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Prologue

The window beside his ear splintered with a startling
crack as something dented the Land Rover’s door and

was left screeching behind. Colonel Alistair Lethbridge-
Stewart winced instinctively as the oncoming traffic flashed
past the side of his head, so close that it almost felt as if it
had gone through him, and that the pain would soon catch
up.

In the driver’s mirror, the olive-green jeep that he had
sideswiped was weaving back and forth, trying to get into a
good position for the man standing at the machine gun that
was mounted on its roll-bar to have a clear aim.

The cracks of the shots were almost lost to the rush of
wind past the Land Rover, but the bullets punched through



its steel skin as easily as through any tin can. Metallic clangs
punched the air behind him, and the passenger seat spat
chunks of leather and foam. Spider webs exploded like
lightning across the rear window, and something stung
Lethbridge-Stewart’s ear with white heat. He stomped on
the accelerator.

The crumpled door swayed open and clanked closed,
making the Land Rover handle a little drunkenly.
Lethbridge-Stewart pulled it shut with his left hand, but the
catch didn’t engage, and it fell open again, almost pulling
him out.

The jeep was almost level with him on the left side, the
gunner standing in the back re-cocking the machine gun as
he swung the muzzle round to aim down at Lethbridge-
Stewart. He stamped on the brake, downshifting violently.

He jolted forward, and saw the jeep shoot past, tearing
the loose door off with a judder and a bang, and sending it
tumbling across the macadam. A sharp wind stung his
cheek. In front, the gunner swung around in his mount,
trying not to stand in the driver’s lap. Lethbridge-Stewart’s
hand came off the gear stick and rooted around in the glove
compartment for the pistol there. His fingers wrapped
around the cold metal, and he thumbed off the safety catch.
Weaving slightly with the wheel in his left, he rested his
hand on the glass-strewn dash, and began to fire steady shots
through the jagged windscreen frame, aiming for the gunner.

Sparks flew from back of the jeep, and from the steel back
of its driver’s seat, but then the gunner fell from his twisted
position, blood bubbling from his thigh. He flailed around
in the back of the jeep, and the driver was forced to hit the
brakes. Lethbridge-Stewart wrenched the wheel, veering



aside just in time to avoid running straight into the back of
the jeep. He risked a glance into the mirror, but wasn’t
stupid enough to turn his head, and saw two more jeeps in
hot pursuit, sweeping around the one that had stopped.

The pistol was empty, and Lethbridge-Stewart couldn’t
reload it while driving, so he dropped it into the foot well
and accelerated past the jeep. He jinked the wheel to the
left, his tyres almost dropping into the roadside ditch. A
saloon car and a small sedan in quick succession had to
straddle the centre dividing line as they hurtled past, but
they at least kept the jeeps on their side of the road.

Ahead, a stone bridge crossed a narrow river, and a stout
signpost promised that the Suffolk village of Deepdene was
on the other side. The road was already shrinking into a
single lane, and Lethbridge-Stewart stamped on the
accelerator, making sure to get onto the bridge before the
jeeps. He didn’t want to risk one of them blocking him in
on it.

The Land Rover shot across the bridge and darted
around another oncoming sedan. Lethbridge-Stewart hoped
the driver wouldn’t hit a jeep head-on, but knew that they’d
at least have to slow down to let him off the bridge. Either
way, the sedan should buy him some much-needed time.
The quaint brick houses and front gardens of Deepdene were
approaching rapidly, and Lethbridge-Stewart began
evaluating options for getting off the road he was on.

A newsagent’s van tottered, top-heavy, as it tried to
swerve out of his way. Metal crumpled with a deafening
boom that drowned out his exclamation as the Land Rover
sideswiped it. Lethbridge-Stewart squeezed his eyes shut
against the sudden blizzard of glass that filled the air, and



fought to stay in the seat without being flung sideways out
of the vehicle. The windows hadn’t been able to fold as
much as the steel panel. Two more jeeps were growing in
the rear-view mirror.

He kept his leg locked out, foot jammed on the gas pedal,
and opened his eyes again as the Land Rover surged
forward. A spray of Radio Times magazines, Elvis Presley
staring out from them, sprayed across the road like cards
flipped by a magician who was all thumbs. They fell out of
his vision just in time to twist the wheel, and narrowly avoid
hitting a running pedestrian. He mashed the clutch, kicking
it as he gunned for the corner. The tail of the Land Rover
swung wide, carrying it sideways across the pavement, and
Lethbridge-Stewart floored it off down another street.

He took his mind off the wave of nausea by cocking his
pistol, and looked back in time to see one of the pursuing
jeeps try the same trick. The jeep didn’t make it; a rear tyre
burst, ripped apart by the sideways drag across the
macadam, and the jeep slammed side-on into the grocer’s
window, coming to rest among a snowstorm of shattered
glass fragments. The other jeep’s driver took the more
sensible precaution of slowing down as it reached the corner.

That was just what Lethbridge-Stewart had hoped for.
He revved the engine, barrelling directly for another hairpin
turn into a narrow alley. ‘If I’m lucky I could lose them
here,’ he murmured.

The sides of the vehicle struck sparks from the walls on
either side, and then he was back in the open air, bouncing
across a patch of green towards a small duck pond. A copse
of trees stood on the far side, and Lethbridge-Stewart
thought it an ideal place to ditch the Land Rover while he



was out of eyesight of his pursuers.
A dark shape dashed his hopes by emerging from the

copse; eight wheels churning the mud as it forded the pond
towards him. Lethbridge-Stewart recognised it at once from
news coverage from Czechoslovakia as a Russian armoured
car. BTR-60, they called it in the recognition manuals.

Its turret swung round, the muzzle spat flame, and
Lethbridge-Stewart found himself hauling on the wheel as
gouts of earth burst upwards in his path. The world tumbled,
and then came crashing down upon the Land Rover’s roof,
the vehicle’s steel skin howling and screaming as it flexed
and dented.

Lethbridge-Stewart struggled to keep his eyes open, but
sank anyway, lurching down into warm darkness. As the
world faded, he heard a faint voice.

‘He almost made it this time.’
‘Yes,’ another voice agreed, further away. The voice

sounded lighter, perhaps even female. ‘He’s almost ready.’
‘Almost isn’t quite good enough.’
‘He will be ready,’ the lighter voice said. ‘It’s inevitable.’
If anything else was said, Lethbridge-Stewart never

heard.


