy. Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door, she wiped her eyes.

“Come in,” she shouted.

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you Mr President,” she answered as she turned to see Renat entering the room.

“You don’t have to call me Mr President, we know each other too well for formalities.”

“Thank you Renat.”

“I am so happy for you, you deserve to be happy after everything you have been through. After everything we have all been through.”

She knew that Renat’s year had been as hard as hers if not harder. The presidential election, which should have been a single horse race had turned into a political blood bath after an oligarch aligned with President Arken had stood as an independent. He had accused Renat of murdering President Arken which she knew he hadn’t. She had overheard the argument between Andrei and Alexa so she knew that President Arken had been murdered by Pavel.

“Are you happy?” Renat asked.

“Yes.”

“You looked deep in thought.”

“I was thinking about the last year.”

“That is all behind us now. I am in a position where I can make a difference and you are my right hand woman.”

“And I am marrying the man I love.”

“Exactly, now let’s get you out there marrying that man.”

Renat held out his arm, Darya looped hers though his and they walked out of the room to the awaiting limousine.

* * *

He had chosen to marry in his home town. He had the option of any church, any venue in Russia. Those are the sort of privileges you get when you are marrying the private secretary to the President of Russia. He had chosen his home town and the church he was baptised in because it had such good memories for him. It was where he met Darya, he had loved her from the very first day at School; well that’s what he keeps telling her.

“Come Andrei, she will be here soon, you need to get into the church,” said Vladimir.

“I will, soon.”

“She said she would be here, they all did. You can’t wait out here for them. They promised so they will be here. Don’t worry.”

“But if I don’t take them in they won’t get in. We didn’t tell security about them coming for obvious reasons.”

“Don’t worry, let me get you inside and then I will come back out and wait for them.”

For six months after Alexa had left Russia, he had hated her with a passion. He hated everything she embodied. The fact she worked for the state and worse still killed for the state. His father had tried everything to persuade him otherwise. It wasn’t until his father told him everything about Alexa’s life did his hatred soften.

On one of his trips to London as part of the Presidents press office he sought out Alexa. They talked for hours about her life, everything that had led to joining Soteria, to finding out it was all a rouse to run more experiments on her. It wasn’t until Alexa invited him to her home that it suddenly dawned on him that despite what she was, what she did for a job, she was his sister. She had a partner and children. He had nieces.

He hoped they did all turn up for his wedding but he hoped, more than anything that Alexa and her family turned up.

“Come Andrei, they will be here soon,” said Vladimir as he started to lead him from the church gates.

“Uncle Andrei.”

He heard the unmistakable sound of Rosarita and Sofia. He turned to see his two nieces running towards him, followed by Alexa, Jane, Blain, Ian and Lyndsey.

“Slow down, you’ll fall over and ruin those gorgeous dresses,” he said as he held out his arms and engulfed them as they ran into him.

“Hello Andrei,” said Alexa. “Thank you for inviting us.”

“Thank you for coming, I’m very pleased you could make it,” he replied as he let go of the girls and hugged Alexa. “Now lets get inside before Darya arrives.”

* * *

Andrei had been looking forward to this moment his whole life, he stood with both anticipation and excitement in equal measure as the first bars of the wedding march rang out around the church. Before he knew it Darya was stood next to him lifting her veil. Her smile made his heart jump, her eyes two beautiful pools of blue. He was so deeply in love with this woman.

The priest started the ceremony with the usual welcome followed by the line that all couples fear..

“If anyone knows of any impediment why this man and this woman should not marry state it now or forever hold your peace.”

Silence fell around the church, Darya and Andrei looked at each other, both knowing there was nothing to worry about but also apprehensive that someone may just stand up and shout those dreadful words. The silence was broken by an ear shattering explosion. The altar exploded firing bolder sized chunks of marble towards Andrei and Darya. The debris hit the two of them with the full force of the blast knocking both of them from their feet. The shock wave that followed knocking the first four pews into the air along with the occupants. The screaming started once the realisation of what had happened took hold followed very closely by the panic and race to exit the church by the only possible route.

Alexa took a few seconds to take in the enormity of what had happened before her Police and latterly SiS training took hold. She took a quick glance around her group, everyone was alive if a bit dazed.

“Grab the children, stay down but don’t head for the exit,” Alexa told Jane. “If there’s going to be a secondary device it will be at the only way out.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I need to check on Andrei and Darya.”

“Be careful.”

Alexa battled her way through the remaining guests flooding towards the exit to get to where Andrei and Darya were lay, their bodies twisted, battered and bloodied. The blast had hit them and the priest with it’s full force, it was obvious that they had been the targets. Yes Renat was here as well but there was no guarantee that a device exploding from the altar would cause enough damage to kill him. Alexa didn’t need to check for a pulse she could she immediately that Andrei and Darya were dead, their bodies entwined together as if they had been hugging in their final moments. She knelt down next to their bodies, closed their eyes and kissed both of them on their foreheads. Now wasn’t a time for mourning, she needed to get everyone out safely. She checked on Renat, he was alive but badly injured, she would get the medics in to take care of him once she was sure everyone was out safely.

By the time she had composed herself, she could see that the church was mostly empty, helped by the remainder of the SiS team. She scoured the church to see if Jane and the children were still inside. They were exactly where she had left them, she went to where they were huddled together.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said, holding out her hands to the children and guiding them out of the church.

When they finally got outside the scene was one of chaos. People were wandering aimlessly around the grounds of the church, sitting on gravestones, lying on the floor with varying degrees of injury. She could hear the sound of sirens in the distance, the emergency services were on the way, they could deal with the badly injured that had been left inside. Anyone who had walked out would need checking but wouldn’t have life threatening injuries.

“Alexa, what about Andrei... Alexa can you hear me?” asked Jane.

“Andrei is dead along with Darya and the priest.”

“I am so sorry, are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

“He was your brother, it’s okay to feel something. You should feel something.”

“I will grieve once I kill Letitia.”

“Why Letitia?”

“Because she killed my brother.”

“How do you know that, you can’t know that. It was more likely that Renat was the target.”

“No, the way the device was planted, the distribution of the blast. It was designed to kill Andrei and the only person who would want to do that is Letitia. Now let’s find the others and get out of here before we get questioned by the police.”
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Alexa waited for the seatbelt light to extinguish before releasing her seat belt, standing and collecting her carry on baggage. The flight had only been a short one from London Heathrow to Barcelona, looking at the immigration queues as she entered the arrivals lounge that wait could be as long. It wasnt as bad as she expected and within thirty minutes she arrived to be greeted by a surly looking man.

“Passport,” he said.

Alexa handed her passport over. The immigration officer pawed over it, looked at the picture and then looked up at Alexa.

“Miss Crawford, what is the nature of your visit to Spain.”

“Purely pleasure.”

“How long are you planning on staying?”

“Seven nights, until Saturday.”

“Which hotel will you be staying at?”

“The Hilton in the city centre.”

“Enjoy your stay,” he said in a monotone voice as he handed back her passport. “Thank you for visiting Spain.”

“I intend to,” replied Alexa.

The image in the passport may have been of Alexa but the name on the passport of Alicia Crawford was supplied by the team at SiS. She had been a key member of a small group of secret operatives within the SiS since the events twelve months ago when they had foiled the plan of Letitia Trent. Her mission in Barcelona was one that was very personal. She walked through baggage claims without claiming any luggage, through customs and out into the main concourse. Outside she hailed a taxi, asking the driver to take her to the Hilton hotel, Avenida Diagonal.

The team back at HQ had planned her back story and visit down to the smallest of detail. Alicia Crawford had been booked into the Hilton for seven days, payment had been made up front for the full seven days and the hotel had been chosen deliberately because it allowed for an electronic door key using an app on a phone. After a short drive from the airport the taxi arrived at the hotel, Alexa paid in cash and took her one bag through the Hotel reception and up to her room, using a burner phone with the Hilton app on it to open the door. Once inside she used the SiS issued secure phone to message her contact in Barcelona. She received a reply immediately telling her that they would be with her within one hour. She decided to take a shower while she waited.

* * *

Alexa was growing impatient, they weren’t late but she had a lot to do today before her flight back home tonight. The local SiS officer had arranged for a substitute to take Alexa’s place at the hotel for her seven night stay and they would be the one flying back to Heathrow as Alicia Crawford with a different passport with their image in place of Alexa’s. It was a routine she had used many times since joining the secret team within SiS. It was perfect for when she needed to get in and out of a country before any one discovered the work she had been sent to carry out.

A knock at the door startled her slightly as she had let her mind wander for a moment, she looked through the spy hole. She opened the door once she had confirmed the identity of the person the other side.

“Come in,” said Alexa.

“Thanks,” replied Carissa. “Was your flight and immigration okay?”

“Yes all good, do you have what I need.”

“Yes everything you asked for.”

Carissa put the rucksack she had been carrying on the bed and started to empty the contents. As she had said it was everything Alexa had asked for. Her favourite Sig weaponry; the new P365 pistol with suppressor and the MCX rifle with folding stock to keep it nice and small when carrying it around. Spare magazines, knife and two sets of underwater charges that she could detonate from an app on her phone.

“Perfect,” said Alexa. “Is everything else in place.”

“Yes,” replied Carissa. “I have a colleague who will be staying at the hotel for seven nights and then flying to Heathrow with the identity you came in with. You will find your new passport in the inside zip pocket of the bag.”

“Good. I need to get started, where is he.”

“He is holidaying on his yacht in the OneOcean Port Vell Barcelona with his mistress.”

“Security?”

“Three FSB agents. He very rarely leaves his yacht. His mistress goes shopping regularly chaperoned by one agent. He spends his time drinking. The only time he ventures out is to eat in the evening.”

“I need her away from the yacht, I can’t be dealing with a screaming woman while getting the job done.”

“She will be going shopping after lunch, so in about an hour. She is normally gone for two to three hours.”

“It doesn’t give me much of a window, my flight is eight PM tonight. Lets hope he gives up the information quickly.”

Alexa checked every weapon before she packed them back into the bag.

“I’ll dump this lot once I’m done.”

“Fine, its all non traceable,” said Carissa as she stood to leave. “Good luck.”

Alexa smiled at her as she left the room, she shut the door behind her and settled in to go over her plan in her mind before she left for the marina.

* * *

Alexa didn’t have the luxury of meticulous planning, she had today and today only to extract all the information she needed from Boris Vasiliev. It was a risky job, his bodyguards would be well trained, she would have to take them out quickly and as quietly as possible.

She left the hotel at one PM, hailed a taxi and gave the driver the address for the marina. The journey took thirty minutes in the middle of the day traffic ending with her being dropped off at the marina entrance.

Her recent training with SiS had honed the skills she had learnt as a Police Officer, couple those with the programming that had been her fathers experiment made her a very astute operative. She scanned her surroundings for exit routes from the marina plus possible choke points if she had to escape quickly. It was now one-thirty PM, her flight was at eight PM and it took an hour from her current location by taxi to the airport. She didn’t have long, she needed somewhere to get ready. She found a cafe; ordered a coffee, paid with cash and sat at a table. After a quick scan she moved to the ladies washroom, entered a cubicle and opened her rucksack. She left the MCX rifle and charges in the rucksack but took everything else out. She attached the knife to her belt at the back and pulled her sweatshirt over the top of it. The Sig pistol she slipped into the shoulder holster she had put on when at the hotel, the spare magazines in a jacket pocket. She was ready, she swung the rucksack over her back, left the washroom and then the cafe.

* * *

From the research she had been provided with by the team back at SiS, the yacht was 300ft long yacht with six decks. The report was extensive explaining that the yacht had a gym, sauna and a decent size cinema alongside the galley, living space and sleeping quarters. It also had a full layout blueprint of the yacht, one she had memorised in preparation for today.

Alexa had the berth number and sure enough when she reached the jetty she could see the enormous yacht at the end. She could also see one of the FSB agents, he was standing alongside the walkway from the jetty to the yacht. One agent was with the mistress which left the other inside with Boris. She needed to take this one out quietly so as not to raise any alarms with the agent inside the yacht.

The yacht was at the end of a square shaped jetty. From where she was currently stood there were two routes to where the agent was standing. The left hand route was the best option, yachts lined the jetty providing natural cover until she reached the left hand far corner. There she would have to wait for the moment when the agent was distracted and strike quickly.

Alexa walked down the left hand side until she reached the corner. She crouched down and waited. Once the agent was facing away from her she would have to cover the distance to him quickly to eliminate him. She had decided that if she got close enough quickly enough she would use the knife, if he spotted her then the suppressed Sig would be her weapon of choice.

She continued to wait and watch as the agent paced back and forth, he was very metronomic in his pace. Every move was predictable. She counted, from him turning away from her position to turning back was twelve seconds. She needed to cover the distance from her position to his, approximately forty metres in those twelve seconds.

He turned toward her, she readied herself. He took his designated amount of paces towards her, she took the knife from it’s sheath. She had to cover those forty metres quickly and quietly. He turned. Alexa leapt from her position as if bolting from starting blocks. She ran at full speed as quietly as she could. Using her speed and lightness of foot she covered the first half of the distance quickly, she started to slow. She kept her eyes on the agent, if he turned early she would need to drop the knife and use the Sig. He didn’t turn, he was too regimented in his routine to vary it. As he reached his turning point he must have heard Alexa’s last footsteps. He turned looking directly into her eyes. A startled look crossed his face. He reached for his weapon from beneath his jacket. It was too late. Alexa drove her knife into his throat at the point where a his adams apple was. He was frozen to the spot, unable to talk or scream as the knife severed his vocal chords. Blood started to pour from the wound back into his lungs making him choke and struggle to breath. He was already dying but Alexa wanted to make sure. She removed the knife and ran it across the full width of his throat. She helped him stagger to the edge of the jetty, lowered him to the floor and rolled him into the water making as little sound as possible at the rear of the yacht.

She scanned the area for any witnesses but no one was around. She took the rucksack from her back, took out the two charges, fastened it back up again and swung it onto her back. She armed both charges, knelt down and placed one of the charges below the water line on the stern of the yacht. She moved up the jetty to where the walkway to the yacht met the jetty, knelt down again and placed the second charge below the waterline on the side of the yacht.

* * *

Alexa stood on the deck of the yacht looking through the glass at the well appointed gym, she couldn’t help but feel that this wasn’t being paid for by Boris’s vice presidential salary but more than likely by the oligarchs who tried to control Russian politics. They had lost a cash cow when Stepan was killed by Pavel and Renat replaced him as President. Renat had stripped out most of the old guard but Boris had some powerful and dangerous friends which made him difficult to remove. That wouldn’t be an issue after today.

She took her Sig pistol from it’s holster, pointed it forward and started to move to the right of the gym. She found a door to her left, opened it slowly with her left hand and proceeded into the lounge area with her pistol still facing forward. She scanned the space, no sign of the FSB agent or Boris. The plan she had memorised told her that the lounge area led to an open plan dining area. Stairs from the dining area led to the lower decks, the first deck housed another lounge and the master bedroom, travelling further down the stairs you would reach the cinema and additional bedrooms. Any further would take you to the engine room and galley.

Alexa moved to the stairs, as she reached the last few steps she could hear the unmistakable sounds of two people making love. She took the final steps and moved slowly into the corridor that ran along the length of the yacht fully expecting to see the agent guarding the bedroom door. The corridor was empty. It was when she listened closer she realised the noises weren’t of a man and woman making love but of two men, she deduced that it was more than likely that it was the agent and Boris. She recalled from memory Boris’s face and moved to the bedroom door, turned the handle and slowly opened the door.

The scene that met her wasn’t what she expected but it was what she had worked out given the sounds from the bedroom and the missing agent in the corridor. The agent was the first to see Alexa, as he did he reached for his pistol that was on the bedside table. Alexa didn’t give him time to reach it, she fired a single shot into his head killing him instantly.

“Who are you?” asked Boris.

“It doesn’t matter who I am, what matters is do you want to be alive when I leave or go the same way as your lover,” replied Alexa.

“You are making a big mistake, don’t you know who I am?”

“I know exactly who you are. You are Boris Vasiliev, Vice President of Russia.”

“Do you think you will ever get away with this?”

“You are also the person who provided the information to Letitia Trent enabling her to plant a bomb in a church which killed three people.”

“You have no proof of that.”

“Yes I do, I have your messages you sent to her along with recordings of phone calls you made to her explaining all the security arrangements for the day. So yes, I have the proof. What you need to decide is do you want me to hand that proof to your President. If he lets you live you will spend the rest of your days in the gulag,” Alexa explained. “Or you can just co-operate with me. All you need to do is give me the information I need and I will leave here without killing you.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about.”

“I thought you might say that,” Alexa said as she fired a single shot into Boris’s leg.

Boris screamed in agony, clutching his leg as the white sheet that was covering his dignity slowly turned a light shade of red.

“You shot me.”

“You’ll live... for now,” Alexa replied. “I need to know where Letitia is. We tried tracing your calls but they bounced around the world with no end destination. So where is she?”

“I don’t know.”

Alexa fired a shot into Boris’s other leg. Boris was now writhing around the bed, his dignity no longer intact. The sheets growing a deeper shade of red by the second.

“The next one will be between your legs. Where is Letitia?”

“She will kill me.”

“I will kill you if you don’t tell me. She will never know who gave her up.”

“If I tell you, you will have to kill her. It’s the only way I will be safe.”

“I promise you, I will be killing her myself. Now the location.”

“She is in Dubai. A villa in the Dubai Hills complex.”

“Good, thank you.”

“Is that it?”

“Yes, I promised you I would leave here with you still alive if you gave me the information I needed and I am a woman of my word.”

Alexa walked out of the bedroom and ran up the stairs to the main deck. She took her rucksack from her back, placed the equipment she had removed before entering the yacht back into it and swung it onto her back. She left the yacht by the walkway to the jetty, scanned the area but saw no one. The jetty and surrounding yachts were all empty. She waited until she had walked around the jetty to the entrance before taking her SiS issued phone from her trouser pocket. Bringing up the app she waited for the bluetooth to pair with the charges before pressing the fire button. Within seconds two large explosions rocked the jetty. She could see shards of the yacht flying into the air. After a minute or so the yacht started to list and then disappear into the ocean. Boris wouldn’t survive, the fact he had been shot in both legs would mean he couldn’t move from the bed never mind swim. She had promised she would leave him alive in the bedroom, she never made any promises about leaving him alive when she left the yacht.

She watched as the yacht disappeared below the waterline, turned and walked away. She had a plane to catch.
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Alexa was back on the beach watching Sofia and Rosarita playing with Copper. She found it relaxing to watch the children playing, she could cast off the shrouds of the people she had killed. She was no other person than she needed to be for Jane and her children, she wasn’t planning or preparing for her next job, she was just a mother.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Jane as she sat down beside her on the concrete breakwater that separated the beach from the homes that ran along it’s length.

“Nothing, absolutely nothing,” Alexa replied.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I come here to relax and watch the children, nothing else.”

“Have you spoken with Vladimir?”

“No, there’s no point I have nothing to tell him yet.”

“Nothing?”

“Not yet, yes we know Letitia is in Dubai... yes we know where her villa is but since the house has been under surveillance no one has seen her go in or out.”

“She could be hold up inside.”

“She thinks she is untouchable, she thinks she got away with murdering my brother and Darya.”

“They will find her.”

“I know they will and for now I just have to be patient.”

Jane leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.

“I’m going back to the house. Don’t let the girls play for too long, they have School in the morning.”

Alexa nodded her head as Jane left.

Alexa knew she had to be patient, she knew the SiS team were working hard in finding Letitia but patience was not one of her strongest traits. She wanted revenge for her brother, for Darya, for Adrian, for everyone that Letitia had murdered or destroyed in her hunt for power; for it was power that Letitia craved.




Her moment would come and when it did she would make sure that Letitia suffered.
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            Her best friend Tracey is murdered. The murderer walking free. Alexa’s obsession for justice could end her life as well as her career.

Detective Inspector Alexa Blake’s hopes of catching Tracey’s killer are fading. No one wants to cross the murderer, a well-known human trafficker. Alexa’s obsession puts her on the wrong side of the law she swore to uphold.

When Alexa’s audacious plan fails, she must fight for her life. Locked up and beaten by prisoners she put in jail she has no choice but to fight. With help from an unlikely source she escapes prison.

Her career destroyed Alexa’s only thought is to hunt down Tracey’s killer and make them suffer. Even if it could end her own life.
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            Kidnapped. Imprisoned. Threatened. How will Alexa escape the clutches of her captors.




Alexa knew that returning to London to attend her friend’s funeral would be a risk. She never expected to be thrown into the world of child exploitation.




John is a powerful man. The head of the crown prosecution service in London. To the outside world he is the perfect man. When his private life threatens the life of his partner, he must turn to Alexa for help.




While hunting the kidnappers, Alexa’s world collides with adversaries who reveal secrets about her father’s past and the new team she has come to trust. 




Her world slowly unravels as she discovers that her life has been based on lies and secrets.
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A contract killer with a difference. A police detective out to prove himself. Their lives coincide with explosive results.

Amelia Johnson is a contract killer with a difference, she picks and chooses her targets. She eliminates the worst of humanity. Michael Moran is a failed police detective. He stumbles across a case that looks like a hit. Is this the chance he has been waiting for to get his career back on track.

Amelia must keep one step ahead of Michael. Will she have to break her one rule and dispose of Michael to keep her secret safe.

Before she can make that decision, events take a tragic turn and Amelia must decide whether to save Michael’s life or let him die. 

Will keeping her secret win against her own humanity.
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