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Аннотация
In Papua New Guinea, primitive highlanders are armed with AK-47s.
In the Persian Gulf, a fishing boat has a sinister cargo.
At a luxury hotel in Manila, a 'financial planner' has a rendezvous with men on the world's Most Wanted list.
In Israel's West Bank, the unwinnable war continues to rage.
And in Canberra, top intelligence and police specialists assemble to find out why terrorists from either side of the world are joining forces in Australis's back yard. Present is Sergeant Tom Wilkes of the Australian Special Air Service Regiment. Wilkes is seconded to the US Central Intelligence Agency where he spearheads the action team set up to fight the latest extremist menace, a plan more monstrous than anyone � even the experts � could have foretold.
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Glossary

ADF � Australian Defence Force AFPAustralian Federal Police
AGL � Above ground level
AGM-154D � Guided missile (JSOW)
AH-1 � (Zefa or Cobra) Helicopter gunship
AIM-9 � Air-to-air heat-seeking missile
AK-47 � (Kalashnikov) military assault carbine
AMSL � Above mean sea level
ANZUS � Australia � New Zealand � United States defence pact
APC � Armoured personnel carrier
APFSDS � Armour-piercing fin-stabilised discarding sabot (tank-fired round)
AS � Able seaman
ASIO � Australian Security Intelligence Organisation
ASIS � Australian Secret Intelligence Service
ATO � Australian Tax Office
AV-TUR � Aviation jet fuel
AWACS � Airborne warning and control system
AW-1W � Super Cobra helicopter gunship
BI � Babu Islam
BK-117 � (Eurocopter) Helicopter
Blackhawk � (S70 A9) Helicopter
BUFF � (B-52) Big Ugly Fat Fucker
B-52G � US long-range bomber
CDF � Chief of the Defence Force (Australian)
CFDP � Combat Forces Digitisation Program
CIA � Central Intelligence Agency
CMDR � Commander
CO � Commanding officer
CPU � Central processing unit
C-4 � Plastic explosive
C-5A � (Galaxy) transport aircraft
C-130 � (Hercules) transport aircraft
DEA � Drug Enforcement Agency
DG � Diego Garcia
D-G � Director-general
DIO � Defence Intelligence Organisation
DIP � Desired impact point
Dragon Warrior � Unmanned aerial vehicle
D-9 � (Caterpillar) Armoured bulldozer
EA-1729 � LSD
F/A-18 � Jet fighter plane
FNC80 � Indonesian army issue assault carbine
Fox one � Radar-guided missile launched
Fox three � Guns selected
Fox four � Ram
GLTD � Ground based laser target designator
GPS � Global positioning system
H&K MP5SD � Heckler & Koch machine pistol
HAHO � High altitude high opening (parachute jump)
HALO � High altitude low opening (parachute jump)
HE � High explosive
HEAP � High-explosive armour piercing
HEAT � High-explosive anti-tank (tank-fired round)
Hercules � C-130 transport aircraft
HUD � Head up display
IAF � Israeli Air Force
IDF � Israeli Defence Forces
IFF � Identify friend or foe
IIR � Imaging infrared
INS � Inertial navigation system
IR � Infrared
JSLIST � Joint service lightweight integrated suit technology (chemical warfare suit)
JSOW � Joint stand-off weapon
KC-130 � Airborne fuel tanker (Hercules-based)
KC-135 � Airborne fuel tanker (Boeing 707-based)
KIAS � Knots indicated air speed
Kopassus � Indonesian special forces
LAV � Light armoured vehicle
LM � Loadmaster
LS � Leading seaman
LSD � Lysergic acid diethylamide (hallucinogenic drug)
LTCOL � Lieutenant colonel
MBT � Main battle tank
M1 Abrams � US main battle tank
M16A1 � US military assault weapon
M16A2 � Current issue US military assault weapon
M2 � Heavy machine gun
M203 � Grenade launcher
M36A2 � Fragmentation grenade
M4A2 � Assault carbine favoured by special forces
M61A1 � 20mm Gatling gun
M82A1A � Sniper rifle
Merkava Mk IV � Israeli main battle tank
METFOR � Meteorological forecast
Minimi � General-purpose machine gun
Mossad � Israeli external security organisation
NBC � Nuclear biological chemical (warfare)
NCO � Non-commissioned officer
NVG � Night vision goggles
OA � Opening altitude
PC3 � (Orion) Anti-submarine warfare aircraft
PDA � Personal digital assistant
PFC � Private first class
PNG � Papua New Guinea
Prowler � Unmanned aerial vehicle
RAAF � Royal Australian Air Force
RHIB � Ribbed-hull inflatable boat
RPG � Rocket-propelled grenade
SAR � Search and rescue
SAS � Australian Special Air Service Regiment
Sayeret � Israeli special forces
Shin Bet � Israeli internal security and counterterror organisation
SLAP � Saboted light armour piercing round (armour piercing bullet)
SOP � Standard operating procedure
S70 A9 � Blackhawk helicopter
S70 B2 � Sea Hawk helicopter
TACBE � Tactical beacon � low power signal device and transceiver
TCCC � Transnational Crime Coordination Centre
TDC � Throttle designator control
TNI � Tentara Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian army)
TNI-AU � Tentara Nasional Indonesia � Angkatan Udara (Indonesian air force)
TOW � Tube launched, optically tracked, wire-guided missile
TSS � Tank sight system (external video cameras)
UAV � Unmanned aerial vehicle
USCENTCOM � United States forces in the Middle East region
VHF � Very high frequency
VX � Nerve agent
WMD � Weapon of mass destruction
X � Executive officer
XO � Executive officer
Zefa � (Cobra) AH-1 helicopter gunship
Z80 � Computer chip

Epigraph

What an excellent slave of Allah: Khalid bin Al-Waleed, one of the swords of Allah, unleashed against the unbelievers!
Prophet Mohammed, may His name be praised

Fight and slay the pagans (infidels) wherever you find them, and seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem of war.
Qur�an, Sura 9:5

Make God laugh. Tell Him your plans.
Anon



Western Highlands, Papua New Guinea

�This looks bad,� said Sergeant Tom Wilkes of the SAS, the Australian Special Air Service Regiment, thinking out loud. He was referring to the road ahead. It snaked up across the mountainside, a ribbon of orange mud that sucked at the tyres of the Land Rover and slowed the convoy�s progress to a walking pace. Wilkes repeatedly ran the flat of his hand across his short-cropped brown hair, vaguely reassured by the rough prickling on his palm. It was a habit he wasn�t aware of, something he did when he was stressed or concerned.
�How did I know you were going to say that?� said Ellis, used to his sergeant�s mannerisms. The jungle of the New Guinea highlands lay around them, heavy with the daily monsoonal downpour that had only just let up. The green mass pressed in on the road, overhanging it, trying to suffocate it, reclaim it. The Land Rovers bounced over tree roots that gave the tyres momentary purchase before the wheels sunk to their axles once more in the cloying mud. It was the perfect place for an ambush. Wilkes turned around briefly to check on the passengers cramped together in the back seat.
Bill Loku, the member of parliament for these parts, had been happily pointing out various landmarks in the low country, but as the altitude had increased, so had his unease. He said, �Mi gat wari. Mi laikim stap.�
�He�s worried, wants to stop,� said Timbu, the translator.
�Not here, mate,� said Wilkes looking out the window. �We can�t turn around.�
Loku sat in the back of the Land Rover with Timbu, Lance Corporal Gary Ellis and Trooper James Littlemore. It was hot, cramped and uncomfortable, but there were more pressing concerns than mere comfort. The politician looked decidedly tense, eyes darting left and right, shoulders bunched and rigid. Everyone felt it � the certainty of being spied on, watchful eyes hiding in the jungle, waiting for the right moment. Not everyone was happy with the government�s performance, and in these parts unhappiness was apt to be expressed in a most violent way. It was Loku�s first return visit to the highlands since taking up full-time residence in Port Moresby, the capital city of Papua New Guinea.
Wilkes could only just penetrate Loku�s accent, and the fact that he slipped in and out of the local pidgin English didn�t help his understanding any. But Wilkes didn�t need to be a linguist to know when a man was shitting himself. �Isn�t this where those coppers were shishkebabbed?� asked Ellis innocently.
�Yep,� said Wilkes, turning around and giving the lance corporal a frown that said, �Put a sock in it�. Ellis was baiting the pollie, only Loku�s English was awful and it was unlikely he knew what �shishkebab� meant anyway. Ellis was talking about an incident that had happened two days ago. A police vehicle had been cut off on this very spot. The two policemen had been found a few hours later by more police sent to investigate the radio silence, their horribly mutilated bodies speared many times. They had also been decapitated: headhunted. The whole area was regressing. Violence had gripped the country during these elections and many feared that total anarchy was just around the corner.
�Tell me again why we�re here, boss,� said Ellis.
�It�s called �being a good neighbour�,� said Wilkes. They�d been given the speech already � all the public relations reasons why � by the prime minister and the leader of the opposition, back in Townsville before deployment. The government of Papua New Guinea, anxious to have full and free elections with as little intimidation from disaffected people as possible, had called on Australia for assistance. On one level, the newspapers said Canberra felt obliged to help, because Papua New Guinea had been an Australian protectorate up until 1975, whereupon it had become a nation in its own right. But the truth was, PNG was dangerously unstable and what if the place became a failed state right on our doorstep? Well, the politicians were predicting dire consequences for Australia if that happened. Apparently, it would be the end of civilisation as we knew it.
So, Australia had responded to the call with a program that included a full troop of SAS soldiers for protection purposes � thirty-two men plus an S70 A9 Blackhawk helicopter. Not much of an assistance program, really, but this new request for military aid was nevertheless not an easy one for Australia to fulfil. Nearly all its limited numbers of elite Special Forces troops and transport squadron aircraft were committed in actions elsewhere � Afghanistan, East Timor, Thailand, the Philippines, the Gulf, the Solomons, South Korea � and it had become necessary for the Australian Defence Force command to recall soldiers resting up after tough deployments in order to put this meagre force together. Tom Wilkes had been one of those given the short straw, barely recovered from his last gruelling mission. Sergeant Wilkes involuntarily traced the rude scar that ran from his ear, snaked around his cheek and ended under his neck, the permanent calling card left by an Indonesian bullet that had ricocheted off a rock, splintering into fragments and flaying his skin. The heat and humidity were making the scar itch. The stitches had only been removed three weeks ago and the nightmare in the jungles of Sulawesi was still fresh in Wilkes�s mind.
The SAS troop had been split up and farmed out to various politicians touring the country, providing them with personal security, and augmenting the local troops when required. On this particular job, Wilkes, Ellis, Littlemore and Trooper Stu Beck were to be the Loku party�s personal guard for the duration, and rode in the second of the four-vehicle convoy. In the Land Rover up front, sweating it out with a couple of very large PNG soldiers, were Troopers Chris Ferris, Terry �Smell� Morgan, Mac Robson and Al Coombs. Bringing up the rear were two larger four-wheel-drive trucks hauling ballot boxes, tables and chairs, various supplies, a few more PNG soldiers, the main opposition candidate, plus a skeleton television crew and their gear.
Wilkes felt as edgy as anyone in the convoy. All it would take was a mine under the lead vehicle to disable it, and then everyone behind it would be at the mercy of enemy forces. A few well-placed light machine guns in the trees and there�d be no escape. Wrong millennium, Wilkes reminded himself. Think bows, arrows and spears. It would have been far more practical to have had the Blackhawk on call for this op, dropping them off where required, but it had to service the entire operation across the rugged spine of Papua New Guinea, an area generally known as the highlands. It was hot, but that didn�t account for the profusion of sweat pouring from them. The vehicle behind, a Ford of indeterminate vintage, backfired. Everyone in the convoy with a firearm involuntarily fingered the safety.
�Yu laikim Nu Guinea?� Loku asked Wilkes, but he appeared less interested in what the Australian thought of Papua New Guinea than he was in examining the surrounding jungle.
�Yes, sir, laikim tumas,� said Wilkes after a moment of translating the question. It was only his second day back in PNG and it took a while for his brain to attune itself to pidgin English, the language spoken thereabouts. He�d been to PNG before, to lay a wreath at the cenotaph at Kokoda. His grandfather had been a member of 11 Platoon 39th Battalion, one of thirty lunatic Australians who�d stood against the might of the advancing Imperial Japanese forces in World War II. He�d been armed with a revolver. His grandfather�s sacrifice was one of the many selfless acts that had helped stop the enemy dead in its tracks there. PNG had changed little since those days. It was a beautiful, wild and primitive place, with only small parts of it even dimly aware that they were living in the twenty-first century.
Loku nodded then lapsed back into silence, the attempt at conversation failing. The jungle bounced past, slapping wetly at the Land Rover. The edge was coming off the heat as the convoy climbed. Fingers of white mist curled over the ridgelines and slid down the steep valleys. And then the road suddenly widened into a clearing and the jungle receded. The Land Rover ground past two naked young boys, who stood and gawked at the vehicles. The boys were accompanied by a man wearing nothing but a piece of twine around his hips that held a large, hollow root over his penis � a koteka � and a piece of curved, cream-coloured bone through his nose. Highlanders. They were the colour of roasted coffee beans, the man�s body as hard and shiny as burnished wood.
�They don�t look very pleased to see us, boss,� Ellis observed. �They obviously don�t know that their politician�s in town, and he�s chock-full of promises.�
�Gary�� said Wilkes threateningly. None of the highlanders were smiling. That was strange. In Wilkes�s experience, the highlanders were usually friendly and inquisitive. It was rude to look directly at the women but no such strictures were placed on the men. Perhaps the welcome would warm up when they arrived in the village�s centre, he thought.
The convoy wound through the settlement. The buildings, if they could be called that, were little more than woven grass huts. Small fires smoked here and there, giving the place a cold, bluish tinge. Pigs squealed as they rooted about for food. Still no smiles. Wilkes wondered what Loku and his government had done to earn the displeasure being shown. All the men were armed with spears and clubs.
�I don�t think much of their welcoming committee,� said Trooper Littlemore, feeling edgy. Wilkes agreed with a nod. If he was concerned, Loku worked hard not to show it. Wilkes admired him for that � he knew the man was shitting himself behind the smile. Loku happily waved out the window as, no doubt, the fellow politician in the vehicle behind was doing. The younger children hid behind their mothers, who then herded them away.
�Where are all the women and kids going?� said Ellis. Wilkes had noticed that too. The village was now clearing of all but the men. The atmosphere was tense. Wilkes didn�t need to check the M4/203 in the crook of his arm. He knew its magazine was full, and there were rounds for the underslung grenade launcher in his webbing. For this mission he�d chosen this weapon over the Minimi machine gun, his usual choice, because of its compact size and versatility. The convoy ground to a halt in the centre of the village but no one came forward to greet them. The drivers turned off the ignition and the air was eerily silent.
The plan was that Loku and Andrew Pelagka, the opposition politician hoping to wrest this seat away from the incumbent, would meet with the village elders and, through Timbu, the interpreter, present their various policies. A ballot would then be set up and, after the village elders had told everyone who to vote for, polling would start. Wilkes and his men would ensure no harm came to Loku and Pelagka, while the PNG soldiers guaranteed that thuggery aimed at intimidating voters to cast against their wishes didn�t occur.
This was the way democracy worked in countries that didn�t quite get the concept, thought Wilkes. But up here in this remote part of the world, the whole notion of democracy seemed alien and ill-fitting, like trying to get these people to swap their penis gourds for business suits. How many times did the villagers here even see someone from Moresby, let alone a white man? The best thing the government down on the coast could do for these people living high in the mountains, and fifty thousand years in the past, was to keep civilisation away � loggers, McDonald�s, the whole mess � for as long as possible. But Wilkes�s point of view was his own. He was entitled to have it, but not to enforce it. He was an instrument of someone else�s will � Canberra�s � and through it, the people of Australia.
�C�mon, you blokes,� said Wilkes. �We can�t sit in here picking our noses for the duration.� The men grunted, cracked the doors open and climbed out of the vehicles. A few of them stretched. At least it felt good to stand and move around. Then the soldiers unloaded the trucks. The PNG troops milled about together, some taking the opportunity to urinate on the wheels of the trucks. Loku, Pelagka and Timbu walked towards a group of the warriors. Sergeant Wilkes gave the hand signal to form up and the Australians moved quickly to back up the politicians, but not too close and not in a threatening way. No one wanted to spook the tribesmen. The men kept the muzzles of their weapons pointed at the ground.
Timbu strode confidently towards the man who must have been the chief. The old guy had wiry white hair pulled back on his head, revealing a high intelligent forehead. Bright bird-of-paradise feathers buried securely in his hair flitted when he moved his head. Strings of teeth, bone and more feathers hung around his neck, along with what looked like the face of an altimeter from an old aircraft. His body was lean, the skin loose in places as if he�d shrunk slightly. There were many scars on his body, the legacies of countless battles and accidents. It was a hard life, yet somehow, through jungle smarts and toughness, the old man had survived it all. The chief was surrounded by younger men, all with the physiques of Olympic middle-distance runners � muscled, but not muscle-bound. They, too, were scarred by various life and death contests. The men smelled sour and acrid, a combination of animal and smoke, and something else familiar that Wilkes couldn�t quite place.
Timbu appeared to know their dialect. The exchange between him and the chief was loud and animated. Sergeant Wilkes glanced at the men who must have been either the chief�s sons or his bodyguards, or maybe both. The warriors, he realised, were sizing up him and his men. They appeared confident and cocky, almost haughty, but there was fear, too � fear of the unknown. How many third millennium soldiers had these people seen? Hidden way up here in the clouds, probably none.
Wilkes took in the village at a glance. The women and the children had completely vanished now. Only the men were left; a line of soldiers and a couple of civilians squared off against a much larger force of near-naked warriors looking increasingly belligerent and excited, muscles twitching with adrenalin overload.
�Got any ideas, boss?� asked Lance Corporal Ellis in Wilkes�s ear, keeping his eyes on the villagers.
�Smile. Look happy,� Wilkes replied.
Ellis did as he was told, but it was a tight smile and there was no amusement in it. He�d seen several warriors on the edge of the gathering raise their spears and point them in the direction of Timbu, Bill Loku and Andrew Pelagka, and it had taken Ellis a supreme effort of willpower not to respond by shooting the warriors dead before they got their spears off. Of course, Ellis knew had he done that, it would have been the match that blew the powder keg.
Suddenly several shots rang out, explosions from somewhere behind the treeline. �Jesus!� said Littlemore. �Does that sound like military assault carbines to you blokes?� No one answered. They were too busy scoping the treeline, looking for the source of the gunfire. Then followed a howling scream, a terrifying noise that sent the warriors in the village scattering for cover. Several natives threw their spears blindly at the trees as they ran helter-skelter. The PNG soldiers also ran, some even bumping into each other in their efforts to vacate the open ground of the village centre. Sergeant Wilkes and his men dropped to their knees in the confusion, sighting down their M4s and machine guns ready for whatever was about to burst into the open. The eerie howling grew louder still and then a swarm of painted and feathered warriors erupted from the cover of the dense jungle, screaming, waggling their tongues, running at full tilt towards the village centre.
Wilkes assessed the situation fast. �Ellis, Beck, Robson! Get the civilians under cover. Go!�
The two SAS troopers gathered up the politicians and the guide and herded them, running at a crouch, behind some heavy logs.
A spear thudded into the soft ground at Trooper Littlemore�s feet, frightening the crap out of him. Never in a million years did he expect to die on the point of a firehardened, barbed tip. The man who hurled it kept coming towards him, some kind of feathered club held high in his hand, ready for the death swing. Littlemore had no choice. He let off a short burst with his Minimi. Slugs smashed into the man, hurling him backwards into two of his mates.
�Jesus Christ,� said Wilkes above the din. �Aim fucking high!� He saw a couple of PNG soldiers fall down as they ran, one whose leg buckled under as it broke clean below the knee.
After a moment of confusion, the SAS men recovered their equilibrium. The politicians and other civilians secured behind the logs, Ellis and Robson rejoined Wilkes and Littlemore. They then split into twos and fired close to the marauders, but not at them, pulverising the trees around them and turning the ground at their feet into boiling cauldrons of earth and hot steel jackets. The PNG soldiers had also begun to organise themselves and were returning fire.
Wilkes popped a grenade from his webbing and loaded it into the underslung M203 launcher. He aimed quickly and then fired, lofting it behind the charging tribesmen. The HE round hit the open ground where Wilkes intended, exploding with a deafening pulse that spooked a dozen warriors, who turned and fled back into the trees. The concussion stopped several more warriors, who stood and shook their heads, deafened and disoriented.
�What the hell are these people doing with AK-47s?� yelled Littlemore. Wilkes didn�t answer because he had no idea. But the fact was they had them, and a round fired by a primitive warrior could do as much damage as a round from a professional sniper if it hit the right spot. Fortunately, though, they had no training and hitting a target from a distance of two hundred metres with a rifle as powerful as a Kalashnikov wasn�t easy even if the finger on the trigger was experienced. Adding the confusion of battle made the task of aiming accurately even more difficult, and if the shooter was running, well-nigh impossible. It was not surprising, then, that despite the considerable amount of lead flying about, none of the SAS was killed or wounded. But Wilkes knew that this situation would change rapidly if the attackers were permitted to close with his men. No skill or experience hitting the bullseye was necessary when the bull itself was at point-blank range. �C�mon, you blokes. Start earning your pay,� he said. He made a few quick hand signals and his men took the offensive. They moved about, never staying in the one place more than a few seconds. This willingness to move confused the painted warriors, making their targeting even more erratic. As soon as they stopped and took aim, Wilkes�s Warriors would fire on them from an angle they didn�t expect. With the benefit of surprise lost, the initiative passed to the defenders. Wilkes and his men kept splitting off at different angles, firing, moving. The attackers soon had no idea where to concentrate their attack. Withdrawal was their only option.
Trooper Beck had a lucky escape. He rolled out from behind a grass hut, coming to the kneeling position, and found himself looking up into the black eyes of a warrior less than three metres away, the smoking muzzle of the man�s AK-47 pointing a little over his head. The highlander had just fired a burst from the carbine. All he had to do was drop the weapon slightly, squeeze the trigger and Beck was dead. Beck brought his own weapon to bear on the warrior � it took an age to come around, turning, turning � and Beck expected at any instant to have his lights burned out as he registered the muzzle flash. But it never came. The two men glared at each other, the warrior�s nostrils flaring like something wild and dangerous as he breathed. Beck was mesmerised by the sight of the man, fierce and proud, and spectacularly adorned with technicolour feathered plumes and red, yellow and white paint. It would have been like shooting a lion or a tiger, only this man was something rarer, a migrant from an age lost to modern civilisation. In that instant, Beck felt a distant connection with the proud and dangerous warrior. The SAS trooper registered the highlander�s finger squeezing the trigger repeatedly and he realised that he should be dead. The weapon�s magazine was spent. The tribesman knew he�d lost this encounter when the rifle in his hands refused to fire. He flung it down, turned and ran, disappearing into the jungle, gone in an instant like a dream that dissolves into an uncertain waking memory.
�Shit,� said Beck. He blinked several times and sucked in a lungful of the wet mountain air as his heart pounded. He felt like a man who�d played dead while a bear sniffed him over, expecting the ruse to be discovered at any moment. �Shit,� he said again under his breath. He stood and looked around, regaining his composure in time to see a band of naked men from the village charge into the bush, giving chase to the retreating marauders. They�d picked up some of the dropped weapons and were firing them on the run, chasing the attackers. Two warriors from the village fell from the pack as they ran, victims of friendly fire, just as the melee reached the treeline. The party giving chase disappeared from view at that instant, but their path through the dense bush was marked by the clatter of semiautomatic fire that frightened birds from the trees.
�You okay, mate?� said Wilkes, trotting over to Beck. �You�re one lucky bastard. Did the bugger hypnotise you or something?�
�Dunno, boss. Maybe,� said Beck.
Beck leaned down and picked up the dropped AK-47. He expelled the magazine and checked it. Just as he�d thought: empty. The selector was on automatic fire.
�If it�d been set to single shot, there might have been something left in the till with your name on it,� Wilkes said. He held out his hand and Beck passed him the weapon. He turned the carbine over and the two men gave it a cursory examination. It was old and filthy with a stock deeply scarred from years of abuse. The blueing on the barrel was also removed in places and rust eggs spotted the metal here and there.
�The bloke on the other end was lucky this didn�t blow up in his face,� said Ferris, looking over Wilkes�s shoulder. �What the hell are these bastards doing with Kalashnikovs anyway?�
�Is there an echo around here?� said Wilkes.
�What?� Ferris asked.
�Never mind,� said Wilkes, passing him the weapon. �I�d like to know where this came from, and how it got here.�
�Yeah, well, knowing the important questions is why you�re the leader of our merry band of wankers, Sarge.� Ferris handed the carbine back. Originally called Wilkes�s Warriors, the sergeant�s troop had been renamed Wilkes�s Wankers when they were in East Timor, and the epithet had stuck.
�Come on,� said Wilkes, �we�d better see how the rest of our party is enjoying themselves.�
�What are we going to do about the locals?� Robson said, nodding in the direction of the popping gunfire.
�Not much we can do. We�re not here to sort that one out. We�re on protection duty, remember? So we�d best go and protect.�
�All our guys are accounted for,� said Lance Corporal Ellis jogging over. �A couple of the PNG boys are wounded, though. Stray shots. Nothing serious. Nurse Beck, you might like to see to �em.�
�Yep,� said Beck. He turned and ran back to the Land Rover to get his first aid kit.
�There�re ten dead � four defenders, six attackers,� said Ellis, continuing his debrief. �Loku, the other pollie and the interpreter are okay, but shaken up.�
�Could be worse,� said Wilkes.
�Sorry about shooting that bugger, Sarge,� said Littlemore, disappointed with himself.
�It was you or him, wasn�t it?�
�Yeah, I know, but��
�Let it go, Jimbo. Did your best.�
The SAS were the elite of the Australian Army, trained to kill but not killers. There was a big difference and Wilkes�s men were proud of their level of professionalism. Littlemore had just ended the life of a man wielding a stone-age club. If nothing else it was a terribly uneven contest and he didn�t feel good about it. Five more warriors lay dead in the village centre, shot by the PNG troops who were a little less concerned about sparing their countrymen�s lives.
Wilkes�s men stood in a loose group, heads swivelling about, prepared for trouble. �How�s everyone for ammo?� asked Wilkes.
The men checked their webbing and most shook their heads. They�d expended much of their personal stores. Frightening people away took more bullets than killing them. Wilkes didn�t like to be low on ammunition, especially when the jungle around them appeared to be full of people with twitchy fingers. He had half a magazine left � fifteen rounds. He could still call on his trusty pump action Remington, and he had plenty of heavy #4 buckshot to go with it. He also had five HE grenades left for the M203. Wilkes admonished himself for not having a few flash-bangs in his kit. As their name suggested, flash-bangs made a hell of a noise when they went off, as well as making a blinding flash. They were designed primarily for anti-terror work, for disorienting terrorists without killing innocent civilians. A few of them would have come in handy during a skirmish like the one they�d just experienced, stopping the invaders cold, and maybe saving lives on both sides.
Bill Loku, Andrew Pelagka and Timbu walked over, dusting themselves down.
Wilkes gave the civilians a quick once-over. They were dishevelled and muddy, but otherwise unharmed. He asked anyway, directing the question first to Loku: �Yu oraet, sir?�
The politician nodded, sweat beads glistening on his black skin.
�Mr Pelagka?�
�Yes, mi okei tenkyu.�
�Timbu?�
The translator nodded.
Wilkes next turned his attention to his men. �How about you blokes? All OK?�
�Fabulous, boss,� said Beck.
�Same,� said Littlemore.
Ellis nodded agreement.
The headman of the village walked towards the group, taking broad steps, his composure not in the least affected, as though the events of the past half an hour were nothing too extraordinary. Indeed, he seemed more interested in Wilkes�s M4. He pointed at it and spoke in a language that was utterly foreign, barely moving his ancient lips. Timbu spoke to him, and they conversed back and forth. Finally, in unaccented English that continually surprised Wilkes, Timbu said, �The chief wants many guns like yours, Sergeant, so that he can bury his enemies. Can you show him a grenade? He saw you fire one and wants a closer look.�
Wilkes prised one from his chest webbing and handed it to the chief. It was perfectly safe. The device had to spin clockwise at quite high rotations to arm itself. The chief felt its weight in the palm of his hand, then threw it up and down carelessly a couple of times. He spat a crimson quid of betel nut and saliva on the ground at his feet before speaking again.
�The chief is amazed that something so small can lift several men off the ground and throw them around like sticks. He says it�s truly magic of the gods, but can�t decide whether those gods are good or evil.�
They might be primitive people, but that didn�t dull their perception any. Wilkes said, �Tell the chief I admire his wisdom, Timbu.�
Timbu translated and the chief nodded, handing the grenade back. Next he beckoned for Wilkes�s weapon. The sergeant first checked that the chamber was empty and the safety on before he handed it over. Again, the chief felt its weight then brought it up, pulling the stock back into his shoulder and lining up his eye behind the sight. He muttered something.
�He doesn�t like it. Says it feels light � not very strong,� said Timbu.
The old man handed back the carbine. �Can you ask the chief where the jungle people get their guns from?� Wilkes asked.
Timbu nodded and spoke in the strange, mumbling tongue and the chief replied. �Men from Papua � Indonesians,� he said, nodding towards the west. �They come with guns and barter for the marijuana that grows wild here. It�s very powerful.�
�It�s called New Guinea Gold. It�ll blow the top of your head off,� said Ellis, chipping in.
�I suppose you�re going to tell me next that you�ve never inhaled,� said Wilkes with a smile.
�Actually, I knew a bloke who knew a bloke whose sister�s boyfriend had the stuff once,� said Ellis. �And he didn�t do the drawback.�
�Yeah, right.� Stale marijuana smoke. That was the smell Wilkes had recognised earlier but couldn�t quite place.
Timbu talked some more with the chief, nodding occasionally and asking questions. The chief became quite
animated.
�What is it?� Wilkes asked.
�The Indonesians first came about a year ago with just a few weapons and gave them to a small village over the ridge,� said the translator, pointing north. �In return, the people gave them food and herbs, which probably included marijuana. Six months later, the Indonesians returned, this time with several crates of weapons and boxes of ammunition, and bartered the lot for bales of pot. The guns proved a big success with the locals. They could kill at great distances � much better than spears, but there were a couple of accidents. The chief says he heard one man blew his hand off accidentally, and two boys shot each other dead playing with them, but the weapons had allowed the small village to finally exercise payback on a much larger neighbouring village they�d been warring with for some time.
�The Indonesians came back again a couple of months later with still more guns, wanting more drugs. This time they struck a deal with the larger village. The following day, a raiding party wiped out the smaller village � everyone � men, women and children. Fewer warriors use the traditional weapons around here anymore. They all want carbines. A lot of people are dying� it�s very sad.�
Wilkes nodded. Sad was an understatement. �Ask the chief why his village doesn�t have rifles yet,� he said.
Timbu put it to the chief, who hawked loudly onto the ground before answering.
�The chief says it�s the road. It scares off the traders. That�s why this village is one of the last in these hills to get them. But the chief thinks his village will get rifles soon. They must have them to deter attacks.�
The chief began to talk again, smiling, patting Morgan and Littlemore on the back. Timbu said, �The chief wants us all to be his guests tonight, and he is sorry that he didn�t make us feel welcome when we first arrived. He didn�t know we were such good fighters.�
Wilkes scratched his forehead. He wasn�t keen. This wasn�t supposed to be the SAS show. He looked at Loku and Pelagka. Bill Loku took over, speaking up in pidgin, smiling, using plenty of friendly gestures and back-patting of his own to get his point across. Striking up a rapport with these people was his reason for being here. Politicians � the same everywhere, thought Wilkes.
Timbu translated for the politicians and the chief smiled broadly, showing a mouth full of red and black teeth, the legacy of a lifetime of chewing betel nut.
But it wasn�t all happiness. The wives, mothers and sisters of the two villagers felled at the treeline by friendly fire began to mourn their dead. They howled over the men. Timbu said, �Aside from the emotional loss, losing their men is going to cause those women real hardship. They�ll have to rely on the generosity of the village to survive.�
Wilkes nodded. �If it�s not a rude question, Timbu, I�ve been meaning to ask � where�d you learn to speak English like that?�
�My parents came from this area. Our village got torched when I was a baby. A payback raid over a pig. My parents were killed. An Australian patrol officer found me and adopted me. Went to a private school in Sydney. Political science at Sydney University, then back to Port Moresby, and here I am.� He said it as if there was something about his life�s journey that was inevitable.
�Is �payback� what it sounds like?� asked Littlemore, who�d never been to PNG before and didn�t know much about the place.
�Yeah, it�s exactly what you�d think it means. You do something to me, and I pay you back. Unfortunately, the way they practise it here, you pay me back and then I pay you back and on it goes, round and round. Used to be pretty bad before the Lutheran missionaries began converting the area and settled things down. But looks like it�s gonna get bad again with all these guns about.�
�Yep,� said Wilkes, looking at the dead highlander twenty metres away curled on the ground in the foetal position, his warpaint running with his own blood. PNG troops laid three other dead warriors beside him. �So what are you doing up here, Timbu?�
�This was my home,� said Timbu. �Not this village, but these hills. Come back every chance I get.� He looked around, taking in the surrounds, and Wilkes could sense the man�s loss. �Now I work for the government as a translator. When I heard Bill was heading up here to kiss babies, I put my hand up to come along. I speak English, Indonesian, pidgin, a couple of these highland dialects and a smattering of menu French to impress the chicks.�
�Don�t think you�ll find much foie gras round here,� said Wilkes. He sized Timbu up professionally and decided it would be much healthier to be his friend than his enemy, for Timbu was a big man, five or six centimetres taller than Wilkes, and just as stocky � around a hundred and ten kilos in weight. He guessed Timbu was around thirty to thirty-two years old, a few years older than himself, and built like a rugby player � maybe a second rower, Wilkes thought � with a good strong face, a broad nose and teeth so white they appeared to be lit from the inside.
�Boss,� said Beck, interrupting.
�Stu?�
�Got three wounded PNG men. Not seriously. Two flesh wounds � both thigh shots � and a fractured tibia and fibula. The bullet�s still lodged in the bone. Should medivac �em out.�
Wilkes nodded.
�We�ve got no morphine, just a basic first aid kit � a few dressings and that�s it.�
Wilkes heard the men crying out when their pain became too much for them to bear. �Gary?�
�Yo.�
�See if you can get that Blackhawk up here pronto. Tell �em we need medivac.�
�On it,� Ellis said.
�And while you�re there, see if you can get a patch through to regiment. Give �em the serial number on this rifle and see what they can do with it,�Wilkes said, tossing Ellis the carbine.
�Sure, boss,� said Ellis, who then turned and jogged off to the truck to get on the satellite videophone � the vone � and make the call.
Gunfire cracked from the treeline. Wilkes turned to face the source. It was the men who�d chased the marauders off into the jungle, returning. They seemed pretty happy with themselves, laughing and shooting the weapons they�d won skywards as they strolled back into the village centre. One man was being carried between two others, his foot a bloody red mass. Beck walked over to meet the approaching war party, Timbu following. �Put him down here,� Beck said. The wounded man was laid on the damp earth and Beck rummaged in his satchel for swabs to wipe away the clotted blood. The warrior stared straight at the sky, eyes fixed and wide. He breathed short, quick breaths through his teeth, flecks of white spittle blowing from his lips. Yet, he made not a sound. �Sorry, mate,� said Beck. �I can�t give you too much help, I�m afraid.� Beck admired the man�s courage and cursed the fact that he had no morphine to end yet another unnecessary battle with pain.
An old woman, naked but for thin baggy cotton shorts, with hair the colour and texture of steel wool, pushed through the tribesmen, muttering. She carried a banana leaf on which were collected small piles of berries, leaves and beetles. She knelt beside the wounded man, placing the banana leaf on his rigid stomach. She gathered the nuts and leaves, put them in her mouth and began to chew. After a minute, she knelt over the man�s face and let a gob of purple spit fall from her lips onto his clenched teeth. He swallowed and, within a handful of seconds, relaxed into a deep sleep. Beck watched on, open-mouthed. The old woman spat the masticated quid on the ground, took one of the insects, a large orange beetle, bit off its head and chewed. She screwed up her face � Beck could only imagine the taste � and spat on the ground again.
�The beetle�s head contains an antidote to the sleeping,� said Timbu. �But its body is pure poison � a nerve toxin. They mash a few of �em up and dip their arrows in it. Handy when your dinner�s up a tree. One scratch with that stuff and it�ll fall onto your plate.�
Beck was intrigued. He knew there were many species of plants and animals that had medicinal qualities undiscovered by western medicine. And he�d seen that beetle many times before throughout the Asia � Pacific region, yet he�d never heard of it having the properties it apparently possessed.
Timbu spoke to the old woman, who replied tersely before pointing at the shattered foot. �Apparently you�ve got around twenty minutes before the pain finds its way through the medicine. She says you should remove the bullet before he wakes, because she says she�s not doing this again,� he said, screwing up his face, mimicking her.
Beck didn�t say anything, silently agreeing that eating live beetles was not something he�d want to make a habit of. He wondered what on earth was in the collection of nuts and leaves that, combined, had acted so fast and so completely to knock the patient out.
�I know what you�re thinking,� said Timbu, �but you�ll never find out. It�s considered magic and they guard it jealously.�
Beck shrugged and got to work. He poured antiseptic on his hands, and then felt around in the flesh and bone of the man�s foot with his index finger until he found the slug. It was difficult to reach. He cut the skin further with a scalpel, working quickly, and then dug out the bullet, again using his index finger. He could feel that many of the delicate bones were broken. It must have been a ricochet, tumbling elliptically as it penetrated the skin, smashing its way in. The warrior would also have to make the trip in the chopper to the hospital at Mt Hagen. Beck did the best he could, dousing the wound with antiseptic and applying a pressure bandage to help stop the bleeding and keep the flies off. When the patient woke, the pain would be excruciating. �You know, it�ll be touch and go whether you keep this foot, sunshine,� Beck said to his unconscious patient. Infection would be the major concern, ironically possibly introduced by his probing finger, but there was not much else he could do. When Beck was finished, he sat back on his haunches. �Okay, next,� he said. Timbu told the villagers that Beck was done. The men picked up their wounded comrade and began to carry him off.
�Better explain he has to go to hospital, Timbu. On the helo. They should carry him over there. Put him with those two blokes,� said Beck, pointing at the sedated PNG soldiers who were also now miraculously sleeping like babies after having been visited by the beetle woman.
�Boss, the helo will be here in twenty,� said Ellis, panting from his run to and from the vehicles.
�Good,� said Wilkes, distracted. He�d noticed the TV news crew filming, using the activity of the SAS as background and that was a concern. It annoyed him. He walked over, careful not to be within the camera�s frame.
��violence continues to be a feature of these elections, but now there�s something new. The primitive highland warriors, people happily living a simple hunter � gatherer existence for thousands of years, are armed with modern military rifles. And they�re using them�on each other. This is Jim Fredrickson in the highlands of Papua New Guinea, for NQTV News��
�How was that, Barry?� said the journalist to the producer after a few seconds� pause to let the tape run.
�Looked good to me,� said the cameraman.
Barry gave the thumbs up.
�Look,� said Wilkes, walking up to the crew as the man called Barry checked the sound equipment, �I appreciate that you blokes have a job to do, but I asked you to keep us out of your reporting.�
�I know. Don�t worry, Sergeant,� said Barry. �The background is way out of focus � just a bit of colour and movement, that�s all. I can assure you that you and your men won�t be recognisable.�
�Okay,� said Wilkes. Anonymity was important to the SAS. If they could be identified by any bad guys, there was always the chance that revenge might be exacted on them through a hit on their friends and family in the future.
�Hey, now I know where I�ve met you before,� said Barry. �It�s just dawned on me.�
Wilkes cocked his head to one side. The guy did look familiar.
�Well, we�ve never actually met, but aren�t you with Annabelle Gilbert?�
Wilkes didn�t answer. He was uncomfortable about having his professional and private lives mixed.
�Yeah, I�ve seen you around the station a couple of times. Barry Weaver, producer,� he said, holding out his hand.
Wilkes reluctantly shook it. �Tom Wilkes.� He remembered that Annabelle had mentioned Weaver in the same sentence as �sleazebag�.
�Look, Wilko, don�t worry about us,� said the producer, putting his arm around Wilkes�s shoulders as if he�d become his new best friend. �We�ll do the right thing by you. And, by the way, I reckon you�d have to be the luckiest man on this planet.� Weaver jiggled his eyebrows up and down repeatedly � suggestively � so that there was no mistaking why he thought Wilkes was so lucky.
The helo arrived with the familiar thump-thump, distracting Wilkes. Ellis came over.
�That was quick,� said Wilkes.
�It was already airborne and close by, boss. Mt Hagen thought it better to pick the wounded up now and ferry them in, rather than turn the bird around and collect a medical crew.�
Wilkes looked at Beck.
�That�s okay with me, boss,� said Beck with a shrug. �The patients are as stable as I can make them, anyway.�
Wilkes nodded. Fair enough. He walked Ellis out of earshot of the producer. �Listen, when the help leaves, find some excuse to get that news crew on it will you?� Fuck �em. They had their story, didn�t they?
Twenty minutes later, the Blackhawk lifted off, carrying away the wounded and the news crew. Barry waved goodbye from the helo�s open door. From a distance, Wilkes and Ellis watched. Ellis yelled over the noise of the helo�s departure, �Told the producer guy the trucks had broken down and that we were going to have to walk out through this,� he said, indicating the impenetrable wall of jungle nearby.
�Yep, that�ll do it,� said Wilkes, feeling relieved enough to return the friendly wave.
The tribespeople had gathered to watch the wounded men being loaded into the Blackhawk. They were all familiar with helos. The villagers about to get a ride in it were considered lucky, for this was seen as a real adventure. As the Blackhawk rose from the grass clearing, a small boy started spinning with his arms out, imitating the aircraft, and soon every child was doing it � spinning until they fell over, dizzy and laughing.
* * *
The smoke of several fires hung in the village at about waist height. Night fell quickly at this high altitude, and so did the temperature. The soldiers came prepared for it with khaki flight jackets, the same type used by military pilots. Timbu and the politicians threw on jumpers. Most of the locals ignored the cold, going about their business near-naked. Some of the older folk and the youngsters had grey blankets wrapped loosely around their shoulders. The days were hot, but the nights cool.
�Ples bilong yu?� asked the chief as he took a seat beside Wilkes. Where are you from?
�Mipela bilong Ostrelya,� said Wilkes, a bit of pidgin coming back to him.
�Yu marit o nogat?� asked the chief, making small talk.
�Mi no marit,� said Wilkes, hoping the question was not a prelude to the chief offering him a daughter. �Mi gelpren,� he said.
The fact that Wilkes had a girlfriend seemed to satisfy the chief, who then turned away to answer a question Pelagka put to him about the health of his people.
The PNG soldiers kept to themselves, friendly but uninvolved. Eventually, dinner came. Wilkes and his men weren�t keen on eating the local food and would have preferred to stick with their ratpacks � pre-packaged ration packs � but both the chief and the politicians had been insistent. The first course arrived on bark platters and consisted mainly of baked sweet potatoes, and various cooked taro roots and bananas. Then came the meat.
�Mmm, delicious,� said Ellis, tucking in before anyone else. �What is it?�
Timbu asked the chief.
�Longpela pik,� said the old man.
�What�s that?�
�Man,� said the interpreter.
�Oh,� said Ellis with a full mouth. And then the penny dropped. �What?� He spat the mouthful into the fire, and wiped his mouth and tongue on the front of his shirt.
The chief rocked with laughter then spoke animatedly.
�He says his village has never practised cannibalism,� Timbu translated, �but that plenty of villages in this area have, even up to fairly recently. He says there are rumours the village that attacked them today still practises it occasionally, but personally I doubt that.� Timbu turned to the chief and said, �Mipela laikim tumas dispela kaikai na longpela pik.� We enjoyed the meal, especially the long pig.
�Can you ask the chief why they were attacked today?� Wilkes asked.
�Already have � payback. No one can remember how it all started. They�ve been fighting back and forth for years. Only now, one side has guns. Back when they used spears, there�d be a few injuries, the occasional death. Now it�s not unusual for ten or fifteen men to be killed and the same number wounded in a simple skirmish. And then there are all the accidents with firearms, like we saw today.�
�Yeah,� said Wilkes.
�What happened when these men chased the others into the jungle?� asked Beck.
Timbu spoke at length with some of the young men who had gone on the raid, the conversation becoming quite excited.
�They didn�t get anywhere near the other village,� he said. �It�s a good day and a half�s trek away, maybe more, through the jungle and over a high ridge to the north-west. There was a bit of a skirmish in the trees not far from here, which is where the man took a bullet in the foot. They broke off the chase because they came across a party of Asians they believed were heading to the enemy village. These people from over the border in West Papua have a bad reputation for being cruel and vicious, so the men came back.�
The Australians looked at the faces of the people around them. Most were smiling broadly, innocently. Wilkes knew he couldn�t do anything to help them. It�s not your fight, Tom. �Did you say a day and a half�s journey from here?�
�Give or take.�
Wilkes was due to go back on leave after this job, along with the rest of his men. They�d bloody well deserved it. He�d had a few plans to go away with Annabelle, his �gelpren�. If he were a few days late, would that matter? He knew the answer to that � yes, it would. �Timbu, you say you know these hills. Do you know them well enough to get us to that village?�
Timbu looked at Wilkes and wondered what the soldier was thinking. �No, afraid I don�t. The jungle out there�s so thick you could walk three metres from the edge of a village of a thousand people and not know it�s there. One of these men could take you,� he said, indicating the locals, �but I�d have to go with you as interpreter.�
�How about it? Feel like a stroll?�
Timbu took a deep breath. �It�s tough out there, in the jungle, but I guess you know that,� he said.
Wilkes nodded.
Laughter and squeals of delight interrupted them as the women of the village presented gifts to Loku, Pelagka and the soldiers: their very own kotekas. Sergeant Wilkes was given the largest of them all, and there was much backslapping and eye-rolling to go with it. When the food and presentations were over, the village men lit enormous marijuana cigars. Wilkes and his troop declined when offered but the smoke hung around the fires and the conversation soon became quite silly even between those not dragging directly on the enormous cigars.
* * *
Wilkes�s Wankers had accompanied Loku and his party back to Mt Hagen when the voting had concluded. But now they were heading back to the village, returning with the wounded highlanders, who�d had their injuries dressed.
The village looked small from above as the Blackhawk descended through a thousand feet towards it. Wilkes preferred the view from above rather than the blind approach on the track through the jungle. The village was cut out of the surrounding bush, the terminus for the road, the end of the line. If you wanted to go any further, it was machete time.
He checked the man on the stretcher beside him. The wounded foot was set in a fibreglass cast, a big ski boot. The man appeared anxious, eyes darting left and right. Sergeant Wilkes smiled at him, hoping to provide some reassurance that the popping between his ears was normal. The highlander had been reasonably calm once the helo was airborne and settled into its cruise, but he�d been unconscious during his first chopper ride, so the descent was a new experience. He heaved once and then vomited on himself before Littlemore could get a bag under his chin.
�Poor bugger,� Beck yelled through the din.
�Why?� said Sergeant Wilkes in Beck�s ear. �He looks pretty comfy to me.� Wilkes envied the man his stretcher. Sitting on the bare floor of a Blackhawk was one of life�s lesser experiences as far as he was concerned. Squatting on your pack was the only alternative. Timbu chose the hard, unforgiving deck. Lance Corporal Ellis and Troopers Littlemore and Beck had decided to come along, giving up some leave to do so. They each had enough ratpacks to last five days in the jungle. With the exception of Timbu, who didn�t know one end of a pistol from the other, the men carried weapons � Minimis for Ellis and Littlemore, M4/203s for Wilkes and Beck. Technically speaking it was illegal for the Australians to be carrying firearms because they were not working in an official capacity but, in the unmapped reaches of one of the most unexplored mountain ranges on earth, it was unlikely they�d be pulled up and questioned about it. And it would have been plain dumb not to bring them. They�d be tracking people who were armed to the teeth, and not likely to be friendly. This time, Wilkes also brought along a few flash-bangs.
The Blackhawk flared twenty metres from the ground, and its downwash flattened one grass structure and blew away two more. The young boys and girls from the village gathered dangerously close to the helo and spun around, arms outstretched, until they fell over giddy. A large number of men and women also came to greet the helo, this time armed with smiles rather than spears, led by the chief. The men hopped out of the Blackhawk, then turned and hauled their packs out. The pilot and co-pilot checked that their rotors were clear, the pitch of the thump-thump changed and the large, heavy machine rose from the ground on a swirling cone of dust, leaves and grass. The chief walked towards them with both hands outstretched in welcome. �Gude,� he said. Hello.
Wilkes returned the pleasantries. �Moning. Yu stap gut? Good morning. Are you well?
�Mi stap gut,� said the old chief, nodding and smiling. The men shook hands warmly as if the parting had been for months rather than a couple of days. When the chief could be heard more clearly against the noise of the departing helo, he patted Wilkes on the back and said, �Taim san i go daun i gat bigpela singsing.�
He wants us to stay tonight for another feast, Wilkes thought, taking a few seconds to translate what was little more than a mumble and formulate a reply: thanks, but we�ve got a long road ahead and we need to hurry. �Nogut, tenku. Rot i longpela. Mipela hariup.�
�Hey, not bad,� said Timbu.
�Can you ask him about a guide? Got no idea how to say that,� said Wilkes a little self-consciously.
The old man nodded occasionally as Timbu spoke. He then addressed the Australians and Timbu translated: �He understands that we�re keen to be on our way. And he�s lending us one of his sons to be our guide.�
The chief turned and said something quickly to his people, and a boy of around fourteen stepped forward. His black skin glistened with sweat in the morning heat. There was not an ounce of fat on him. His face was open and friendly beneath close-cropped hair bleached an ochre colour. Overly large teeth crowded into a mouth that stretched from ear to ear as he grinned. A small collection of ornaments hung from his neck and, around his waist, the penis gourd. �Nem bilong mi Muruk,� he said.
�Tom,� said Wilkes, shaking the boy�s hand. �Mi amamas long mitim yu, Muruk,� he added politely. Pleased to meet you.
�Er�don�t know whether you�ve noticed, boss, but he�s a boy,� said Ellis, knowing how arduous the next few days would be.
�To them he�s a man,� said Timbu. �And if you don�t accept, the chief will think you question his judgment, which would be considered rude. Besides, this is the boy�s home. The jungle�s the kid�s backyard. There�s no way the chief would put him forward if he didn�t think he was man enough for the job.�
�Sounds reasonable,� said Wilkes. �Tell the chief that we�re honoured his son will be our guide.� He knew that sending his son wasn�t such a big deal, but it didn�t hurt to be polite. The people here were polygamists. The chief had maybe twenty wives and God knows how many offspring. Half the men in the tribe were probably his.
Timbu thanked the chief and the village men mingled with the soldiers, nodding and smiling.
�We should get going, eh?� said Sergeant Wilkes after a few minutes. It was already 0900 hours and he was impatient to get underway. Just because he and his men were now officially tourists in PNG rather than soldiers on duty for the Australian government, it didn�t mean they could relax. That they weren�t performing an official task meant this �mission� would not have the benefit of any intelligence. Time was therefore of the essence. The last contact with the gunrunners was just a few days ago. After further questioning of the warriors from the village who�d seen these foreigners, there was no certainty about whether they were on their way to conduct business, or leaving after having concluded it. And if they were heading out, what was their destination? The more Wilkes considered it, the more he thought that perhaps he was on a fool�s errand, and should be sitting on a quiet beach somewhere with a cold beer on one side and Annabelle on the other. Indeed, once they�d left the highlands, Wilkes had had second and third thoughts about becoming further involved in this guns-for-drugs mess. They could conceivably land in a shitload of trouble with the authorities back home. But then Wilkes took another look at the innocent faces around him and knew he was doing the right thing. Okay, so there was no way he and his men could single-handedly stop the flood of modern weaponry into these hills, but maybe they could discover something that would make this exercise worthwhile, even if just for this one village.
Muruk approached the Australians and shook each man�s hand in turn, learning their names as he went. The boy�s grip was strong. He said something to Wilkes, who then looked helplessly at Timbu. �He said he�s packed and ready to go now,� said the interpreter.
�Good,� Wilkes said.
�Rockin�,� said Muruk.
Wilkes and Timbu blinked wide-eyed at the young man.
�Radio,� said Muruk by way of explanation as he ran off to one side and picked up a bilum, a shoulder bag made from woven grasses.
�Jesus,� said Beck, who�d caught all this. �Bloody Elvis has a lot to bloody answer for, don�t he?�
Muruk returned and Timbu said an official goodbye on behalf of them all. The chief and the rest of the village waved, and kept waving right up until they followed Muruk into the jungle. A dozen paces into the thick ground cover and Wilkes turned to look behind him. The village had gone, hidden utterly from view. Timbu had been right. Within a few short steps, the jungle had swallowed them so completely it was if they�d journeyed into it for days.
Sounds filled Sergeant Wilkes�s ears � a chorus of birds, crickets, geckoes, the swish of lizards and snakes slithering through grass. He breathed deeply, taking in the wet heat he knew so well. The combination of jungle smells and sounds combined to send an unexpected shiver up his spine. Wilkes was suddenly reminded of his troop�s most recent mission into the centre of Sulawesi, where they�d rescued the survivors of a downed Qantas plane. There, they�d come up against the Kopassus, Indonesia�s infamous special forces troops. The mission had been successful, but it had also been murderous and two of his men had been killed. Until then, Wilkes had embraced the jungle completely, welcoming it as a second home. But now the press of wet leaves, the razor grass and the three levels of canopy overhead also held brutal memories that forced their way into his dreams and made him wake to the sound of his own screams. Virgin jungle was a place of death, of destruction, revealing its secrets only when it had worn down the mind and left it vulnerable. Sergeant Wilkes took a deep breath and shook his head: get a grip on yourself, pal � come unglued afterwards, when you�re sitting on that beach with Belle.
An hour later, Tom Wilkes was feeling more like his old self. The notion that the jungle had some kind of malevolent consciousness had receded and he was starting to enjoy the walk. The deep bush of the New Guinea highlands was a botanist�s delight, with orchids everywhere, and of every colour: purple, yellow, white and red. They flowered on the ground and in the trees. Some were large and some small. Some were openly parasitic, their delicate white tendrils tapped into the life force of host trees and shrubs; some apparently taking nutrients from the air itself. And all the while, the infinite diversity of song rang out from a spectacular range of birds of paradise, their intensely coloured plumage visible from a considerable distance. It had been too long since Tom had been in the jungle just for the pure joy of it. Okay, the environment held its dangers, but at least this time one of them wasn�t camouflaged enemy special forces. And that was a pleasant change.
Muruk took them along paths that were hidden by the jungle, the byways rather than the highways. The climb over the ridge was relatively easy with no need for ropes or pitons, but the altitude, well over three thousand metres, left them breathless. Standing on the top of the ridge, Sergeant Wilkes looked back towards the village. The view was spectacular, as if some titan had taken a giant bucket of greenery and splashed it into the valley, the foliage sluicing up the mountainsides towards them. Muruk�s village could be seen clearly, appearing like a sloppy crop circle cut into the vegetation by drunken aliens.
Muruk and Timbu chatted briefly in the village dialect.
�Muruk apologises for the cold,� said Timbu, �but says going this way will slice half a day from the trek.�
�Hamas taim long go long?� asked Beck, who was starting to pick up a few words of pidgin. How far to go?
�Klostu liklik,� said Muruk.
Beck nodded, but obviously with no idea of what the boy had said.
�He said, literally translated, �fairly near�. But around here, normal concepts of distance don�t mean much. We might still be walking this time tomorrow and Muruk will still be saying, �klostu liklik�,� said Timbu.
Littlemore swigged some water from a flask. Ellis pulled a fleece from his pack. Beck shrugged. �Well, tell Muruk we�re enjoying the walk anyway.�
�Sweet,� said Muruk, smiling broadly, again taking everyone completely by surprise.
�He says he doesn�t understand English � picks up on the sentiment. But I think maybe he�s having us all on,� Timbu said, patting the boy on the shoulder.
The wind was up on the high exposed ridge, adding a chill that made it uncomfortable to stand still, yet Muruk appeared unaffected by either the altitude or the cold. Wilkes wondered if the young man felt the elements the way he did, or whether the hard life in the bush had inured him against them.
The jungle on the far side of the ridge was no different to the bush around Muruk�s village, but the young man moved through it far more carefully. This was not his turf, so it paid to be cautious. It was late afternoon before Muruk called a halt to the march. They stood amongst a stand of trees and ferns and towering marijuana plants with heads as thick as a man�s wrist, covered in the characteristic red hairs of the local variety.
�Wow,� said Ellis, examining a plant. �There�s a shitload of short-term memory loss here.�
There was no order to the plantings that Wilkes could see. Handfuls of seeds had probably been thrown here but, other than that, the stuff was growing wild. And it was everywhere. Muruk spoke with Timbu, who then turned to Wilkes: �Muruk wants to find a place to bed down overnight. He doesn�t want to get too close to the village in the dark � we may be discovered. He says this is a good place to stay. The plants are not harvested at night.�
�So we�re close?� Wilkes asked.
Timbu nodded.
�Em ples � em i longwe o nogat?� Wilkes asked Muruk directly. The village � how far is it?
The boy held up a finger, indicating an hour.
�I want to use the night for cover � see our gunrunning friends in action,� said Wilkes.
�Yes, but don�t you think�?�
Sergeant Wilkes pulled a pair of NVGs from his pack and handed the binocular device to Timbu. �I�m not suggesting we go there stumbling around blind,� he said.
Timbu turned the unusual device over in his hands. �Hey, seen these in the movies,� he said. �How do they work?�
Wilkes held out his hand and Timbu returned the NVGs. �There are different types. This is two in one. It can be used as a low-light accentuator that gathers the available light and strengthens it. Or, flick this switch,� he said, depressing a heavily rubberised button, �and it will emit its own light, painting the area ahead. You only use this mode when you�re sure the bad guys aren�t wearing them too, because they�ll also be able to see this light source.�
Timbu put the NVGs on over his head and tried to focus them. The lenses glowed iridescent green. �Can�t see a thing,� he said.
��Cause it�s still daylight � too much light.�
Timbu looked like some kind of bug-eyed alien with them on, his coils of thick black hair standing out between the head straps and falling around the intricate dual lenses. �Okay. I�ll try and explain these to Muruk. Can I borrow this set?� he asked.
�You hang on to that pair, I�ve got a spare. And Ellis has an extra set for Muruk.�
It was late afternoon and the night would come down fast. Sergeant Wilkes figured they�d get about thirty minutes of twilight before complete darkness settled in. �Okay,� he said to Ellis, Beck and Littlemore. �Let�s have some scoff. We�ll get this show on the road in about�� he checked his watch, �forty-five minutes. Cache the gear here. Don�t worry about burying it,just secure it. Take only what you need: weapons, water, NVGs.�
�Roger that, boss,� said Ellis, Littlemore and Beck nodding.
Wilkes marked their position on his hand-held GPS.
Half an hour later, fifteen minutes ahead of time, the troop was silently on the move. Muruk had adapted quickly to the NVGs, curiosity overcoming his initial fear, the technology totally beyond anything he�d ever experienced or imagined. They used the painting mode because there was barely enough light under the canopy to accentuate. Wilkes had been right. It was a black night. To be on the safe side, they would switch modes just before reaching the village.
After they�d walked for about forty minutes, Muruk pulled up and whispered to Timbu quietly.
�The jungle ends ten paces that way,� said Timbu, keeping his voice low and pointing off to his left. �Muruk says we should circle around the village and come at it downwind. He says these people are renowned hunters and he doesn�t want to give them the opportunity of picking up our scent.�
Wilkes nodded, appreciating the boy�s caution. �I want to get as close to the village centre as possible.�
Timbu spoke quietly to Muruk.
�No problem. He says he knows this village well. He and a few of his brothers and cousins used to dare each other to come here � a test of bravery. Says he once walked right through it, from one end to the other; in broad daylight, no less.�
�Ask the kid if he wants a job,� said Wilkes. �Okay, the deal is this. I don�t want you or Muruk put at unnecessary risk. Stay back beyond the treeline. If you hear shouts and gunfire, you leave. No waiting around. Get back to the cached gear. If you need them, inside the front of my pack you�ll find two hand grenades. They�re no bigger than small Christmas decorations, but they�re not nearly as friendly. Hold the trigger, pull the pin, then throw. Trigger, pin, throw. You got that?�
Timbu nodded and took a few deep breaths, suddenly realising how serious things were.
�Once you let the trigger go, you�ve got four seconds before the thing blows. Make sure it doesn�t hit a tree and bounce back at you. A hand grenade will stop a charging rhino and anyone following you will have second thoughts about the wisdom of staying on your tail.
�And fuck-knuckles,� he said, turning to his men, �remember we�re here to take nice, friendly pictures, not wage war. Keep your trigger fingers holstered unless things go to shit.�
The SAS men nodded. �Pictures, not war. And keep our fingers in Trigger�s shit. Right?� said Littlemore.
Wilkes punched the trooper in the arm playfully. Doing stuff like this was an adrenalin rush, and Sergeant Wilkes�s men enjoyed the ride.
�Okay, let�s turn these things off now and go with the available,� Wilkes said. The soldiers turned their light sources off. Wilkes hit the switches on Timbu and Muruk�s devices. Wilkes glanced in the direction of the glow indicating the village�s presence through a wall of jungle. These things really were magical, he thought, wondering how fighting forces ever got by without them.
Muruk took the lead once more, silently picking his way around the edge of the treeline for ten minutes before sitting back behind a giant hardwood. He gestured towards the village. Wilkes followed the direction of the lad�s eyes. There, about eighty metres away between two structures, a green fire blazed. Wilkes adjusted the NVGs to compensate and people appeared in the glow. It was the village centre and some kind of gathering was taking place. The structures closest to him � grass huts, for the most part � appeared deserted.
Muruk caught Wilkes�s attention. He cleared the ground at his feet and sketched a quick map of the village. He drew a line from the edge of the village that threaded through several huts, then made the hand signal he�d seen Wilkes use to go forward. Wilkes nodded that he understood and spent a few seconds making sure of the track, glancing up at the route he�d be taking then down at the map. And then he was gone, Ellis following behind. Littlemore and Beck paired up to do the overwatch, their weapons off safety, covering their comrades from another angle.
The hut Muruk had directed the Australians to was the perfect observation point, just off the centre of the village. It was some kind of enclosure for seasoning timber and, because of that, was sturdier than most of the huts around it, constructed from hardwood rather than woven grasses. Wilkes remembered seeing one just like it in Muruk�s village, only this hut was not being used to dry timber. Instead, it was stuffed with cannabis plants hanging upside down. The place reeked of wet pot. Ellis playfully took one of the giant heads in his hand and shook it, introducing himself, and his hand came away coated in sticky cannabis oil.
The smell of the drying plants would have been unbearable but for the many air holes in the walls. Wilkes and Ellis lay on the dry, dusty earth floor, each finding a hole from which to look out, and took off their NVGs. There was plenty of light from the fire to see what was going on without the devices.
�Bugger me,� said Ellis in a whisper.
Sergeant Wilkes was no expert on the ethnic differences between the various peoples of South East Asia, especially at night from a distance of thirty metres, but the man demonstrating the use of a nine millimetre semiautomatic pistol to an enthralled crowd of near naked, befeathered men was certainly not Papuan.
Wilkes and Ellis watched as the man stripped down the weapon and then expertly reassembled it before inserting the clip in its stock. He pulled back the loading mechanism, which chambered a round. Aimed. BANG. And half a pig�s head on a post set up for the demonstration blew clean away, splattering several men sitting close by with brains. The tribesmen jumped at the noise of the explosion that filled the clearing. Then they all laughed heartily, obviously delighted with the new device soon to be placed in their own hands.
�Jesus. Hand guns,� said Ellis.
�And mercury tips to go with them,� said Wilkes. He pulled a credit-card-sized camera from his top pocket and began taking photos of the gathering. Ellis jabbed him lightly in the ribs with an elbow and pointed at two large crates. They contained enough hand guns to arm two platoons. Ellis also indicated that Wilkes should photograph the small mountain of bulging hessian bags he�d spotted stacked to one side of the clearing. New Guinea Gold, ready for transport.
�How much do you reckon that would be worth on the streets?� asked Littlemore. They were witnessing the exchange. An Asian man took a pipe from his pocket and dipped it in a bowl presented by one of the highlanders. He then sparked up a lighter and dipped the flame into the pipe�s cone. He exhaled a vast cloud of thick smoke and sat back. The gathering held its collective breath, waiting for some reaction from the man. After a long minute, the Asian said something Wilkes didn�t understand, but it was obviously positive. The villagers nodded and smiled, and then rushed the crates for their pistols. At least the traders had the good sense not to hand out any ammunition.
After the excitement faded, the bowl and pipe passed from man to man and soon nearly everyone in the gathering was stoned. Several natives rolled enormous cigars and filled their lungs with the pungent, mind-altering smoke. After an hour of cackling laughter the second phase of the drug kicked in and most of the users fell asleep.
�Come on,� said Wilkes. �Seen enough.�
They edged back from the air holes, refitted the NVGs, and silently crept out the door and into the path of two enormous painted men staggering back from the evening�s entertainment. The four men looked at each other for what seemed like an age. The natives were obviously frightened by the appearance of the startling bug-eyed strangers. For their part, Wilkes and Ellis were unsure what to do with the warriors they�d stumbled into. They didn�t want to kill these men, but at the same time they couldn�t afford discovery. Ellis went for his man first, attaching a sleeper hold that cut the blood supply to the brain by pinching off the carotid artery. Wilkes chose a quicker option. He launched himself, ramming his forehead into the man�s chin, instantly punching his lights out.
Ellis brought his opponent quietly to the ground, the black man�s feet twitching as he slipped from consciousness.
�They won�t know what hit �em,� said Wilkes, relieved at least that the inert pair at their feet would live to see another day.
�Love to hear how they describe what they saw,� said Ellis, adjusting his NVGs and turning on the unit�s light source. �Honest, chief, we wuz attacked by men from Mars�Yeah, sure � you bin smokin� that whacky tobacky again, ain�t choo?�
The two soldiers made their way quickly back to the treeline without further incident. Timbu and Muruk were waiting for them, as instructed.
�That was lucky,� said Timbu. �Thought the cat was out of the bag for sure, then. Get what you wanted?�
�Yeah. Scary stuff, I�m afraid,� Wilkes said.
�I�d like to know how they get the drugs out of here. Maybe there�s an airfield nearby somewhere.� Ellis propped the goggles back on top of his head and rubbed his eyes. The NVGs were hard work. They offered almost no peripheral vision, presenting the world as if through a narrow green tunnel. The things always gave him a crushing headache.
�Yeah�� Wilkes realised the job was only half done. They were going to have to tail the gunrunners and see where they ended up. �Damn,� he said to himself. He was supposed to be back in Townsville the day after tomorrow. Annabelle would be pissed off. Again.
* * *
Sergeant Tom Wilkes rolled out of his hammock two hours before dawn. No one needed waking. Within moments, the men were all quietly repacking their gear. Muruk led the way back to the enemy village, the NVGs looking totally out of place on a young man wearing a penis gourd.
The soldiers knew things would be different as they approached the village this time. The two men they knocked on the head would have sounded the alarm and guards would undoubtedly be posted. Muruk kept them away from the trails, which made the going more difficult.
They arrived within twenty minutes of the village just as the sky in the east lightened to purple. The bush crawled with highlanders stalking soundlessly through it with AK-47s, and some with pistols. The advancing dawn eliminated the advantage of the NVGs. Muruk brought the party in a wide arc around the village, but they couldn�t get any closer. Wilkes wanted to get on the trail of the gun traders, or at least see in which direction they were headed.
�Timbu, ask Muruk if there�s any higher ground around here that�ll give us a view of the village.�
The interpreter put it to Muruk, who gave Sergeant Wilkes a nod. Half an hour later the men climbed a volcanic outcrop with the jungle spread out below. The soldiers pulled out their binoculars. Wilkes could clearly see the traders, maybe a dozen men, leaving the village. Behind them snaked a trail of natives toting the sacks of marijuana slung between poles. The scene reminded Wilkes of old Tarzan movies. The party was departing to the north, on the opposite side of the village to their observation post. Wilkes and his men kept watching until the column disappeared from view, in case the initial direction taken was a ruse and they doubled back.
By midday, they had picked up the trail. It wasn�t difficult. The traders were lazy bushmen, and perhaps confident that whatever they met in the jungle they had more than enough firepower to contend with. Wilkes had Muruk take them on a parallel course � close enough not to lose contact but far enough apart so that the two groups wouldn�t stumble on each other. That made their passage through the bush difficult. It was dense, and becoming more so. The traders had it relatively easy, taking the paths maintained by the tribesmen that moved between neighbouring settlements for trading and warring. At the end of the first day�s trek, Wilkes and his men were exhausted keeping up with the gunrunners. By the end of the second, they had begun to fall behind. The drop in altitude brought a marked increase in the thickness of the jungle. And the heat. There was no way to move without the help of a machete. They only managed to stay in touch with the traders by carefully probing forward after dark with the NVGs and establishing the whereabouts of the camp.
An hour into the third day, hacking their way through vines and scrubby bush that, at times, presented an impenetrable barrier, they found something interesting.
�What is it?� Timbu asked, sawing though a branch that had grown against a hatch, pinning it shut.
�It�s a plane, obviously, but what type?� said Wilkes, shrugging, staring at the museum piece in amazement.
�It�s a US Army Air Force B-17. Heavy bomber workhorse for the Allies in World War II,� said Littlemore. �My grandad was a Yank, flew one of these babies. Have we got time to check it out, boss?� He took in the wreck wide-eyed.
�Didn�t know that,� said Wilkes. �About you being a Yankee-dog.�
�Yeah, well, Pop was stationed in Townsville for a while � met an Aussie. They shagged. Nine months later, my dad poked his head out.�
�Go for it,� said Wilkes, his camouflaged face cracking a grin. �You got ten.�
�Thanks, boss.� Littlemore ducked inside the hatch. Beck followed.
The people they�d been tailing for over two days were heading north, probably trying to link up with a river that would take them to the sea, no other way out that Wilkes could see. He shrugged, and followed Timbu and Muruk inside the wreck. There was time.
Even though it was well over fifty years old, the aircraft was in remarkably good condition. The waist machine guns still contained ammunition and many of the plane�s surfaces held their paint. The men quickly realised that they were inside a gravesite � there were several piles of bleached bones and rotten fabric.
�Doesn�t look like this baby�s last moments were too pleasant,� Littlemore whispered to Wilkes. He pointed to large sections of the fuselage blackened with soot. �Been a fire. Check this out.� He toed a large pile of brass shell casings on the floor. They were several centimetres deep in places.
Aside from the fire damage, the fuselage was riddled with holes from cannon shell and shrapnel, punctured jagged alloy indicating the force of the incoming enemy fire. None of the men spoke inside the plane out of respect for its long-dead occupants. The jungles of PNG held many such downed aircraft, thought Wilkes, remembering the altimeter face jangling from the chief�s neck. He whispered to Beck to recover any dog tags he could find, and left the aircraft to get his camera. There were probably friends and relatives back home in the US who were still hoping that, one day, the fate of their loved ones missing in action would be known.
Sergeant Wilkes circled the plane, taking photos, especially of its identification markings. The plane still had all its engines, although the wing outboard of the starboard engine was missing. He considered marking the B-17�s position on his GPS but decided against it. Best to let the old girl remain hidden. Once wreck hunters knew of its whereabouts, it would be stripped for souvenirs.
A short while later, they were back on the trail. Beck had found four dog tags, which Sergeant Wilkes had placed in his pack. Littlemore told him the B-17 had a crew of nine. Perhaps the other five men had parachuted out of the plane before it crashed. It was a mystery Wilkes knew they�d never solve. If nothing else came of this little detour, he told himself, bringing these men home had made the trip worthwhile.
Muruk suggested that they climb again to get their bearings. They�d just passed another volcanic outcrop, so they backtracked. The view from its summit was panoramic and their hunch had proved right. The gunrunners had made for a river and a large, sprawling village, no doubt a trading hub for local commerce, that was hacked out of the jungle. Canoes of varying sizes plied the slow-moving black waters. The bad guys were making for the sea.
�We�ll let them keep their head start,� said Wilkes, peering through his binoculars. �We�ll bivouac here the night and keep watch. Two-hour shifts.�
�Roger that, boss,� said Ellis, observing the comings and goings along the river through his own pair of glasses. The gun traders would buy boats, if they didn�t have them set aside already, and float their cargo downriver. The village itself was still a primitive one. No electricity that he could make out, so no communications and no law enforcement. The Wild West. Still, it was unlikely that the gunrunners would just waltz into town toting a couple of dozen sacks bursting with ganja. That meant they also had to be camped somewhere in the bush, and close by. It would be a tense night.
But the night passed uneventfully. Sure enough, at dawn six long dugouts slipped from the river bank and slid down the inky waters, heading for the coast. The dope was piled up in the centre of the canoes, a man paddling fore and aft. Sergeant Wilkes didn�t say anything, didn�t need to. He and his men were packed and ready to move, and this time it was down the main trail, so at least the going was easier. They hadn�t gone far before they passed the warriors that the smugglers had used as porters, on their way back home. There was plenty of eye contact, but no recognition from the warriors. Wilkes noted the change in Muruk�s easy gate, his muscles flexed and ready to fight. These were the enemies of his people, men who had killed his brothers and sisters and cousins. It was all the lad could do to hold himself in check.
Muruk and Timbu bargained with traders in the village for craft to take them downriver. The price was remarkably good, something Timbu attributed to the fact that he was accompanied by men bristling with weapons they obviously knew how to use. �I should take you guys shopping more often,� he said to Wilkes as they pushed the primitive boats off the mud and into the slow-moving water. Wilkes, Timbu and Muruk took one boat, Ellis, Littlemore and Beck the other.
According to conversations Timbu had had with locals, the coast was half a day�s paddle away through increasingly steep volcanic gorges and, sure enough, the low-lying jungle soon gave way to the rugged, towering cliffs they�d been told about.
�Jesus,� said Littlemore as they paddled through them, jagged black volcanic walls rising out of the river like enormous steak knives.
They weren�t alone on the river. Tributaries joined the main flow, bringing other natives paddling downstream. Sergeant Wilkes didn�t have a plan, and that was making him uncomfortable.
�What are you thinking, boss?� said Littlemore, his dirty red hair burning like copper in the tropical sun. He sensed Wilkes�s disquiet.
�Not sure, to be honest,� said Wilkes. �Our friends are heading somewhere. When we get there too, what do we do? Just paddle up and ask what they�re up to?�
�Yeah, see what you mean,� said Ellis, the canoes side by side.
�We know we�ve got a half-day�s paddle ahead of us,� Littlemore said. �Before we reach the sea, maybe we should ditch the boats and hoof it.�
�That�s what I�m thinking,� Wilkes said, looking up at those basalt steak knives. The thought of climbing them didn�t appeal at all. The river was far easier but potentially far more dangerous. He didn�t see that they had any alternative.
�We should also hug those cliffs, I reckon,� said Beck. �If we come round a bend and see something no one wants us to, we don�t want to be stuck in the middle, out here in the open.�
�Yep,� said Wilkes. He looked at his watch. �Okay, we�ll stay on the river a while longer, then go overland.� The men nodded agreement. Wilkes dug the blade of his paddle deep in the oily water and made for the base of the cliffs.
* * *
The sun was directly overhead, beating down fiercely, when they beached their craft on a bank of silt. They were getting close to the sea � the waters had become tidal. They pulled the boats high into the mangroves, above the high-tide line. The men knew they�d had it easy till now and things were going to get tougher. The volcanic cliffs would be difficult and dangerous to climb without ropes. They also had to climb with full packs. Sergeant Wilkes felt sorry for Timbu and Muruk. They were not SAS and he was asking a lot of them.
An hour of hard climbing later, they reached the top of the cliff face. There were enough handholds and footholds to reduce the danger of the climb, but the volcanic rock was sharp and unforgiving. It was also bakingly hot. Wilkes and his men had shooter�s gloves to protect their hands. Timbu and Muruk had to wrap cloth around theirs, but only after their palms and fingertips had lacerated and blistered, especially Timbu�s, his hands gone soft from city living. At the cliff�s summit, they could see that there was too much traffic on the river, and on the tributaries flowing into it, to be an everyday occurrence. And all of it was heading in the one direction. Another hour�s climb and they knew exactly what was going on.
�Shit,� said Beck, �look at that.�
A deep green bay ringed by the volcanic cliffs spread out below them. And in the centre of the bay, an old white cargo ship with a hull bleeding rust swung slowly at anchor, rising and falling on a lubricious swell. A steady stream of native craft plied to and from the vessel.
�Jesus, all that�s missing here is Greensleeves,� said Ellis. �Mr Whippy�s in da house.�
�You had a strange childhood, mate,� said Beck, nose wrinkled under the binoculars as he squinted into them.
�No, seriously. The Mr Whippy guy in my neighbourhood got busted for dealing pot. The parents became suspicious when the fifteen year olds got more excited than the six year olds every time he drove down the street.�
�You�re full of crap sometimes, Gary,� said Beck, snorting.
It was a truly astonishing sight. About thirty dugouts were clustered around the ship and bales of marijuana were being passed up into the hands of waiting crew, in return for which a rifle was handed down. The gunrunning/drug-smuggling operation going on here was far bigger than Wilkes had suspected. Papua New Guinea was a primitive land on the verge of anarchy with many parts of its society breaking down. What effect would a few thousand guns dumped in the place have? Wilkes had witnessed enough of the effects on Muruk�s people to have a point of view on that.
�Can I look?� Timbu asked.
Wilkes handed him the binoculars and took out his camera. More tourist photos for the people back home.
Timbu took a deep breath and exhaled. �This is very bad,� he said.
Wilkes nodded. �Yes, it is.�
Muruk picked up the sound first and shook Wilkes. The sergeant stopped taking snaps and looked up. �Wasmara?� he said. What�s the matter?
�Balus,� said Muruk. Aeroplane.
Wilkes couldn�t hear anything at first, and then he caught it � a distant buzzing. It got louder quickly. Whatever it was, it was approaching fast.
�Is that a helo?� asked Beck.
And then the chopper burst through the sea opening between the cliffs and banked hard to stay within them, scribing a tight circle around the ship: a BK-117 Eurocopter. Wilkes snatched his binoculars from Timbu, who was staring at the helo open-mouthed.
�Now, that�s flying,� said Littlemore.
Tape covered over the helo�s registration markings. Whoever it was didn�t want to be identified. A man hung in the open doorway facing the ship. �What the hell is that guy doing?� Wilkes asked no one in particular. The helicopter swept around the bay, its jet turbines roaring, blades beating the air with a deafening clatter.
The helo�s sudden arrival had an immediate effect on the ship�s company. They started firing up at it with hand guns, rifles � whatever was available and loaded. Wilkes watched as a man sprinted to the forward deck and threw back a tarpaulin. A large calibre machine gun mounted on a pillar lay beneath it. It looked to Wilkes a lot like the US .50 calibre M2 heavy machine gun. If so, the chopper was in a lot of trouble, especially if the gun was loaded with SLAP rounds. Saboted light armour piercing ammo would turn a civilian chopper with no armour plating into confetti. The man cocked it, aimed and fired, and a new sound filled the bay. High velocity slugs spewed from the weapon peppered with red tracer rounds that reached up for the helo. The machine gun followed the chopper as it circled, a spray of bullets pulverising the rock barely metres below Wilkes and his men.
�Jesus Christ!� said Littlemore as he scrabbled for cover, his face cut in several places from flying stone chips.
The pilot jinked his aircraft around in an attempt to fool the ground fire. At first he succeeded, the tracer missing its mark. But soon the man behind the machine gun began to lead the target rather than follow it. The helo made three circles and was heading back for a fourth when its aluminium skin was punctured repeatedly by the deadly fusillade. A loud mechanical bang followed a screeching whine that filled the bay. Smoke poured from the helo�s jet exhausts and black transmission fluid fouled its flanks. One more blast from that machine gun and the 117 was fish food.
Wilkes cracked the launcher, punched in a flash-bang, aimed and fired. The trackless ordnance arced towards the ship below and exploded above its decks with a thunderous crash that echoed around the bay. Some of the men dropped their guns and took cover, thinking they�d come under attack from some massively powerful gun or mortar. The man firing the machine gun dropped to the deck, hunching his head into his arms.
As it scrabbled desperately for height, the thump of the helo�s rotor blades thrashing the air combined with the screeching howl of jet engines tearing themselves to pieces. The aircraft somehow managed to clear the lowest of the volcanic spurs ringing the bay and then disappeared from view behind it. Wilkes and the others held their breath, waiting for the explosion the helo would make when it hit the water.
And then�nothing. The deafening noise that had filled the bay only moments before evaporated with a few final small arms pot-shots in the helicopter�s general direction. The crew wandered about the ship, dazed, holding their ears. Wilkes trained his binoculars on the man who had fired the machine gun. He wasn�t Asian, and he wasn�t a local. A thick beard covered his face and a baseball cap kept his eyes hidden in shadow. �Who are you?� Wilkes said quietly. Within half an hour, the commerce was underway again: bags of dope for a rifle. It was as if what had just happened, indeed, what was happening, was the most normal thing in the world.

The Persian Gulf

Commander Steve Drummond pulled the Panamanian registered tanker, Ocean Trader, into focus. �Has she decided to come clean, X?�
�Negative, sir,� said the executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Angus Briggs. �We�re getting the same crap about agricultural supplies.�
�What�s she steering?� asked Drummond.
Briggs leaned back and checked the figure on the screen. �No change, sir.�
Commander Drummond examined the vessel looming larger in the Zeiss lenses. HMAS Arunta�s high power cameras were trained on the tanker, presenting it clearly on the bridge�s colour monitors, but Drummond preferred to use the binoculars, a present from his wife when his command of the brand new Anzac-class frigate had been confirmed. Ocean Trader was an oil tanker, an old clunker long overdue for the boneyard. Who was its master kidding? thought Drummond. HMAS Arunta was making twenty-five knots to the tanker�s fifteen, running down the rust bucket like a young lion tackling an old wart-hog. The commander did the calculations in his head. It�d take thirty minutes to close the five nautical miles between the two ships.
Drummond touched the computer screen at his elbow, calling up the Gulf�s merchant schedule for the week. Yep, there it was, the Ocean Trader. It was indeed due in the Gulf waters at this time, but according to the schedule, it wasn�t a tanker. Yet here it was, an oiler and low in the water with its belly full of what was most likely crude stolen from Iraqi fields. And it was attempting to make a run for it, for Christ�s sake. How stupid was that?
�What does Franklin D say?� the captain asked. The American battle group to which the Arunta was attached, headed by the aircraft carrier USS Franklin D Roosevelt, was steaming in the opposite direction, keeping an eye on Iran and Syria.
�Sir, they have no record of Ocean Trader being challenged. This one�s kept its nose clean.�
The captain continued to keep his eyes on the quarry. �Officer of the Watch, what other surface contacts do we have on radar?�
�Sir, there�s nothing much in our immediate vicinity. Aside from the Ocean Trader, there�s a fishing boat in its lee, currently heading in the opposite direction.
�What�s the separation between them?� asked Drummond.
�Three miles, sir, and it�s roughly on a parallel course.�
�What are you silly buggers up to?� Drummond said to himself. The tanker was still churning the water. �What do you think, X?�
Angus Briggs stood beside Drummond and glanced again at the monitor behind him. �Nothing makes a lot of sense here, sir. We�ve raised its master on the radio, but it doesn�t look like he�s got any intention of heaving to.�
�Okay, enough already,� said Drummond, his mind made up. �We�ll board her. And get that fishing boat on the line and tell him to get the hell out of there in the nicest possible way.� Drummond turned back to their quarry and considered the closing angles of the two vessels. �Nav, bring us round on a parallel course.�
Briggs waited till the course changes had been completed and then said, �Quartermaster, get the gunner of the watch up here.�
�Aye aye, sir,� said Teo, the only Australian of Asian origin in the ship�s complement of sixty, and nicknamed �China� by the crew.
�Who�s on today, China?� Briggs asked.
�Sean Matheson, sir,� said Teo from memory.
Briggs then called up Leading Seaman Mark Wallage, a twenty-year-old electronics whiz-kid in the ship�s operations room. �Mark, get us a firing solution on our tub.�
�Aye aye, sir,� he said. Wallage touched the computer screen on the steel bench in front of him, activating the weapons system. A small pair of crosshairs appeared on the screen and Wallage repositioned them amidships on the Ocean Trader�s waterline. It was as simple as that. The Arunta�s weapons systems could attack several ships at once, all while defending itself against hostile aircraft and their inbound missiles, track enemy submarines, and lay chaff and electronics countermeasures to confuse opposition attack systems. Dropping a couple of shells on this old girl�s hull was a doddle.
Moments later from up on the bridge, Briggs observed the barrel of the frigate�s foredeck-mounted 127mm Mark 45 Mod 2 gun swing forty degrees clockwise and drop almost level with the horizon.
�Gunner of the Watch, Leading Seaman Matheson, sir,� announced a tall nineteen year old appearing on the bridge.
�How�s it going, Sean?� asked Briggs.
Matheson relaxed slightly, the hint of a smile on his sunburned lips. �Good, sir.�
�Glad to hear it. We need you to stitch the water ahead of our noncompliant friend over there.�
�Aye aye, sir,� said Matheson. He�d been watching the chase, helping the boarding crew get kitted up, waiting for the summons to the bridge for a good fifteen minutes. He enjoyed firing the Browning, the power of it never failed to amaze him. Matheson stepped out of the bridge onto the port wing and into the salt-loaded twenty-five-knot wind generated by the Arunta�s passage. He fitted the earplugs and slipped on the anti-burn balaclava and gloves, followed by the Kevlar helmet. The Browning .50 cal heavy machine gun was locked in place on its gimbals, the cover removed and folded. Being the gunner of the watch, Matheson had checked this weapon, so he already knew that the gun was serviceable, well oiled and the barrel clean and clear. Nevertheless, he quickly gave it another once-over, removing its red-flagged safety pins as he went. Matheson unlocked the gimbals and checked that the weapon�s movement was full and free. �Ready, sir,� he said to Briggs, who had joined him on the wing.
The executive officer nodded and stepped back onto the bridge. The Ocean Trader now loomed large in the captain�s binoculars. Into his boom mic Briggs said, �Captain, gunner of the watch is ready. Operations also have a firing solution with the one-twenty-seven.�
�We getting any compliance from the Trader, X?�
�Negative, sir. Still proclaiming innocence. Tractor and irrigation parts, apparently.�
�Yeah, right,� said the captain to himself. There was something that just didn�t add up about this chase, something more than the obvious.
�Sir,� said Briggs, �operations ask if we want fish tonight?�
�Pardon, X?�
�Have a listen to this, sir. It�ll make your day. Channel twenty-seven.�
Drummond touched his command screen to change the communication channel on his phones.
�I have lovely peesh! You love peesh! You buy from me! Very good!� The man was yelling into his microphone in order to be heard over the unsilenced diesel chugging away beneath him. �You buy, you buy!�
�It�s the fishing boat, sir,� said Briggs.
�Great timing,� said Drummond. It happened occasionally, or rather, used to happen. The locals would sell their catch to the allied warships on Gulf duty, and then one blew itself up while alongside a British navy supply ship in port � an oiler loaded with diesel that went straight to the bottom with most of its hands. Everyone had wised up since. Under the brilliant sky, steaming on a perfect blue ocean, it was easy to forget sometimes that they were fighting World War III, a different kind of war that didn�t distinguish between soldier and civilian, fought out with increasing brutality and guile across the globe.
* * *
The Ocean Trader�s master, a Pakistani, had his binoculars trained on the warship now steering a parallel course off his starboard stern. It�d been closing at a fifteen-degree angle. The course change, along with the final warnings over the radio, could only mean one thing. He shifted the view to take in the fishing boat. It would be touch and go, he thought. �Give us more speed,� he said through the intercom to the ship�s engineer.
�That�s it. I�m very sorry to tell you, but we�re going as fast as we can,� said the engineer, who also happened to be the master�s brother-in-law. It wasn�t his fault that the tanker�s massive engines were long past their use-by date.
�Well�do what you can,� said the master.
* * *
Briggs spoke briefly to Drummond through his mic and then nodded at Matheson. The gunner of the watch pulled back the Browning�s bolt, arming it, and sighted the barrel on a point roughly seventy metres ahead of the Ocean Trader�s bow. He squeezed the trigger and the Browning bucked. A burst of tracer spat from the weapon�s muzzle.
* * *
The master brought the binoculars back to his eyes in time to see the muzzle flashes from the warship�s bridge. Moments later, red tracer arced through the air well ahead of his bow. If this went on, the warship would get serious and, rather than a machine gun, the large gun on its bow would be employed. If that were to happen, he would probably lose his life, as would his crew. The Americans and their allies were becoming increasingly impatient these days. His ship would burn for days if it didn�t sink, leaking a million barrels of oil into these beautiful, deadly waters. �Have I been paid to die?� the master asked himself aloud. No, I have not. Indeed, there were now two million American dollars in a Cayman Islands bank account waiting for him. The fishing boat was out of harm�s way and his job was done. �Give us full astern,� he said distractedly into the intercom, keeping the binoculars trained on the warship.
�Full ahead and now full astern,� muttered the engineer. It was likely the engines wouldn�t survive this treatment, but the ship�s master knew what he was doing, didn�t he? Besides, the engineer had been promised a huge bonus just to make the voyage, so why argue? He made the appropriate adjustments on the engine�s control panel and the enormous cylinders wheezed to a stop momentarily before reversing. There was a sickening shudder through the thick steel decking under his feet. Yes, he thought to himself, this would be the Trader�s last voyage.
* * *
Commander Drummond saw the white water swirling under the tanker�s stern as its monstrous propellers began making turns in reverse. He was relieved that its master had finally come to his senses. �Okay. Trader has pulled over, X. Let�s go breathalyse her, shall we?�
�Yes, sir,� said Briggs.
�Carry on, X,� said Drummond, glasses still trained on the tanker, way coming off it quickly now. What�s bugging me about this?
* * *
The fisherman swept the tanker and then the warship with his old brass telescope, the one that had belonged to his father and his father�s father. The ploy had worked as they said it would. A tanker obviously full of illegal oil and claiming to be a cargo vessel? It was the perfect decoy, the perfect diversion � almost too perfect. Perhaps this warship was a recent arrival in the Gulf, its captain too keen to charge in. The fisherman allowed himself the moment of smugness, if only because the terror of being discovered had passed. Calling the warship up on the radio and volunteering to be inspected by offering to sell the infidels his catch was an enormous risk. But it had paid off. The reality was that he had been heading away from the warship as fast as his old diesel could manage. Also � and this was the level of risk he was playing with � the fish in his hold were old, their eyes cloudy. If the warship had called his bluff, it would have been the end. Fortunately, the manoeuvring had concluded in his favour. The warship was engaged in boarding the tanker and, because of this, he had escaped detection. They�d seen him as a harmless fisherman, which, ordinarily, he was.
The approach had been made via the company that most often bought his catch, even when the harvest from the sea was thin. They had asked him not to fish on this trip, but to rendezvous instead with the Ocean Trader and take on a different cargo. The meeting had taken place before sunrise, under floodlight. The fisherman had been worried about his little wooden boat being dashed against the side of the steel tanker by the swell of the sea. He saw the first load being lowered in by rope netting: around a dozen wooden crates wrapped in heavy clear plastic. The contents, he was told, were urgent medical supplies, but he knew better. Medical supplies had United Nations approval. And they didn�t need to be smuggled into Saudi Arabia. Besides, he had seen crates like these before and he knew they contained guns.
They then asked him to turn his back as the next load came aboard. Whatever it was, they didn�t want him to see it. But, as chance would have it, a rogue wave arrived, picked up his little boat and slammed it against the side of the tanker. In the confusion that followed, the fisherman turned to make sure his boat had survived the contact and, in that moment, he had seen two steel drums in the netting swing precariously and clang noisily against the rusting sides of the tanker. The fisherman looked away again, like he was told. Next came the ice, several tonnes of it, covering the contraband, followed by the fish. It was a good disguise, only the fish had been dead at least a week.
The fisherman knew he was being used, but he didn�t mind. There was a war on and the faithful had been called on to defend Islam. He loved Mohammed, may His name be praised, but he was not a fanatic. And he needed a new boat. The money he would earn from this trip would buy one, as well as a new home for his wife and six children � soon to be seven children. The fisherman sighed. More soldiers for Allah.
The transfer had been completed just before dawn. An hour later, the warship was bearing down on the tanker with just enough separation between his boat and the Ocean Trader for the fisherman�s vessel to avoid suspicion. Even so, his heart was still beating like that of a frightened bird, not so much for the detection and arrest he�d just avoided, but for the evil that now seemed to hang about his boat like a limp and blackened sail.

Manila, Philippines

Jeff Kalas sat by the pool at the Manila Diamond Hotel and watched the waiters scurry from guest to bar, shuttling drinks. The hot sun danced on the inviting blue water fed by a waterfall tumbling through faux rocks. The guests lounging poolside were the usual mix found at fivestar hotels throughout the region: businessmen of various nationalities, but mainly Japanese and American, accompanied by wives with dimply thighs and designer costumes, and a family or two with noisy children. One particularly attractive blonde also occupied a chair, her every languid movement kept under surveillance by the married men who wished they weren�t and spent the day dreaming of what might have been had their wives stayed home.
Jones and Smith. Smith and Jones. Kalas wrote the names on a napkin already covered in figures, the record of his meeting with the pair. An unlikely duo, a camel jockey and a power point. Kalas was unsure of the source of their wealth, but it certainly wasn�t legal. The question Kalas asked himself was whether he wanted to know what that source was, and immediately decided that, no, he did not. They obviously had money and plenty of it, with more to come. Surely that was all that mattered?
This was Kalas�s first face-to-face with his new clients. He�d received the ticket, itinerary and one thousand US dollars in crisp hundred-dollar notes in the UPS handdelivered package. There was also a typed note promising another ten thousand US dollars if he turned up at the appointed time at the Manila Diamond Hotel. And here he was at the specified place and time. Smith and Jones had been good for their word. He eyed the pregnant envelope on the table in front of him and replayed in his head the relevant parts of their earlier conversation.
�We are making a lot of money in your country and we want to get it out,� Smith had said.
�If I can be blunt,� asked Kalas, clearing his throat, �how much money?�
�Anywhere between a hundred and fifty and three hundred million US.�
Kalas had somehow managed to keep his poker face on at that moment, frowning professionally when, inside, he was doing cartwheels. This was, quite possibly, The Jackpot.
Other aspects of their requirements were quietly discussed and then, finally, the question of his fee. They�d argued that, given the sums, he should expect no more than two percent. That was ridiculous, of course, because he was taking on the risk of imprisonment. As such, he argued his return should be far more substantial, in the vicinity of twenty percent. There was much haggling, but eventually twelve percent had been settled on. Twelve percent! Jesus Christ! He did the sums and shook his head slowly with disbelief and pleasure.
The club sandwich and San Miguel he ordered arrived, bringing Kalas back to the present. Droplets ran down the beer bottle�s sides as it sweated condensation in the heat. He held his hand up to stop the waiter from pouring the beer, ruining it. It was a little thing, but Kalas preferred no head on a beer, maximising its effervescence, the cleansing effect. He took a bite from the sandwich and wondered what his fellow bankers would be up to back at the office in Sydney. Worrying about various currency movements, no doubt, that and plotting their rise up the corporate ladder, treading on co-workers they pretended friendship with while they swapped footy observations and guessed lewdly at the sexual proclivities of their female colleagues. Kalas could feel his heart rate rise. Steady, Jeff. You don�t have to do that shit anymore�
Twenty years he�d given the bank, and the bastards had rewarded him with retrenchment. His computer and potplant had been passed on to his successor, some bitch almost fifteen years his junior. The bank had handed him his redundancy cheque � four lousy months� pay � accompanied by a bunch of crap about what a worthwhile asset he�d been. And then, because he was so shit-hot at his job, they said, they�d employ a placement consultant at their expense to find him �something else�.
That something else had never materialised. Banks didn�t pick up foreign exchange screen jocks pushing forty. If he hadn�t done a little strategic financial planning on the side for one of his clients, he�d have been cactus. Mortgage payments on both the family home and beach house, car payments, boat payments, school fees for two children by his second wife, alimony for his first wife�the money dropped out of his account at a frightening rate every month. He was down to his last twenty thou� when the envelope with cash and the ticket had arrived. It was like manna from heaven, a lifeline, fate. Whatever, it was meant to be.
As for that work he�d done on the side? Financial planning, he�d called it. Others less charitable would have said money laundering. He�d done it for a restaurant syndicate with a chain of noodle houses owned by a well-known Melbourne family of crooks. Why not do it for Smith and Jones? There was a mild concern: how did they know Kalas could organise things for them? If the word was out, surely it wouldn�t be long till he came to the attention of the authorities. Perhaps the advertised specialty of his failing consultancy business � offshore currency dealings � was the bait in this instance. Kalas fingered the thick cotton napkin with the scribbles on it. Twelve percent. Jesus Christ almighty. Twelve percent of three hundred mill� US was�The figure in Australian dollars made him feel somewhat giddy and he drank half the beer to steady his excitement.
A movement caught his eye. It was the blonde. She was no longer lying down sunbaking, but standing. Her skin was golden and her hair hung thick and straight, the colour of caramel-flavoured milk, halfway down her back. Her bikini was brilliant white, brief and worn low, tied at the hips with thin spaghetti laces. She grabbed a purse from her bag and began to walk towards him. A breeze caught the edge of her sarong, parting it, revealing long brown legs. The breasts were small and firm, but her nipples were hard, Kalas guessed, from a recent dip in the water. Kalas was aware of the stirring in his groin. He took another tug on the San Miguel as the blonde swept past his table towards the bar, trailing the scent of coconut oil and jasmine, her firm buttocks moving rhythmically up and down as she walked like two eggs in a wet hanky.
Kalas was no ladies� man, but he felt powerful, charged by money and opportunity. He twisted the wedding ring off his finger and weighed it against the fact that he was a long way from home. He tried to rein in the growing force between his legs and cleared the dry feeling in his throat. Pleasure would have to wait. He had work to do, and that was how to launder a shitload of money. Three hundred million! The cash could not be placed in a bank account in Australia where the income would be earned, because the banks were required by law to report deposits of over ten thousand dollars to the Australian Tax Office, the ATO. Deposits of lesser amounts, say nine thousand nine hundred dollars, would overcome this but when millions had to be socked away the number of banks and bank accounts required would make that kind of strategy unworkable. No. Back to the drawing board.
�You wan� �nuther beer, sir?� asked the Filipino waiter, interrupting his thoughts.
�Yes�thanks,� he said, not looking up, concentrating on the nest of scribbles in front of him.
�Can I get you some paper, sir?� asked the waiter, eyeing the linen tablecloth covered with circles, lines and figures.
�Huh?�er�sorry, yeah, if that�s okay.�
The waiter removed the empty glass and bottle and returned to the bar.
Kalas continued to doodle. He�d leave a tip to cover the minor vandalism. What if cash businesses were purchased, such as pubs? Half a dozen cash registers could be operated, but only a handful of them declared to the ATO�No. Again, the money requiring a good scrub would accrue too fast for that � over a period of between two to four months. Horseracing? He could always find a bookie who, for a healthy commission, would write winning tickets after races had been run�Again, no. Any mug could do that kind of inelegant crap, and besides, the taxman would smell that a mile away.
Kalas realised there was something important he was missing. And then it struck him. The people were earning money fast and needed to get it out of the country fast. They didn�t have long-term business interests with profits that needed to be hidden. They just wanted to make their money in Australia, not spend or invest it there. Okay, then � this was different. The problem wasn�t that they needed the money laundered, they needed it exported.
Kalas absently admired the blonde�s arse as she loitered at the bar. He wondered how old she was and decided probably around twenty-eight. The perfect age: enough time on the planet to have learned a little about life, but still young enough for her assets to be winning the continual fight against gravity. He again felt himself stir. It was a bloody long time since he�d had a fuck � a fuck with a capital F, U, C and K. Sure, he had regular sex with his wife, if monthly could be called regular. But doing it in the missionary position in bed with the telly on had become about as exciting as ironing his own shirts.
The waiter returned with a small sheaf of paper serviettes, which brought him back to the problem at hand. Exporting money. It wasn�t practical, let alone possible, to leave the country with suitcases stuffed with cash. The serviettes, he noticed, were heavily branded with the hotel�s moniker: �The Manila Diamond Hotel�, with the initials DH in a twee kind of script. Kalas wondered why the hotel�s logo didn�t have any pictures of diamonds around it, and then decided that perhaps that might look cheap. And then Kalas smiled. The answer was right in front of him. Shit. The timing would be tight but�Kalas saw the plan clearly in his head as if it was three dimensional in form.
He would have to leave the country. The ensuing investigation would nail him. With twelve percent in a Swiss account, who gave a shit? His wife might be a stumbling block�and the kids were still at school�
Kalas took a deep breath to clear his head of the negatives. He could start a new life, and leave behind a lot of mistakes. The blonde had finished her business at the bar and was walking towards him with a plate of fruit, on her way back to the pool. Kalas wandered how he could possibly attract her attention without appearing to be sleazy. A timely breeze caught the stack of serviettes on his table and lifted them swirling into the woman�s path. The distraction caused her to stumble and she dropped her plate of fruit. Kalas launched himself from his seat and caught the woman before she, too, toppled to the pavement.
�Christ. Sorry about that,� he said, helping her to her feet. �The serviettes ��
�Oh, that�s okay. Wasn�t your fault,� she said with an American accent, straightening her sarong. �Say,� she said, smiling, �is that a phone in your pocket, or is this my lucky day?�
Kalas looked down at himself, following her eye line, and saw the ridiculous bulge in his pants. His face flushed hot with embarrassment and he glanced up, expecting to see the woman�s back as she walked away from him disgusted. The last thing he expected to see was a room key swinging from her finger.
* * *
Skye Reinhardt woke with the sunrise and stretched languidly between the cool linen sheets. Her clothes on the floor were like stepping stones to the bed. The man beside her breathing regularly in sleep was a stranger, or at least had been until mid afternoon of the previous day. They�d shared each other�s passion and it felt to her more like an adventure than a one-night stand.
Skye wanted to shout and punch the air. The plan she�d laid out for herself back home in the States was working better than she could ever have hoped for. The cloying, stultifying life that had threatened to claim her just as it had her parents in the West Virginia town, working as they had at the local university riding out the seventies in a fug of marijuana haze, she�d driven into the earth as surely as one would grind a cockroach under heel. As soon as she�d earned her degrees, Skye had joined the CIA as a researcher. It had taken three years for the overseas posting to come up and she had grabbed it. The Philippines. Skye would have preferred Europe � Paris, in particular � but anywhere would do as long as it was far away from West Virginia.
Skye propped herself up on an elbow and looked at the man beside her. He said he was thirty-eight. She was twenty-eight. A good age spread. His name was Jeff and he was nice-looking without being pretty; a bit short maybe, but he kept himself in reasonable shape, and still had all his hair.
The researcher had been hoping something like this � an opportunity for excitement � would present itself. Her heart had beat fast, drumming on her rib cage when she�d seen the three men at the pool. She�d recognised two of them. Not this man beside her, not Jeff, but the other two. She�d recognised them because their pictures were on the Most Wanted board � the dartboard, they called it � beside the water cooler. �If you see these men, do not approach!� warned the line that headed the list of instructions about what exactly should be done. It was a big world out there and Skye never gave a moment�s thought to the possibility that she would see these men anywhere but on the dartboard. The black and white photos of the men were just two out of more than twenty pinned up on the wall. Skye had seen these photos at least three times a day since she�d arrived at the Manila bureau at the start of her twelve-month stay. But they were just part of the general background noise of the place.
And then she�d seen them at the hotel on her day off. In the flesh. Was it them? No, it couldn�t be, could it? She didn�t know who they were � their names. Nor had she known what they�d done to deserve a place on the dartboard. They were just photos, not real people. What were the chances that they�d turn up in Manila and that she, of all people in this crazy, violent city, would spot them having a drink by her favourite pool?
�Tahiti sounds nice,� said the man beside her in his sleep, a smile on his lips.
Skye looked at the ceiling, and traced the movement of the slowly turning fan with her finger. This was her big chance. Of course, she had completely ignored the command that these people should not be approached. But then Jeff wasn�t one of them, one of the photos, she reminded herself. So there was a loophole if she ever needed one. The two men had left and she hadn�t known what to do next. Follow them? She wasn�t a Halle Berry type, she was a political scientist, an academic, a researcher. What was she going to do? Bail them up with a textbook? But she had to do something. Did she work for the goddam CIA or not?
The man rolled over to face her. He was still asleep, but only just. She felt his hand brush her thigh and an electric shock ran through her. The danger was a thrill. His hand came back, moved up her leg, over the concave curve of her stomach and cupped her breast. She willed her nipple not to respond, but it ignored her, firming like gooseflesh and a warmth glowed in a spot below her belly.
She had walked to the bar in order to get a better look at the man who�d remained behind. Perhaps if she got closer, she�d recognise him? And then chance had intervened and an opportunity to meet him had presented itself. Literally. She smiled at the memory of the moment � Jeff�s embarrassment � and at her own impulse to go for it, every spy movie she�d ever seen providing her with the appropriate, pre-packaged cues: use your assets, girlfriend.
After amazing sex, dinner, a night on the town and more amazing sex, Skye was lost. What should the next move be? Of course, she knew what she wouldn�t do � tell her boss who she�d seen, and what she�d done. No. Not until she�d worked this through and come up with something concrete. At the very least, she told herself, she could sneak a look at his passport and jot down the details. Jeff was under her spell and that was a certainty. Skye had always had that effect on men, and this time she�d use it for the good of her country.
Skye looked at Jeff again. He was kind of sweet in a suburban sort of way, and his Australian accent was cute. Maybe she�d imagined those other two � her subconscious had just willed them to be bad guys. Jeff certainly didn�t seem like a terrorist. He was a money guy, an accountant, she remembered him telling her. And a wealthy one if the way he splashed around the cash was any indication.
�Morning, honey. Thanks for staying,� he said in a sleepy voice, eyes still closed.
How unusual, thought Skye, a man who didn�t order a taxi after he came.
�That�s okay,� said Skye, the words spilling out of her mouth of their own accord, in a husky voice that surprised her.
He rolled her on top of him in an unexpected burst of strength. �I thought you were still asleep,� she said. Skye felt his organ warm and pulsing against her thigh. She reached down and held him. He was hard and damp from the previous night.
�Fooled you,� he said. She moved to accept him and, as he entered her, the intense pleasure of it surprised her and caused her to cry out. She breathed deeply, trying to control the power of the feeling between her legs before it engulfed her completely.

Ramallah, West Bank, Israel

On a rooftop a good kilometre away, Lieutenant Colonel David Baruch watched the skirmish unfold on portable monitors, together with several other army brass and a bunch of pimply technicians. The picture on it was presented in luminous black and white: infrared. Occasional flashes flared the screen white, overwhelming its ability to present any picture at all for a few hanging seconds, indicating that a massive explosion had occurred. Baruch�s ears confirmed the fact a second or so later as the sound boomed and echoed around the stone and concrete houses like a clap of thunder following the flash. Overhead, two AW-1W Super Cobras prowled the skies, hunting for a clear line of fire for their twenty-millimetre cannons, but failing to find one.
The Palestinians had chosen to make their stand in the middle of a residential area, and neither pilot wanted to unleash their devastating firepower on innocent men, women and children. So they circled, looking menacing, but in this conflict no more than expensive bystanders. Baruch made the call and the gunships retired. The situation would have to be resolved by ground forces.
The colonel concentrated on the screen as the technician cycled through various options and magnifications, demonstrating the Prowler�s direct control capabilities, using cameras to zoom in on individual soldiers, then cutting back to infrared. Points of light danced and sparkled against the building that had become no more than a shell, marking the contact of full metal jackets striking the concrete. Baruch had to admit he�d been wrong. He�d called it a toy, but the battlefield intelligence provided by the unmanned aerial vehicle was astonishing. The UAV circled the building, scribing lazy figure eights in the air several hundred metres above it. The platform was virtually silent (certainly its compact gasoline engine couldn�t be heard above the small arms fire) and, painted low-intensity grey like any other military aircraft, it was almost impossible to pick out against the hot blue sky. Yet the overhead view it afforded allowed a commander to position his forces for greatest effect. This sort of role was usually ascribed to helicopters, but that was an expensive option, even if the aircraft wasn�t shot down, which had been known to happen. At a couple of million US, the UAV was cheap � certainly when compared to a piloted vehicle � and, as such, expendable. Why put another of God�s children in the line of fire unnecessarily?
The picture transmitted by the Prowler was pretty straightforward. The terrorists, around four of them, were pinned down and cornered. There had been a drive-by shooting close to the temple, and a quick-thinking policeman had commandeered a motorcycle and tailed the criminals from a safe distance, calling in for assistance. The army, on constant alert, responded quickly, but then things bogged down. The fugitives had cynically taken cover in the middle of a densely populated residential area. Baruch did not want the deaths of innocent people on his hands, but so many innocents had died over the years in this unwinnable war. And that�s what it was, unwinnable. It was impossible to tell who was friend and who was foe amongst the Palestinians, and so it was easier to label them all killers. But were he and his men any different? How many lives of innocent women and children had he inadvertently ended in his relentless pursuit of the enemy? He often thought of himself as being like a brain surgeon who operated with a cleaver instead of a laser, hacking away at a tumour rather than delicately burning it away, leaving the patient alive but better off dead. These were the thoughts and images he�d been struggling with for some time, lying awake staring at the ceiling, depressed and impotent beside his wife. But protecting his country was his job even if he was sick of having to wield the meat cleaver.
�Sir�? Colonel�?� It was one of the American technicians. Baruch realised he�d been daydreaming and snapped out of it. He ignored the young man with the disconcerting nest of green pimples on each cheek and contacted the lieutenant commanding the platoon on the ground. The UAV had done its job. It was a worthy addition to the inventory and he�d make his recommendation accordingly.
�Yes, sir,�said Lieutenant Deborah Glukel into the handset. Baruch�s orders were easier said than done. �Benzona!� she said to herself. Son of a bitch!
The skirmish had been a vicious encounter. Two of her people were wounded and that was two too many. The proximity of noncombatants meant the gunships were useless, and so were tanks and other high-explosive options. This was a committed enemy. If they stormed the building, more of her own people would be put at unnecessary risk. But there was simply no other option.
�We have to fucking take this fucking building one fucking room at a time. Horah!� she said, working herself into it. Glukel sucked in the air and blew it out several times, like an athlete at the start of the hundred-metre sprint. Her people knew what to do. She made the hand signals clear and screamed the words out in her head at the same time: ONE�TWO�THREE�GO! GO! GO!
Baruch saw the platoon move in on the screen followed shortly after by the increased clatter of small arms fire. One of the advancing soldiers fell to the pavement, dropping his weapon and lying still as others stormed the windows and doors. An incendiary hand grenade preceded the troops as they closed with the enemy, gasmasks fixed. The accompanying flare had turned the entire screen white and then it went completely blank, as if the intense light and heat had fused its millions of microprocessors.
The technicians, at first stunned, hurriedly checked connections and components with increasing panic. Baruch guessed the problem was bigger than a hardware crash. He resisted the temptation to make the banal observation that TV programs always seem to get interrupted at the climax.
* * *
Mushtaq had never tried to shoot down one of these pilotless planes before. His experience told him it would be tricky, but it had proved more than that. Ordinarily, he could hit the worm in an apple from four hundred metres on a still day, especially with this US-made M82A1A .50 calibre Special Application Scoped Rifle. The �Special Application� designation referred to the fact that it was specifically designed as an anti-material weapon, rather than for anti-personnel work. He�d chosen HEAP � high-explosive armour piercing � rounds for the job. Overkill? Perhaps. But he wanted to make sure of success. It was a beautiful weapon: muzzle velocity of eight hundred and fifty-four metres per second, and an effective range of around eighteen hundred metres. But this was no ordinary target. The plane didn�t stay still like a worm. Also, the thing was painted a shade of grey that blurred its edges, made them fuzzy and ill defined, especially with the intense blue of the sky behind it. Just watching it, trying to focus on it, made his eyes watery and sore. His commander wanted one of these things for reasons unknown. Orders had come down from the highest place. And they wanted it with as little damage done as possible, which is why they had brought him in rather than a man with a machine gun. One clean shot. He�d thought about where he�d put the bullet and decided on removing a wing where it met the body � the strongest point of the aircraft. That would bring it down. Simple enough, he�d thought, but in reality, not simple at all.
He counted the number of explosive-tipped bullets in his case. Twelve. That meant he�d taken eight shots at it and still no result.
Mushtaq sat at the top storey window behind a lace curtain, four blocks from the fighting, and waited. The owners of this flat had been accommodating but, really, what choice did they have? The man and his wife sat on chairs against the opposite wall, where he could keep an eye on them. They were Palestinian, but not all Palestinians were as committed to the fight as he and his comrades were. They had each other and they had children, their smiling faces beaming from framed photos chequering the wall behind them.
�You have a beautiful family,� said Mushtaq. He wished he still had his family, but a stray round from an Israeli helicopter gunship had pierced the brick walls of his home and exploded, killing everyone and starting a fire. The Israelis asserted in the nightly television news bulletin that the people killed � his wife and three little children � were just more Palestinian terrorists.
The man and his wife smiled and nodded enthusiastically. They were scared, and they had every right to be. If the Israelis caught him shooting at them from this place they would blast it to rubble.
Mushtaq tried to recall his wife and children. He had loved then, but now he only hated. The Israelis hadn�t killed any terrorists that day but they had certainly given birth to one. And Mushtaq wouldn�t rest until he had shot a thousand Israelis dead in return.
He waited for the grey, ghost-like thing to fly overhead once more. His eyes were watering, but not because of the glare this time. He couldn�t see his wife or children clearly anymore, their faces were fading like those on an old print, and it was this realisation that caused the tears to flow.
A slight movement in the sky caught his attention. Mushtaq knelt and placed the tripod supporting the barrel on the windowsill. He kept both eyes open behind the yellow shooter�s lenses of his glasses so that he could more easily catch the ghost-like craft in the ten-power scope. The wind at ground level was nil. What was it at five hundred metres, he wondered? The unmanned plane danced in the crosshairs. Mushtaq led it, guessing at its speed, matching it in his head with the known velocity of his bullet, mind, nerve and muscle making untold and minute calculations and adjustments. Instinct squeezed the trigger, his index finger exerting no more than a kilogram of pressure, and the weapon�s stock jolted into his shoulder. At last, Mushtaq was rewarded by a small puff of white on the aircraft�s underside. The HEAP round did its job. The wing parted from the body cleanly,just where he�d aimed, and the two sections began their uncontrolled spiral to earth.
* * *
Lieutenant Deborah Glukel lay slumped on the ground outside the building. Medics rushed towards her in slow motion. Something had hit her in the chest with the force of a sledgehammer. The Kevlar plates in her body armour had done their job, but she couldn�t haul herself out of the firing line. She had just lain on her side, waiting for the headshot � there were no Kevlar plates protecting her face. The pain in her chest was intense and she guessed that several ribs and possibly her sternum were broken. Her platoon had done a good job. They�d stormed the building and killed all but one of the terrorists. She watched four men come and drag him away, unconscious. Those men were Shin Bet. They�d lock-tied the captured terrorist�s hands and feet behind him, blood streaming from his nose, ears and eyes. They dragged him across the broken pavement, threw him in a waiting black Mercedes and sped off.
�Horah!� said the medic kneeling beside her. �As your name says, you�re one lucky benzona, Lieutenant. You�ve lost your sergeant and two other men, with three others wounded, but you�ll live,� said the medic, yelling in Glukel�s face while they worked on her. Glukel meant �lucky� in Hebrew, but the lieutenant didn�t feel it. The two dead soldiers had been laid beside her. One was her brother, his eyes open, staring, accusing. She cried, not because they had died, but because she had lived.
* * *
�Jesus Christ,� said Samuel Polski. �Who called in the fucking army?� The man in his arms was dying. He cut the lock-tie behind the wounded man�s back, freeing his arms, one of which was broken. For years they�d been trying to infiltrate the Hezbollah. Finally, they�d managed the unbelievable only to have their own army come along, surround him and kill him. Beautiful! Kakat! Shit! The Mercedes dashed through the streets, heading for a Shin Bet safe house that contained a fully staffed OR with trauma specialists on hand. �Jacob, you kakat, hang on. Hang on!� he screamed.
�He�s saying something. What�s he saying?� said Ahron Mandelberg, ripping open Jacob�s shirt, checking for chest wounds as the Mercedes bounced along.
�They will vex us in the east,� said Jacob as his heart gave out. He said it softly, almost in a whisper.
�Jacob! Jacob! What did you say? Horah!� Mandelberg placed his ear against Jacob�s chest. He slammed his fist against the man�s chest, cracking his sternum, trying to get his heart started.
�He said, �They�ll vex in the east.� Does anyone know what that means?� Mandelberg shouted, his ear close to the dead man�s lips. �Jacob! Where? East Jerusalem?�
�Lie him down,� called out Mandelberg as the car raced through the narrow streets. �Jacob! What did you say?� yelled Mandelberg. �Is it some kind of fucking proverb?�
�Forget it. He�s dead,� said one of the other men. The concussion from a grenade had done its job well, shattering Jacob�s internal organs as completely as if a truck had hit him.
* * *
Baruch fingered the report of the operation. Two crack soldiers had died in the op, the platoon commander � one of his best � would be laid up in recovery for a month at least, and a Shin Bet agent working undercover had also died of his wounds. How the hell was he to know that one of the terrorists wasn�t a terrorist at all? The man ran with the enemy, fired on innocent people and then took on the army, for God�s sake. The whole fucking thing had happened so fast. And what would Shin Bet have done had it known one of their own was in that apartment building? Told everyone to pack up and go home? The icing on the cake was the loss of the UAV. It wasn�t one of theirs. It was on loan, on trial from the manufacturer in the United States, sponsored by the US military. And, of course, both were pissed about the disappearance of the multi-million-dollar toy, which meant his superiors were pissed at him too. Another excuse for them to hold back his promotion. A fifty-one year old lieutenant colonel in a young person�s army? Horah! Baruch snapped the folder shut.
The media had reported it differently, of course. They said it had been a great victory. Four senior members of the hateful terrorist group Hezbollah cornered, shot and killed. And this time, no civilian casualties to account for. He was a hero. Everyone was a hero. The unwinnable war was being won. What would winning it mean? Baruch had no real idea. He shook his head, trying to clear it of doubt. He buried the report under a pile of papers on his desk. There was a tight feeling in his chest. Stress. It would be another night of non-performance in the marriage bed, no doubt, staring at the ceiling.

Australian Defence Force HQ, Russell Offices, Canberra, Australia

Sergeant Tom Wilkes had been ordered to the briefing by the commanding officer of the regiment himself, Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Hardcastle, the same Hardcastle who�d single-handedly destroyed two mobile Scud missile launchers in Iraq during Desert Storm, and rescued a downed American pilot in Bosnia, carrying the man on his back for four days across hostile territory. And yet, like many in the SAS, the colonel was hardly the muscle-bound matinee idol type. He was of average height and weight with short brown hair that was now greying slightly at the temples, and large, friendly brown eyes. His was the face that disappeared in a crowd, a kind of Everyman, yet he was fearless, sometimes ruthless, and always passionate about the regiment and its fighting traditions.
Sergeant Wilkes made his way to the Australian Defence Force HQ directly from the airport. He stepped out of the lift at the appropriate floor and was surprised to see the colonel seated on a leather chesterfield down the hall. The officer stood and walked towards the sergeant with a broad grin. Wilkes braced up, chest out, head back. Indoors, neither man was wearing a hat, so saluting was not required.
�Stand easy, Tom. I�ve been looking forward to meeting you. Sulawesi. You and your men did a great job there.�
�Thank you, sir.�
�Air Marshal Niven debriefed me fully on the op. I know how tough things were.�
Wilkes saw the colonel�s eyes flick to the red scar that curled across the side of his face, and he resisted the momentary desire to rub it.
�Yes, sir.� Wilkes had attended two funerals when he returned, for men who had paid the ultimate price. He took a deep breath and let the oxygen smooth some of the pain the memory brought to his chest. Wilkes�s troop was close-knit. The men lived and died together, and while death was clearly a hazard of the job, losing a mate was never an easy burden to bear, and the memories were still fresh.
Hardcastle realised he�d touched a nerve. It was a place he�d personally been to many times over the years. �Well, Tom, with so many imposts on the regiment these days, I spend most of my time at meetings or pushing paper around a desk. But I do get the odd reward and one of them is informing people they�ve been promoted before anyone else steals my thunder�Warrant Officer Class Two Wilkes.�
�Thank you, sir,� said Wilkes, unable to stop the smile that spread across his face. He�d just joined a very exclusive group within Australia�s elite fighting force. And then the smile disappeared.
�Is there a problem, Warrant Officer?�
�This means I loose my troop, doesn�t it, boss?�
�You�ve done everything and more that�s been asked of you, Tom.�
�I�m not ready to wave the boys goodbye from the docks, sir.�
�The promotion�s a done deal, Tom.�
�What if I don�t accept it, sir?�
�That�s not an option. But look�� Wilkes�s reluctance to cease active duty as a troop sergeant could prove difficult. With higher rank came different responsibilities. And opportunities. �Okay, Tom, how�s this? You get your choice of ops. Something interesting comes up, I�ll give you first crack at it. If you think you need your troop along for the ride, if they�re not deployed elsewhere, they�re yours. Can�t be fairer than that.�
Hardcastle had a reputation for being a straightshooter. �Okay, sir. Call me Warrant Officer.�
Hardcastle put out his hand and the two men shook on it. �You should get the official confirmation within the week. Also, there�s talk of a Distinguished Service Medal for you, and various service medals for your men. The reasons for these awards will, of course, be kept from the public record, but the nation is nevertheless keen to show its gratitude for a job well done.�
�Thanks, sir, I�m honoured,� said Wilkes.
�Now, I guess you want to know why we�ve dragged you all the way down here, away from the R & R you so richly deserve ��
At that instant, the double doors beside them opened and Wilkes was surprised to see them held wide by the Chief of the Australian Defence Force, Air Marshal Ted �Spike� Niven. Both special forces men braced up.
�Relax, lads. Andrew�?� said the CDF, a smile on his face, eyebrows raised with a slight question.
�We�re done, boss,� said Hardcastle. He then turned to Wilkes. �I won�t be joining you, Tom. Just wanted to meet you and give you the news personally.� He turned to the CDF. �He�s all yours, sir.�
�Thanks, Andrew. We�ll talk later,� said Niven.
Wilkes was still unwittingly braced up as Hardcastle walked off. �Good to see you again, Tom,� said Niven. �And congratulations on your promotion.�
�Thank you, sir,� said Wilkes. Air Marshal Niven had personally debriefed Wilkes after Sulawesi. Wilkes liked the gruff CDF, a former F/A-18 pilot, because he was ruthlessly honest. The top job in the forces was as much about politics as it was about soldiering and Wilkes realised that it must be tricky reconciling personal views with those of the national interest, especially as politicians perceived it. A couple of years shy of fifty, Niven was a young man to be holding such a lofty position. As to how he earned the nickname �Spike�, it was his callsign back in his fighter pilot days. He also looked uncannily like a bulldog. Stocky frame, big jowls and an underbite. He�d never win a beauty contest, unless his mum happened to be the judge.
�Okay, let�s go. After you�� Niven ushered Wilkes through the doorway ahead of him. The room was a lecture theatre capable of seating fifty people in rows that climbed steeply from the centre stage. A number of people Wilkes didn�t recognise were seated in the front rows.
�Everyone, this is Warrant Officer Tom Wilkes, SAS Regiment. He�s the man responsible for taking some of the photos you�ve seen here this morning,� said Niven.
The newly promoted warrant officer felt vaguely uncomfortable in the presence of so much brass.
�Take a seat, Tom,� said Niven. �We�ve all read your report on your recent trip to PNG with great interest. The reasons why will become obvious in a moment. No one expects you to remember names and titles, but just so you know who you�re talking to, this is the Honourable Hugh Greenway, Minister for Defence; Graeme Griffin, Director-General of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service; Peter Meyer, Director-General, Australian Security Intelligence Organisation; Federal Agent Jennifer Tadzic from the AFP�s Transnational Crime Coordination Centre; Hamish Cameron, Assistant Director, Australian Customs; Gia Ferallo, Assistant Deputy Director CIA Station Chief, Canberra; Field Officer Atticus Monroe, Central Intelligence Agency; and Felix Mortimer from the Defence Intelligence Organisation.�
Wilkes directed a nod to each in turn. This must be serious! Most of these people spearheaded the intelligence and police services that Australia was relying on to come to grips with the eternal War on Terror, now so tragically a part of the nation�s daily life. Wilkes realised he�d never heard most of the names before, but then these individuals were steering organisations that worked effectively out of the public consciousness, so their anonymity wasn�t necessarily surprising.
The mix of expertise gathered in the room told Wilkes something big was in the offing, and he was instantly curious to know what that was and how he personally fitted into it. The CIA field officer stood out from the crowd, but only because he had a pair of bruised black eyes and looked like he�d gone a few rounds with a prizefighter and lost. The CIA woman, Gia Someone-or-other, wore a dark power suit, bright red lipstick and a string of pearls around her neck. The ambitious corporate executive. Pretty, and no doubt she knew it. Not his type.
�What we have here, ladies and gentlemen,� said Niven, �is a think tank of interested parties. You each have your own departmental concerns. The object of this session is to put those concerns, and what information all of us have, on the table. So, without further ado. Lights, please,� said Niven.
Wilkes sat the end of the front row and tried to look inconspicuous. What the hell am I doing here? The lights dimmed and an image filled the screen on the wall. Wilkes recognised the picture instantly, because he�d taken it: the cargo ship ringed by the distinctive volcanic formations, dugout canoes on the green waters around it.
�I have to say you�ve got bloody good instincts, Warrant Officer,� said the bloke from the DIO as he stood and approached the screen at the front of the room, a bunch of notes in his hands. �The serial number of the Kalashnikov you sent back threw us into a bit of a panic, especially when we got your photos, and the ones taken by Field Officer Monroe here.�
The DIO analyst, Felix Mortimer, looked every inch the public servant, with his ragged beard, brown slacks and cardigan. His brown hair was a little too long and greasy and he had a round, flaccid face. Too much red wine and fried food. Wilkes found himself wondering if the man also had dandruff and coffee breath. But there was something about him that didn�t fit the picture of the disinterested career public servant. He was sharp and talked quickly. The guy knew his shit. He said, �The 7.62mm AK-47 assault rife designed by Mikhail Kalashnikov in nineteen forty-six. Over seventy million made. Weapon of choice for third-world armies, terrorists and thugs.�
An image of the weapon Wilkes had recovered from Papua New Guinea flashed up on the screen, a cardboard ident tag hanging from its trigger guard.
�Serial number KL43389187UN. Manufactured in the Czech city of Mosnov, August eighth, nineteen sixty-seven. Despatched to Syria via the port of Odessa two months later. Over thirty years on, the weapon turns up in New Guinea.�
The image on the wall changed. This time, it was video footage. The picture was moving fast and only a metre or so above the water, as if shot from the bow of a powerful speedboat. Towering cliffs raced towards the camera and, at the last possible moment, the camera climbed sickeningly, sweeping over the top of a spire of black basalt, clearing it by death-defying centimetres. And then the cargo ship came into view. Part of a helicopter skid appeared in the bottom left of the frame. Of course, Wilkes realised, the footage was filmed from the chopper that had appeared suddenly over the bay.
Wilkes watched as a man raced to the bow of the ship and threw back the cover on the machine gun. The picture froze and the image magnified ten times. The weapon was indeed an American M4 .50 calibre as Wilkes had suspected. The beard and the baseball cap. Apparently, the man with his finger on the trigger was of Middle Eastern origin, and he never would have guessed that.
�This is Kadar Al-Jahani,� said Mortimer. �The given name is more important than the family name in the part of the world this man hails from. It reflects the hopes of the people who bestow it. Kadar means �powerful one� in Arabic. Kadar�s family was poor, so the name �Kadar� was probably a bit of wishful thinking. Kadar grew up to be a demolitions expert in the Saudi army. And, most recently, terrorist for hire.
�The rash of suicide bombers who blew potholes in the Israeli � Palestinian Roadmap to Peace are thought to have been his students. He favours a booster charge material known as RDX, otherwise known as cyclonite or hexogen � a white crystalline solid that�s the basic ingredient of other explosives such as Composition B. It�s very stable and extremely powerful. Half a kilo of RDX will peel the roof off a Mercedes bus and turn it inside out. Perfect for the terrorist travelling light.
�The question we�re asking is why here? Why New Guinea? What�s he doing there, way out of his own fish tank? Has he given away terrorism to make a pile of money gun and drug smuggling? In short, we doubt it.�
The video footage rolled forward. Muzzle flashes burst silently from the heavy machine gun in Kadar�s hands. The video swept the ship�s deck, back towards the wheelhouse, and focused on another group of men firing Kalashnikovs disconcertingly out from the screen at the people in the lecture theatre. Again the frame froze and stepped forward, bringing one of the men sharply to the foreground.
�This is Duat. No second name, just Duat � that�s an Indonesian thing, by the way. A nasty piece of work. Duat teaches people how to kill with swords, guns, ammonium nitrate bombs, whatever. He belongs to a little-known terrorist group called Babu Islam, which basically means �Servants of God�. Like a lot of groups in this part of the world, such as Jamaah Islamiah, they�re dedicated to awakening Indonesia to their view of its Islamic responsibilities � namely, to kill as many non-believers as possible.�
�Love his dental work,� said the CIA man, Atticus Monroe, to no one in particular. There was a quiet chuckle in the room. One of Duat�s front teeth was missing and the other was gold.
Wilkes recognised Duat. He was the leader of the party at the village, the man who demonstrated the hand gun by shooting the pig�s brains out.
�Ordinarily, we just keep a loose eye on people like Duat through ASIS and the CIA,� Mortimer continued, �but when he starts keeping company with the likes of Kadar Al-Jahani, we sit up and take notice. And, of course, there are other issues that are falling out of this unholy alliance. Jenny, you might want to leap in here.�
�Jenny Tadzic, TCCC, Australian Federal Police,� said the woman sitting directly behind Wilkes, introducing herself to the room. It occurred to Wilkes that occasions which brought all these people to the one place were rare, and they were probably strangers to each other as much as they were to him. He turned to look at her while she spoke. He guessed that she was around thirty-five, maybe a year or two older. She had an intelligent face with wavy dark hair pulled straight back, and a deep furrow between dark eyebrows that indicated she spent many hours of the day worrying.
�There�s a lot of imported marijuana in circulation at the moment. It�s not the usual hydroponic stuff � it�s what�s known as �bush-buds�, grown naturally. Word of mouth says it�s from PNG and initial tests on samples are confirming this. Some say it�s a good thing when the market�s flooded with pot because the demand for harder drugs falls away. That�s true to some extent but it�s not the issue. We don�t know how the stuff�s getting into the country and that�s a big problem. Also, is this a new supply chain, or an existing one? We have a concern that when the pot runs out, the same supply chain could well be used for the distribution of harder drugs.�
�Is that a certainty, Jenny?� asked Niven during the pause. The Australian Defence Force chief was new to the world of drugs and smuggling.
�No, but it has happened enough times in the past.� The AFP woman shrugged. �I might also say that the Transnational Crime Coordination Centre was created for just this kind of event � tracking the connection between drugs and terrorism. That has been our focus for a while now � definitely since Bali.�
�Thanks, Jenny,� said Niven. �We�re not here to tread on anyone�s toes.�
�Maybe I should say something, Spike,� said Hugh Greenway, the Minister for Defence. Wilkes had seen him before at various squadron reviews. His nickname was Lurch because he was tall, grey and stooped, like the butler in the old Addams Family sitcom. The jury was still out on whether he was a friend or foe to the armed forces because he hadn�t been in the job long enough. �With respect to the AFP and the great work you�ve been doing, the feeling is that what�s going on in PNG could be bigger than any of us have a grip on. We�re all here so that we can hopefully make a useful contribution to the bigger picture.�
Tadzic put her hand up and nodded, a gesture indicating that the AFP didn�t have its nose out of joint.
�So, Jenny, a question for you directly,� said Greenway. �How much money can they make � selling marijuana?�
Tadzic frowned. �From dope? Lots. Of course, it depends how much they can bring in. An ounce of the stuff can sell on the street for hundreds of dollars. From what we can see here, I�d say these people are dealing in hundreds of kilos.�
Greenway whistled quietly.
�Okay, all this is a little outside my area, so this might seem like a dumb question,� said Niven, �but how easy is it to smuggle in?�
�I�ll answer that, Jenny, if you like,� said Hamish Cameron, the customs boss.
WO Wilkes detected a slight Irish accent. The customs chief was around fifty with salt-and-pepper hair and dark features. His knees were jammed hard up against the seat in front of him. Wilkes estimated that he�d probably be well over a hundred and ninety centimetres tall.
Tadzic nodded.
�On the contrary, Spike, it�s not a dumb question at all. It�s the crux of the problem � to us at customs, anyway. You might not be aware that we have only enough resources to check three out of every hundred containers coming into the country.�
�You�re kidding?� asked Niven.
�Christ!� Greenway seemed just as surprised.
�I wish I was,� said Cameron.
�I don�t think they�d be bringing the stuff in container loads though, do you, Hamish?� said Jenny Tadzic. �More likely to be bringing it in bit by bit. Dope�s pretty bulky. Fishing boats, light aircraft. That way if some gets found, they don�t lose the lot.�
�Fair point,� said Cameron. �But if they wanted to make a big pile of cash fast, they�d be better off importing heroin or cocaine.�
�Let�s not give them any ideas, eh?� said Griffin. A murmur of mild amusement went around the room. �Whatever they do, it�d be hard hiding that kind of money, wouldn�t it?�
�Sure,� said Tadzic. �That�s certainly something we can chase up, but if anything, the mechanisms for laundering money are far more sophisticated and well hidden than the drugs coming in.�
�Okay,� said Cameron. �We�ve got a couple of highprofile terrorists raising considerable sums of cash by running guns and drugs.�
�Correct,� said the ADF chief.
�And you say one of these guys is a Middle Eastern explosives expert specialising in suicide bombers?�
There was silence around the table while their imaginations played with the implications of the customs boss�s bald summary.
�In the absence of hard information we�re going to be doing a lot of creative speculation,� said Griffin. �But that�s not such a bad thing. We may well have stumbled on something here � for once, perhaps, in time to do something to prevent it. You�ve just nailed it for us, Hamish: two terrorists from either side of the world joining forces in our backyard to raise a large sum of money for something. We just have to find out what the hell that something is.�
The meeting went on for another hour before breaking up. But nothing much of interest was added, just a rehash of what everyone already knew. The one question still not answered to Wilkes�s satisfaction was why they�d included him in all of this. They had his report and his job was done. It was time to hit the surf and worry about whether he was going to tan or burn rather than about national security issues. Wilkes stood. He noticed Griffin and Niven exchange a nod.
�If you don�t mind, Warrant Officer, I�d like to talk to you a bit more,� said the ASIS chief.
Here it comes. Wilkes sat back down and watched the various department heads file out of the room. The two CIA people remained seated. They�d also been asked to stay back after school and Wilkes wondered, what next? He didn�t have to wait long to find out.
�Okay,� said Griffin, sitting back in his chair. �We have a think tank, which you�ve just been introduced to. We also need an action team. You three will form the core of that.�
Tom Wilkes, Gia Ferallo and Atticus Monroe looked at each other.
�Now, Tom, I understand you�re on leave for a few more weeks?�
Wilkes nodded.
�Don�t be surprised if it gets cut short.�
Great, thought Wilkes.

South Java, Indonesia

Duat and Kadar sat in the uncomfortable silence. It was late at night and the air smelled of coconut husks burning in the cooking fires lit around the camp. Duat forced his tongue in and out through the hole left by the missing tooth, rubbing it against the gold incisor. He was tired of the discussion and let his mind wander. Most of the men were asleep but a few groups had assembled here and there to talk, gamble, or to play pool. Several of the men were carpenters and furniture makers, and they�d knocked up a couple of tables. The encampment now, Duat realised, was virtually self-sufficient. Morale was high.
He watched as the silhouettes of two men slowly patrolled a section of the perimeter, their rifles hitched over their shoulders. Recruits had been drifting in steadily in twos and threes, swelling their ranks over the past month as the awareness of Babu Islam spread. And not all of these were poor and uneducated. There were electricians and accountants and even a former air force communications officer amongst them, such was the growing disenchantment with the godless regime ruling from Jakarta. And two days ago, a distant cousin of Kadar�s had arrived at his relative�s invitation. His name caused much excitement: Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim, or �servant of Mohammed the merciful one�. The man�s name had an obvious synergy with Babu Islam, the Servants of God, and the men saw this as a potent sign.
Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim had acquired special talents and expertise while in the service of the Saudi army � talents Duat and Kadar could put to good use. But Rahim was sick, with papery yellow skin and black circles under sunken eyes. Indeed, the man had but six months to live due to an accident with the materials he handled. Rahim had been discharged from the army with a pension his wife and six children could not survive on. Kadar had seen to a hefty transfer of funds into his cousin�s account, cementing Rahim�s commitment to the cause. Kadar requested that separate quarters be built for Rahim and that a personal assistant with medical knowledge be assigned.
Duat heard Rahim�s coughing drift across the open ground on the night air. Six months � well within their timetable. Duat�s thoughts about Rahim turned naturally to the area outside the camp�s main perimeter fenced off with barbed wire, signs warning of the presence of mines. There were no mines here, but there was something infinitely more dangerous buried beneath the soil. A pall seemed to hang over the area and, indeed, even the weeds had chosen not to grow back as if aware that death had made its home in this patch of earth.
Rahim was a chemical weapons expert whose knowledge was essential to their plans, and his timely arrival felt like a confirmation that God Himself was on their side. Babu Islam�s bank accounts had also grown in size and the zeros on the statements were for numbers once beyond Duat�s imagination. The marijuana bartered for guns in PNG had been easy to sell to middlemen. There was no need to risk distribution, and the business had netted close to twenty million US dollars. The accounts would again swell considerably when this money was used to fund the second phase of the plan. And yet�Duat eyed Kadar Al-Jahani sitting opposite, while he drew on a kretek cigarette.
Everything was heading in the right direction, so why in Allah�s name would Kadar want to put their ultimate goal at risk? Just to make an impression? The silence had hung uncomfortably in the air between them for long enough. �Kadar, we are now brothers in this enterprise. Trust me when I say that this time you are wrong.�
�So you keep saying, Duat,� said Kadar Al-Jahani, implacable.
�We are doing well. You are right in that,� said Duat. �Our numbers grow and we now have the money for training and equipment. But do not forget where we�re going, my friend.� Duat�s thoughts again centred on the patch of ground sewn with warning signs.
Kadar sighed. This was becoming an old refrain. �Duat, do you believe Indonesia is ready?�
This was the crucial question and both men knew it. Moreover, both men knew the answer � it was not something Duat could lie about. �No, it isn�t.�
�Well, then�� said Kadar, opening his arms in a gesture that said, �Why are we discussing this?� �Look, Duat, you�re right. Things are going well for us, but we can�t stay up here hiding in the hills forever.�
�I know that,� Duat said angrily.
Kadar tried a different tack, and somehow managed to keep the condescension out of his tone. �We�ve come this far, Duat, because we have support from without. But it is not unlimited and I feel a change in the wind. If that support is undermined or, worse, withdrawn entirely, then everything we have both worked for will disappear like smoke.� He illustrated the point by clawing at the blue tendrils curling from the end of his burning cigarette.
Duat asked himself again whether he trusted the man sitting opposite. He could kill him now, take the money and the men, but he knew that would be stupid, impetuous. Perhaps if he met these mysterious contacts of Kadar�s, he�d be more willing to trust�And yet, Kadar and he had agreed right from the start on this division of responsibilities � on a division of command. Have I been tricked?
Kadar, too, was considering whether he should just shoot the man opposite, or persevere. This was his strategy, his idea. It was going so well. If he killed Duat, he himself would not get out of the encampment alive. While he had relationships with a few of them, the men were largely loyal to the Indonesian. And where was the glory in such a death? �Duat,� he said, grinding the cigarette into the leg of the table and sending a shower of red embers to the earth, �aside from amassing wealth, we have done nothing, achieved nothing. We are at the beginning of our enterprise, really, the very start��
�Kadar, in the past you�ve used an analogy: that to set off a large explosion, it must be done with a smaller charge, a primer. But the primer you�re suggesting will bring the whole world down on us.�
Kadar Al-Jahani thought he saw a glimmer of compromise. �So what if we were to do as I suggest, but not claim responsibility for it?�
Duat had considered that. �So then what would be the point of it?�
�The people we need to impress would know and at this moment, that is all that matters,� said Kadar.
Perhaps, thought Duat�We would need to shift the camp simultaneously�
�It�s time to move anyway.�
Duat sucked on his tooth. �Do you believe your plan can work?� he said, somewhat mollified.
�Mohammed, may His name be praised, is with us.�
�Do we have the right man?�
�I believe so. His name is Dedy.�
Duat nodded. Good choice.

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

The waitress�s pencil was poised above the pad.
�We�ll also have two dozen oysters to share. Tom?�
�Two dozen?�
�Yeah, don�t think you�re off the hook yet, bucko,� said Annabelle, a mischievous twinkle in her luminous blue eyes, a flute of French champagne resting on her bottom lip. She took a sip and set the glass down. �You�ve been away one month three days, and a girl has needs, you know.�
�Okay then, two dozen it is. Thanks,� said Wilkes, trying to hold back the smile and failing.
The waitress couldn�t hide her smirk. �Thank you,� she said as she pencilled the order on her pad.
�Now, where were we? Oh yes, in bed � me on top, you begging for mercy,� said Annabelle.
Tom Wilkes�s cheeks hurt. He�d worn that smile all day. It was good to be home and in his girlfriend�s arms. His eyes swept over her and her beauty again took his breath away, exactly as it had when he met her two years ago at a defence forces open day. She was doing an outside broadcast at the time. Along with the rest of the squadron, he�d been attracted to her at first glance.
She was wearing the blue dress, his favourite. The colour matched her eyes. The fact that it was tight and short also had something to do with his fondness for it. She never exercised, except for a half-hour walk three mornings a week. She didn�t need to. Her metabolism, the envy of all her girlfriends, kept her looking like she worked out every day of her life.
Annabelle Gilbert had become one of the bestrecognised faces in Townsville. She read the six o�clock news, consistently the city�s highest rating television program and enjoyed by a huge male audience. Jokes were made about that at the station, but Annabelle was used to the attention.
The other talk about Annabelle at work, most of it behind her back, regarded her boyfriend, Tom Wilkes. Rumour had it he was more than just a soldier. Townsville was a military city, host to the Ready Reaction force and other elements of Australia�s crack operational combat units. It was well known that he was SAS, and maybe something beyond that. Annabelle never fuelled these rumours. Indeed, it was the one sticking point in their relationship � Tom�s career.
�Surely it�s my turn to be on top, Belle,� he said. �In fact, we can skip dinner if you like. I�m happy just to eat you.�
That made Annabelle blush. Tom knew how to push her buttons. �Okay, you win. Let�s change the subject, we can come back to this by candlelight later.�
Under the table, Tom discreetly ran his fingers along the skin of her calf muscle. �You sure, Belle�?�
�Phew, it�s hot in here, isn�t it?� she said, fanning herself with her hand.
�No,� said Tom, teasing. �Okay, later then.� He withdrew his hand and Annabelle cleared her throat and shifted on her chair.
�Hey,� she said suddenly, �we haven�t toasted your promotion.� She picked up her champagne. �Congratulations, Warrant Officer.� Their glasses came together with a tinkle.
�Thanks, baby. There�s something else I�d like to celebrate.�
�What�s that?� There was nothing else that she could think of. She looked down between his hands and saw the light blue box. The blue box. She swallowed, somewhat in shock. This was her dream. A perfect sunset by the sea with the man she loved, and a ring from Tiffany�s. He�d been a little strange on occasion throughout the afternoon�s lovemaking. She�d put it down to the job he�d just returned from. As usual, he�d told her nothing about it. At least he�d come back this time with no scars that she could find. But no, he was anxious because he was planning to pop The Question. Annabelle stared at the box and was momentarily paralysed with fear. Maybe it wasn�t a ring, maybe it was�earrings.
�Well, go on,� he said. �Open it.�
�Nothing you want to ask me first?� she said.
�Do you want me on bended knee?�
�No,� she whispered, her eyes sparkling like aquamarine in the golden late afternoon light.
Wilkes opened the box in front of him and then turned it around so that Annabelle could see the flawless onecarat stone. �Annabelle, will you marry me?�
The answer was not something she had to think about. �Yes, Tom, I�d love to marry you.� Annabelle and Tom leaned forward and kissed each other, the warm breeze blowing off the shore break. Annabelle took the ring from the box and placed it on her finger. �Hmm,� she said, �my brand. How did you know?�
�Oh, only the barrage of hints you�ve given over the past year.�
�It looks good on me, don�t you think?� She held her hand away and examined it, tilting her head from side to side, appraising it.
�Doesn�t everything?� he said, sipping his beer.
�So, when?�
�When what?�
�When will we get married?�
That one caught Tom completely on the hop. When? Jesus, he had absolutely no idea.
�It�ll take a while to get the wedding guest list together, venue, church, organise relatives. Nine months, minimum,� she said. �And what about the army? Will they release you?�
�Sorry?� Tom suddenly felt like he was tied up in a car careening down a hill, out of control.
�If we�re going to get married, you�ll want a steady job.�
�Hang on a sec,� said Tom. �Don�t I already have one of those?�
�Maybe one that�s a little less full contact?� She ran her finger down his cheek, chasing the scar. �Look, I know the ANTV Network has been after a military analyst, what with all the things going on around the world at the moment. I could talk to someone. What do you think?�
Tom Wilkes wasn�t thinking at all. He was panicking, and that was not a state he was given to. He rubbed the flat of his hand across the top of his head.
�Two dozen oysters natural,� said the waitress with a knowing smile and a not-too-subtle wink at Wilkes as she placed the stainless-steel platter on the table between them.
�I�ll just have two. You have the rest, darling.� Annabelle gave him the look of a hungry predator. �You�re going to need them.�
WO Tom Wilkes felt completely outmanoeuvred.

Via Veneto, Rome, Italy

Tartufi was an elegant bar and gelateria just off the expensive Via Veneto in Rome. It was Kadar Al-Jahani�s favourite place for an espresso doppio for a number of reasons. Firstly, the coffee was worthy. Not as good, perhaps, as the thick sweet coffee brewed in the royal bazaar at Riyadh, but it was certainly acceptable. Secondly, Tartufi was owned by a holding company itself owned by various interests that earned income for the defence of Islam. It was a front, essentially, one of many that generated and laundered money for terror. Kadar Al-Jahani glanced around at the rich Romans and the American tourists sipping their macchiati and cappuccini, and smiled. �All for a good cause,� he said quietly into his cup as he brought it to his lips.
There was another reason he liked Tartufi. A pair of young Roman women two-up on their Piaggio scooters freewheeled down the narrow cobbled lane beyond the bar�s tables. Their breasts danced against the fabric of their thin shirts as their scooters bounced and vibrated along the rough stones. He felt his phallus roll lazily in his pants, like an animal waking from a sleep. They were all whores, these western women, on show for the taking. It was disgusting, but at the same time so very watchable.
The day was overcast, but Kadar Al-Jahani wore sunglasses. They afforded some measure of anonymity while allowing him to appraise the parade of female flesh at his leisure, like a buyer. Another scooter came around the bend at the top of the lane; a woman on her own this time, wearing a very short skirt and high heels. He watched her large breasts sway and jiggle, beckoning him, their delicious shape clearly defined by the folds of the exquisite green silk shirt she wore. He crossed his legs to avoid the embarrassment of his own growing excitement.
The three men he�d been expecting arrived together, distracting him. He put on his warmest smile. They were all Middle Eastern � a Saudi, a Yemeni and a Palestinian � but their specific ethnicity would have been impossible to determine. The men were all clean-shaven, tanned and dressed in impeccable Italian style. Kadar Al-Jahani knew these men well and no names were used. It was unlikely that the table itself would hide a wire, but telescopic microphones could easily pick up their conversation from any one of the many dark residential windows overlooking the cafe. An ongoing Darwinian-style form of natural selection had weeded out all but the most intelligent and, above all, cautious of terrorists. The ones left � men such as Kadar Al-Jahani � were wily creatures: ever wary and, of course, dangerous. Their talk would be guarded, for this was a work-in-progress meeting.
The Yemeni, dressed in a beautifully cut microfibre Armani suit, offered a handshake to Kadar Al-Jahani as he sat. �It�s good to see that life continues to treat you well, my friend.�
�And you, friend,� said Kadar, grasping the hand offered. �Coffee, gentlemen?� All three nodded. Kadar Al-Jahani summoned the waiter with a raise of his hand. Orders were efficiently taken and the waiter departed.
�Well, how does the seed grow, my friend?� asked the man sitting directly opposite Kadar, the Saudi.
�The soil there is rich and so the seed has become a sapling that grows daily. Soon it will be a large tree that bears fruit,� said Kadar.
The Palestinian wasn�t so easily convinced. �Yes, but we�ve heard all this before. What makes you so sure your fruit will be edible? What has changed? There have been attempts in the past to cultivate this area profitably and yet��
Kadar Al-Jahani knew the Palestinian�s position well. Indonesia, while the largest Islamic nation on earth, had failed to rise as one in defence of Islam when called on to do so in the past. Why would Kadar�s plan succeed where others had failed? �Yes, your caution is well founded as I�ve said in the past, but my methods are different, and so is the climate today.� Kadar felt it was time to change the subject. �Also, as you know, caring for the tree as it grows takes money.� He leaned forward, and pulled a folded one-page bank summary from his inside coat pocket and handed it to the Yemeni. Kadar Al-Jahani had been cautious, photocopying the page but deleting the bank�s masthead.
The Yemeni unfolded the page and put on his reading glasses. There were many satisfying zeros in several neat columns. �This is truly astonishing,� he said, passing the sheet to his right, amazement lighting up his face.
The waiter returned with their order. The men were silent while he placed the coffees on the table. The bank summary was held under the table. It wasn�t that the men were suspicious of the waiter in particular, they were suspicious of everybody in general.
The Saudi examined the sheet quickly. He raised his eyebrows, impressed, and passed it on. �Allah be praised,� said the Palestinian, dropping his guard for an instant, a mixture of wonder and disbelief on his face.
�As I said, there would be a lot of money to be made in this kind of trade,� Kadar Al-Jahani said, taking the printed sheet, folding it and returning it to his coat pocket. �I have found an expert banker in Sydney, who, for a small fee�� He waved his hand in lazy circles.
�You�ve done much in very little time, my friend. I congratulate you,� said the Yemeni. The other two agreed.
�Thank you. None of it would have been possible without your trust and support,� Kadar said. This was not exactly true. Only the Saudi had been supportive from the start. The Yemeni had been doubtful, the Palestinian downright negative. Perhaps the bank statement would finally convince the Palestinian, where argument and reason had failed.
�Have you received the special equipment you sent for?� asked the Saudi, who was now feeling particularly vindicated by the bank statement.
�I believe the delivery mechanism you obtained is in transit as we speak,� said Kadar, wary of being too specific.
The Saudi nodded. �Good, good. Yes, indeed. And I believe it was found in the skies of the Holy Land. Another fair omen.� He loaded sugar into the small cup, stirred, then drank back his espresso in one mouthful.
�And what of our main enterprise?� asked Kadar Al-Jahani. He watched as two young Italians motored by, and the memory of the woman in the green shirt and the way her breasts aroused him forced its way to the front of his mind.
�One thing at a time, Kadar, but your performance here keeps us well on track,� said the Saudi, following Kadar�s eye line and appreciating the distraction.
�And how are things back home?� Kadar Al-Jahani asked.
The Saudi nodded, his eyebrows knitting into an expression of sorrow. �The same as always. The Israelis fight with tanks, us with passion, blood and stones. The Roadmap is littered with the bodies of broken Palestinians. We fight back with brave souls eager to join Allah in heaven. And we have many lining up to make the noble sacrifice, but we are losing so many fine young men and women. And they leave behind mothers, sisters and brothers in grief. We are drowning in tears.�
�What of the Americans?� Kadar Al-Jahani knew the answer to that, but asked anyway.
�Israel is the Christian dagger and, no matter what America says, they plunge it deep and repeatedly into the heart of Islam,� said the Palestinian. �They still find it impossible to believe that their bias is what kills our women and children and funds an army of hate against them. They continue to act as if the war is solely our doing.� As he spoke, the Palestinian became more animated, louder. A table of American tourists beside them hurriedly paid their bill and left. The Saudi placed his hand on the Palestinian�s wrist and gave it a firm squeeze, calming him. The Palestinian got the message. He breathed deeply and mopped his forehead with a handkerchief. �I�m sorry,� he said.
�It�s okay. We feel no differently,� said the Saudi.
As a boy, the Palestinian had lost his father and two older brothers to this struggle. And most recently, his only son had been killed by a rubber bullet fired by an Israeli soldier who appeared to have purposely aimed his weapon at the boy�s head, firing point-blank as the demonstrating crowd surged forward. The supposedly non-lethal round had penetrated the skull as efficiently as lead. His son had died in his arms as he carried him, running from the crowd, blood pouring from the hole in the boy�s temple, the little body limp in his arms. A year later, the memory was still vivid in the Palestinian�s mind and the tears welled in his eyes. �All the money made should be invested in our struggle,� he said, squeezing his fingers into a tight fist so that his fingernails cut into the palms of his hands and drew blood.
�Yes, of course,� said Kadar, feeling somewhat embarrassed by the display of emotion.
�No, I mean all of it,� said the Palestinian.
Kadar couldn�t hide his annoyance. This was a new development. He was about to snap at the Palestinian when the Yemeni held up his hand discreetly, telling him to back off.
�My friend,� the Saudi said, his tone soothing, sympathetic, �your sacrifices have been greater than all ours put together. But we are your brothers and your pain is our pain. Kadar Al-Jahani�s plan will bring enormous benefits to your people, to everyone united in Islam, and to you personally. How we spend the income has yet to be fully resolved and there�s still plenty of time to go one way or the other. The more important issue at the moment is one of confidence. Kadar?�
Kadar Al-Jahani nodded. �Yes, I�m certain of success.�
�Then give us a sign,� said the Palestinian, back under self-control. �I care nothing for the money. Prove to us � to me � that our efforts will not be wasted, not with zeros on a balance sheet, but in the blood of our enemies.�
Kadar Al-Jahani did not like to be pushed around, but what could he do? One word of doubt in the wrong ear and the plans would be shelved. He�d find himself back in Gaza teaching boys how to handle explosives without blowing themselves, and him, up. �If you want a sign written in blood, then a sign you shall have.�
* * *
The direction microphone was a masterpiece of engineering but, like any piece of precision equipment, it didn�t respond well to being dropped on the floor. Yet that�s exactly what the local CIA man had done, knocking the damn thing over when he burned his lips on takeaway cappuccino that morning. It had immediately stopped functioning properly, working only intermittently. He�d tried it out several times, pointing it at the tables below, and the thing only picked up scraps of conversation.
And then wouldn�t you know it? One of the agency�s �Most Wanted� had chosen that morning to show up. Jesus effing Christ! CIA was a competitive shop and his inability to capitalise on this opportunity would not go down well with the station chief.
The agent did his best, setting up the mic on its stand, aiming and re-aiming it, tuning it, but the conversation between the known terrorist and the other three men coming through on the headphones was almost indecipherable, cutting in and out and full of static. He brought the Canon to his eye and adjusted the telephoto lens, the four men coming into focus. At least the camera worked.
* * *
Kadar Al-Jahani was the first to leave Tartufi. He shook hands and departed, giving the others the opportunity to have another coffee and talk more freely amongst themselves about the merits and pitfalls of his scheme. A sign written in blood. Kadar congratulated himself for guessing that some dramatic demonstration of commitment would be asked for. He�d already planned for it and Duat had finally agreed to it.
The clouds had burned off and it was a beautiful day in this most beautiful city. Of all the great cities of the world, Rome was his favourite. Kadar Al-Jahani walked briskly to the Spanish Steps and then cruised, windowshopping until he found the outlet he was looking for. It was a luggage specialist. He purchased a photographer�s carrying case, an aluminium one with high-density foam that could be cut to accept lenses and cameras. Next he went to a camera store he knew of nearby, and purchased three Nikons and a selection of lenses to go with them, explaining to the saleswoman that he was a photographer whose camera case with all his gear inside had been stolen. The insurance claim had just come through, and now he could return the equipment he�d begged and borrowed from associates and repurchase the items stolen. The saleswoman feigned interest. That sort of thing happened all the time. This was Rome.

Nam Sa River, Myanmar

Away in the distance where the jungle was virgin, white tendrils of mist rolled over the top of a hill like a ghostly octopus and clung to the wet valley below.
Duat and his three bodyguards sat uncomfortably with the general on an open veranda two floors above the grounds. The jungle pressed against the retaining wall that ringed the compound like a besieging army. Contained within this wall was the sprawling Roman villa complete with marble columns and grand marble staircase that had, apparently, been imported from Carrara, Italy. There was also a nine-hole links-style golf course the general bragged had been designed by some Professional Golfing Association champion, sprawling gardens, a fifty-metre swimming pool, spa, plunge pool and grotto, a gym complex, a greenhouse, garages, and at least half a dozen other significant buildings whose functions were not immediately obvious.
�Don�t let the trappings fool you, I�m a virtual prisoner here,� General Trip admitted when he�d caught the looks of astonishment on the faces of his guests as they surveyed the wealth within the compound.
�I keep the CIA, DEA and several other acronyms on their toes, giving them something to do, a reason to be funded. And what do I get in return?� he asked with mock displeasure. �This,� he said spreading his arms wide. �Paradise.� He laughed, a high-pitched giggle that made the fat under his chins quiver.
The general professed to be Buddhist, a doubtful claim. It didn�t fit with the four-bladed helicopter on the landing pad � the aircraft that had brought them from Thailand � the collection of Ferraris in the garage, and the enormous gold rings on his grub-like fingers.
Bells tinkled and four pre-pubescent girls in sheer silk saris entered bearing trays of cakes and a selection of local coconut-based delicacies. They glanced at the general with smiling faces but their chests heaved like frightened birds. Duat caught the lust in the general�s eye as it ran over their little bodies.
�Ah, delicate treats for our pleasure.� He motioned at the girls to attend his guests.
�No thank you, General,� Duat said. It was obvious the general was not referring to the sweets on the tray.
�You don�t know what you�re missing. Women are like any kind of meat � best when young and tender,� he said, grabbing the youngest girl, who was no more than seven, by the waist and sitting her on his lap. He rocked her back and forwards several times. His eyes lolled dreamily in their sockets while the girl looked left and right, desperate to find an escape but seeing none. �Ah, there�s a time and a place for everything, and you will have to wait, my little imp,� he said. The general allowed her to spring off his lap, but not before giving her a slap on her tiny rump. He then rearranged his genitals.
�You know, it was Freud who said that children were sexual creatures from a very young age. Coffee, my new friend?� he asked, oblivious to the tension in the air. �We grow it and roast it here. It�s as fine as any you�d find anywhere.�
Duat nodded cautiously, as did his bodyguards. He was not interested in sex. He wanted to talk business, but he sensed the general was not in the habit of being rushed.
�How would you have it? As the Italians drink it? Macchiato, cappuccino, et cetera�Indonesian style, perhaps? I myself have taken to the Vietnamese brew as enjoyed in Saigon. Thick and very sweet. It�s so strong it makes my hands shake. One almost has to take something to come down off it.� He giggled.
�Yes, Vietnamese. That would be good, thank you,� said Duat. He glanced around to see what his men would have and was startled to discover that he and the general were alone.
�Don�t be concerned, Duat,� said the general. �Your security here is assured. We�ll catch up with your men later.�
Duat wondered how his men had been removed so soundlessly from the veranda. The sweat on his forehead was not from the temperature, for the elevation of the hill made it quite cool.
The general eyed him quizzically. �Ah yes, I know why you�re feeling ill at ease,� he said. �It�s my accent, isn�t it?�
No, it wasn�t that, but Duat nodded anyway. It was the fact that he had the feeling of being stuck in the web of a very large, very dangerous spider, one that at any moment could close the short distance between them and render him immobile with an injection of venom, for later consumption.
The general nodded with understanding, almost compassion. �Yes, my accent does seem to have that effect on most people. From the age of ten, I lived in London with my parents. My father was the Thai charg� d�affaires. I was schooled at Harrow, and studied chemistry at London University. You see, from an early age I knew exactly what I wanted to do. Unlike a lot of the aimless morons I called my school chums, who ended up in the stock market or banking, this young fool had a purpose to his education. Your English is also very good. Do I detect a faint American accent? Where were you schooled?�
�Jakarta. My father was the maintenance man at the International School. They let me attend classes. Many of the teachers were American.� Duat left out the fact that he murdered two of those teachers for blaspheming Allah, setting fire to the institution at the age of fourteen.
A sudden thought appeared to lighten the general�s face. �I do believe that it�s the people with purpose who succeed best in life. We�re the ones who feed on those with none. Let me hear about your purpose, Duat.�
The general shifted his bulk on the cushions beneath him. Duat�s nose detected the aroma of the man, the smell of old prawns splashed with perfume.
The general�s allusion to feeding on people did nothing to dispel Duat�s impression that he was in the presence of an arachnid. Several platoons of soldiers drilled on the forecourt of the enormous house, just beyond the porch on which Duat and the general were seated. They moved impressively through a series of set self-defence moves. Duat wished he had the resources that the general had at his disposal. With them, he could change the world.
�Do you have a military background, General?� Duat realised the question was profoundly rude. After all, he called himself a general, didn�t he?
The general stared at Duat for a long, quiet moment.
�Phaa�� he said, waving a hand dismissively after a few seconds. �Why lie about it? I approached the government in Rangoon, and volunteered to keep the Thais on their side of the border if they allowed me to keep a small, paid army to do so. Paranoia is a wonderful thing. You can make it work for you, especially when regular deposits in the bank accounts of various senior officers accompany it. The rank of general, along with the occasional wearing of a uniform, just helps keep some of the recruits in order.� He indicated the men drilling below with a lowering of his head.
�Try some of these. You are too thin.� He flicked a fat finger impatiently at one of the girls. She spooned various coconut treats onto a quivering banana leaf and handed them to Duat with a bow.
�Thank you, General. I envy your lifestyle.� In fact, Duat didn�t envy the general in the least, for the man was most obviously without God. But he was anxious to close the deal and be on his way, and felt that a compliment might tidily end the conversation.
�Phaa�� he said again. �Do you know what I would really like to do?� The general didn�t wait for Duat to answer. �Take my new Ferrari Enzo and drive it with my foot to the firewall all the way from Rome to Milan, collecting as many speeding tickets as possible. But of course I can�t. Spies are everywhere. If I so much as pass wind it makes the daily CIA circular. I am here for good. But I knew from the start that would be a hazard of my chosen profession.� He shrugged. �Now, let�s talk about you, Duat.�
The Indonesian nodded, trying to smile as naturally as possible. He wondered exactly what the general had been told about Babu Islam, and decided to say as little as possible about it. The general was a businessman and an infidel. �General, I have several million US dollars and, ultimately, I would like to turn that into several hundred million.�
�Ah yes, capitalism. There is no nobler cause. I myself am a capitalist.�
Silence followed. Duat wasn�t sure what to say next.
The general rolled his eyes in exasperation. This Indonesian was not particularly forthcoming with any useful or entertaining conversation. He was impatient, a fiddler who kept sneaking glances at his watch. The man was obviously uninterested in social discourse. �Duat, I can see that you are a man in a hurry. You would like to conduct your business and be on your way. I can appreciate that, for time, as they say quite rightly, is money. But, unlike you, I am not in a hurry and, therefore, I will not be rushed. I have built my business over fifteen years, and I continue to live and breathe for the simple reason that I have a nose for good business partners. Of course, I also have on retainer some of the best assassins you�re likely to find anywhere should our interests clash.�
�I apologise for my rudeness. I didn�t mean to cause offence,� said Duat nervously. The general appeared to accept that with a �humph�. Duat was less concerned about his own bad manners than he was about the general�s reputation. He was rumoured to have murdered at least a hundred people throughout the world over the past decade and a half, including several from American and Australian drug enforcement and police agencies. He was known to be utterly ruthless and fearless, a wanted man in over fifty countries.
�You are then also aware of my new-business policy?�
�Yes, General. Our mutual friends in the Philippines made me aware of it as being non-negotiable. Ten percent of the total in US dollars, up front. Only, in this case, I hope you will make an exception.� Duat leaned forward and placed a wooden box on the table between them. He opened it. Inside were a number of large pink crystals. The general�s eyes widened almost comically.
�Well, Duat, you are indeed a surprising fellow,� said the general picking up two of the stones and examining them.
�Their collective worth is slightly more than five million US dollars.�
The general rolled one between thumb and forefinger, holding it up to the light. �Hmm�Argyle��
�You know your diamonds, General.�
The general ignored the compliment and held the other stone to the light. �Naturally, I�ll have them valued before we proceed.�
�Of course.�
�Speaking on behalf of your three companions, I hope you�re right about their value.�
Duat swallowed involuntarily. If the stones� value did not measure up, he knew the general�s disappointment would not stop at his missing bodyguards.
A thin man in jungle camouflage gear materialised. His shiny bald head gleamed like polished teak. The general placed the two stones in his palm. The man bowed slightly, turned, and left without saying a word.
�I do hope we can be friends, Duat,� said the general. �Come on. Allow me to show you what you might have made a down payment on. Do you ride?�
The general and Duat were met at the bottom of the white marble staircase by a golf cart advertising an expensive brand of clubs. The dash panel was signed with indecipherable scribble. The general followed Duat�s gaze and said, �A present from one of my US contacts, who picked it up at a children�s benefit, signed by the leader board in last year�s US Open.� The general smiled as if recalling some happy memory. �Must always help the little children,� he said, smacking his lips.
The golf cart stuck to the cobbled road that wound around the estate. �I must tell you, Duat, how nice it is to be dealing with one of my Asian brothers. I�m tired of the Americans, Dutch and Lebanese. Too much testosterone.�
It had been Kadar Al-Jahani who insisted that Duat should handle the general and Duat silently acknowledged his partner�s foresight. �Are they your main customers?�
The general paused before continuing, as if weighing up whether to answer the question, but then he shrugged as if saying to himself, �What the hell �� A squad of around thirty young men with muscled torsos jogged on the road towards the cart. At the last moment they detoured onto the grass and crisply saluted their commanding officer en masse as the cart whined past. �Business is changing,� said the general. �Asia was once the centre of the world but the US is seeking supply closer to home. Now Mexico and Colombia are the flavour of the month and are making sizeable inroads. An inferior product, though, as any discerning buyer will tell you. But it is cheap.� The general steered the vehicle onto a narrow path that opened into a wide cobbled forecourt and pulled up outside an elaborate building. Stables. Two white stallions snorted and clattered about their handlers, as final adjustments were made to bridles and saddles.
�N�no, general. I wasn�t sure what you meant by �ride�. I thought you meant motorcycles.� Duat was plainly terrified at the thought of sitting on top of an animal with a mind and a spirit of its own.
�Pity. You know you�re missing out on one of life�s great pleasures. Should you become rich and idle as a result of our dealings, perhaps it�s something you might consider taking up?� The general pulled a small handset from his front pocket and spoke into it. Almost instantly, three heavily modified Land Rovers appeared, laden with men dressed in jungle greens and armed with M4 carbines. The vehicles themselves sported heavy calibre mounted machine guns and grenade launchers. �This neighbourhood has gone completely downhill since the Thais started courting the Americans more seriously. Beyond the walls, one absolutely must travel with an escort.� He slapped the vehicle lightly with the flat of his hand.
The general climbed awkwardly up onto the second vehicle with the assistance of three young soldiers, grunting and farting loudly. He sat behind the heavy machine gun. �South African,� said the general, patting it. �Seven point six two millimetre. If it�s good enough for their battle tanks, it�ll do me.� Duat sprang up and sat beside the general, and the small convoy lurched forward.
The vehicles approached the encircling wall. It was taller than Duat had first thought. Also, it was not made of brick, but of metal painted to look like brick. The general said, �Reactive armour. It explodes outwards when a shell hits it, dissipating the force.� His guest was plainly impressed. �Ah yes, I have all the latest toys. See that camouflaged dome?� said the general, pointing at an object that looked like half of a very large green vitamin pill perched atop the wall. �It�s a naval Phalanx Close-In Weapons System. We had it adapted for ground-to-air and ground-to-ground use. We have two of them defending our perimeter wall. It can fire up to four thousand five hundred, twenty-millimetre armour piercing discarding sabot rounds per minute, each with a depleted uranium sub-calibre penetrator. Clears the jungle faster than a bulldozer. One has to protect one�s property,� he said, adding a high-pitched chortle.
The jungle opened up outside the gate and swallowed the armed convoy. Duat felt a tap on his shoulder and was handed a tube of mosquito repellent. �You�ll need it,� said the general. The cinder road quickly gave way to mud. The vehicles selected low range and began a climb that seemed to Duat to be almost vertical. �Just five years ago,� said the general as the trucks bounced and ground slowly up the incline, �all this was under cultivation. But then the soil gave out, so we returned it to the jungle. It wasn�t one of our better fields, anyway. The gradient�s too steep and it�s on the wrong side of the hill. The flower prefers a gradient of between forty and seventy degrees and the western side of the hill. And what the Papaver somniferum wants, it shall have.�
Duat nodded and glanced at his watch.
�As I said to you earlier, Duat, you should become familiar with the factory floor.�The general indicated the jungle pressing in on them by firing the machine gun into it briefly.
The convoy reached the summit of the ridge and tipped over the other side. Suddenly, the jungle gave way to sky and vast fields of open cleared ground clinging to the hillside. Here and there, men and women moved through the fields attending to the crop that had grown to roughly the height of a man, the workers� heads shielded from the tropical sun by wicker hats with wide brims. �You�re lucky, Duat. You�ve arrived at the perfect time to see the whole process � we�re at the tail end of the harvest season. I have around two hundred families under my personal protection here, each cultivating around three rai.�
The Land Rover bounced over a tree root.
�A rai is around one point three hectares or three point two acres. The conditions here are almost perfect, so the farmers are getting around a million plants on the average plot. The yield is around twelve choi or, in western measurements, sixty kilos of opium for each family plot � give or take. Just two years ago, we expanded our operations significantly, so that we now process opium grown and collected within a radius of around twenty kilometres.�
The lead truck slowed to a crawl and then stopped as it rounded a corner made blind by the presence of a hardwood tree with a vast girth. An elephant lumbering in the opposite direction delicately threaded the gap between the vehicle and the tree. On its back towered a load bound in hessian that swayed precariously with every step. �I believe this animal�s name is Rambo, after the action hero. He�s our biggest and strongest worker � a favourite around here. We used to operate four-wheel drives to transport the morphine for further processing, but we found the elephants to be more reliable and we have fewer accidents.�
Duat nodded. The �factory floor� was both vaguely interesting and annoying. He wanted to fix his order and get back on Indonesian soil. Yes, this was a vital piece of the plan but he was anxious to know how Kadar Al-Jahani was making out, and how things were progressing back at the encampment.
The general said something to one of his men, who immediately jumped out of the truck, broke off one of the poppy pods and then hopped back on as the convoy began to move. The soldier handed Duat the pod. It was dark green, the size of a large chicken egg, and crowned with brown, dry petals the shape of upwardly curved fangs. The outside of the pod was scored several times and a sticky brown substance hung from one of the score marks.
�This is the source of my wealth, and soon to be the source of yours, my thin friend,� said the general. �A little money-making engine. The people you see moving amongst the plants are collecting this brown latex here on the side of the pod.
�The yield from a single poppy can vary. My breeding program has borne fruit and we are now consistently getting from a hundred to one hundred and ten milligrams of latex per pod and five pods per plant!� The general beamed. Duat recalled the large glasshouse back at the compound. The general took the pod from Duat and kissed it before tossing it back into the field. �Rambo is carrying cooked opium to one of the many processing plants we have scattered about the place. Would you like to see one? Of course you would,� he said before Duat could say he�d rather not. The general barked an order at the driver, who then radioed the command to the lead vehicle. A fork appeared in the road and the armed convoy took the right hand turn that headed up into the poppy field. Again the climb was extremely steep, but rather than jungle, tall poppy stems like emaciated soldiers lined the road, their green egg-heads just above Duat�s eye line.
The road burst into a clearing occupied by a sprawling shack made of sheet roofing iron and packing crates. Another elephant with a handler touching it gently on its ears with a long stick stood outside, passing the time with a little training. The handler bowed low to the general as the convoy passed. �Inside is where we cook the raw opium. No point showing that. The raw latex is simply boiled in water, the impurities strained, and the excess water boiled off. The opium can then be smoked or eaten. We don�t waste our time with that market, but it is the first step in a lengthy process. We�re in the business of value adding. Cooked opium contains more than thirty-five different alkaloids � morphine, codeine. But we�re really only interested in one product here: heroin.�
The vehicles followed the road as it wound behind the shack to a more permanent building made from fired clay bricks. �This is one of the many field kitchens where we refine our product,� the general said. The convoy pulled up outside the structure and several young men in jungle greens carrying M16s saluted crisply. The general�s guard dispersed around the forecourt, not exactly nervous, but not relaxed either. �You have to excuse my men their enthusiasm, Duat. The DEA, the American drug enforcement agency, paid us a visit recently. Nothing to worry about, but we�ve ratcheted up our awareness to Defcon Two,� he said, smiling at his own use of the US system for defence preparedness. �We have our own active security here that extends not just to Thailand, but also into the heart of darkness itself � America. One must stay on top of one�s biggest markets.� The general�s confidence was mildly reassuring, but with the mention of the DEA Duat�s anxiety to be gone from this place grew exponentially.
The general walked quietly through the entrance door held open by one of his men. �Shh,� he said behind him to Duat. �Don�t want to stop the presses making money.� The interior of the building was clean and brightly lit by electric bulbs, the faint hum of a generator nearby. A dozen local men and women, wearing next to nothing and of ages that varied from the very young to the almost decrepit, attended huge steel vats in which liquid boiled furiously. Two of the men, one old and one young, had faces and hands that were horribly disfigured. The temperature was almost unbearable and Duat broke into an instant sweat.
The general continued to speak, unfazed by the heat although he too was sweating profusely. �These vats are each two hundred and fifty litres in capacity. A hundred and thirty-six litres of water are brought to the boil and then around fifteen kilograms of the cooked opium are dissolved in it. Next, slaked lime is added forming watersoluble calcium morphenate. A bunch of alkaloids form but these are left as a sludge at the bottom.
�We scoop out the solution, strain it and reheat it. We then add enough ammonium chloride so that the pH is adjusted to around eight and, hey presto,� the general waved his hands as a magician might over a vat, �morphine hydrochloride precipitates out and settles on the bottom.�
Ammonium chloride. Duat had used that himself many times. Fertiliser. The same chemical used to make bombs was used to make heroin. It was indeed useful stuff.
�Duat�� said the general, noting that his guest�s attention had wandered, �we purify the base by redissolving it in hydrochloric acid, adding activated charcoal and straining it several times.� The general walked over and placed his hand on the old man, whose face looked like it had partially melted off. �As you can see, we occasionally have little accidents with the acid, but otherwise the whole thing is a very simple process. Hardly worth sweating through a degree in chemistry,� he said playfully, perspiration streaming down his face. �But what did I know? I was young and, as I said, foolish.�
The general picked up a small, flat cream-coloured brick and dropped it in Duat�s hand. The little block was surprisingly heavy. �Thirteen kilos of opium produces one point three kilos of morphine hydrochloride. It�s not even something we can sell yet. Yes, Duat,� said the general, nodding seriously, his forehead furrowed, �we work hard for our money here.� He then clapped the old man with the acid-burned face on the back somewhat boisterously, almost knocking him down. The old man bowed and smiled when he�d recovered his balance. Or at least Duat thought it was a smile � it was difficult to tell.
�Recently, we�ve also started making that all-important finished product here in the fields. Used to happen back at my house. But the smell�This is a new addition to the building, and we have another dozen like it scattered about. Conversion to heroin number three, the smoking variety, happens out back.� The general opened a wide steel door. Duat looked in and a wave of cool air struck him, as did the overwhelming stench of pickles. �That�s the smell I was talking about � acetic anhydride. It reacts with the morphine hydrochloride to form diacetylmorphine, otherwise known as heroin. Of course, there are other things we add � more activated charcoal and sodium carbonate. But the bottom line? One whole hectare under cultivation, around a million poppies, will produce a little over a quarter of a kilo of pure heroin.
�One of the things we have to discuss is the kind of heroin you want, and that will depend on your market,� said the general closing the door. �Your primary market will be Australia?�
�Yes,� Duat nodded.
�As I said, here we can supply two varieties of heroin � number three and number four, the injectable variant. Number three is slightly cheaper because it doesn�t have to be quite so pure. And we can add various flavourings, such as quinine or strychnine, to save you the trouble later. Number four, though, will find a wider and more ready market in Australia. Our White Stallion brand is known the world over for its purity and�its kick,� he boasted, smiling at his wit. �You know, it�s a pity you�re not importing into the US. You�d make more money and quicker too, although you�d have to compete with the Russians and Jamaicans. We in the golden triangle used to be the major supplier to North America, but now, as I said, the Colombians and Mexicans are starting to hurt our trade. It�s just fortunate that China�s doors have been flung open, beckoning, otherwise I might have to trade down a couple of my Ferraris.�
Duat nodded, a supreme effort of will required to keep his annoyance at the general�s babbling in check. �Tell me, General, do you take all your new customers on this tour?�
�Of course not, Duat. Only those with the most potential. Frankly, yours is an average-sized order, but my friends in the Philippines say you will one day be a man to be reckoned with and so I�m making an investment in you. And besides, we have time to kill while my assistant verifies the quality of your holding deposit. Who�s handling your distribution in Australia, by the way? If that�s still not set in stone, I can connect you with a distribution network offering highly competitive rates.�
�Thank you, General, a kind and generous offer,� said Duat. The distribution of marijuana through middlemen had been beneficial, and handling the heroin the same way was something he and Kadar Al-Jahani had decided would be something to strive for if possible. That the general had a network they could sell into was an unexpected bonus. They might lose some money taking up the offer, but the gains in terms of reduced involvement would be worth it.
�Well, Duat, I can see you�re anxious to get a move on. There is, however, one last part of the factory I must show you. Come.� The general spoke briefly into his handset and led the way back through the processing plant. Outside, the air smelled fresh and clean. Duat�s head swam slightly. He paused at the trucks to steady himself. �Ah,� said the general, �passive inhalation of the heroin dust. We must improve the ventilation, but it does keep the staff turning up in the morning.� The general allowed himself to be helped up into his position behind the machine gun. He barked an order and several soldiers assisted Duat to his seat. �Breathe deeply, my thin associate,� advised the general.
Duat�s head cleared quickly in the clean mountain air. The convoy crawled down the hill in low gear, engines racing. The trucks turned left, momentarily retracing their route before veering right, unexpectedly, into the heart of the jungle.
�Do you know how heroin works, Duat?� asked the general. Duat glanced at him. The assistant with the bald head who had relieved General Trip of the diamonds back at the house was sitting beside the general. He had seemingly come from nowhere. In his lap was a white plastic box. He opened it. Inside were large hypodermic syringes. One was in his hand. He flicked it with a fingernail and squirted a thin stream into the air in front of his eyes. Satisfied, he placed the syringe back in the box and smiled at Duat with black-stained teeth. Duat�s bowels contracted with fear. He was utterly at the mercy of his host.
�Around four hundred BC, Hippocrates prescribed poppy juice mixed with nettle seeds. Several hundred years later, and on the other side of the world, the famous surgeon Hua To of the Three Kingdoms made his patients swallow opium preparations before undergoing surgery. Ah yes, the poppy has a peppered history. But heroin as we know it today is a relatively recent invention. It was first created in eighteen seventy and used as a cough suppressant for tuberculosis sufferers. Opiates inhibit the coughing impulse. They also inhibit the digestive process, and control diarrhoea. And, of course, opiate molecules have a profound effect on the brain�s pleasure and pain receptors.�
The road through the jungle widened marginally and the convoy came to a stop. Duat noticed something odd about the jungle and realised it had been clipped back. And then he saw the bamboo cages, no more than a metre and a half square, about a dozen of them. One such cage was beside his face. Something in it moved, and red-rimmed green eyes blinked lazily out from filth-blackened skin. The smell of vomit and faeces was suddenly overpowering.
�Our man from the DEA,� said the general, grabbing one of the bamboo bars and giving it a shake. The assistant with the hypodermics hopped down from the truck and began his work. �My two other current guests are tourists, so they claim, bushwalkers out for a stroll. Their papers were in order, but they took the wrong bush trail. Mea culpa.� The general held his hands out apologetically, as if he had no choice in the matter.
The captives realised that there were outside people present and fought their way through the drug to consciousness. One of them, a woman, began to beg to be released, sobbing. Duat had started to think that perhaps the general was no more than a fat, wealthy degenerate. The sight of these cages brutally ended that impression. General Trip was a killer without a cause, save for the accumulation of wealth.
�The chemical structure of opiates is similar to compounds derived from a naturally produced amino-acid pituitary hormone called beta-lipotropin,� said the general, reassuming the mantle of the chemistry graduate. �When released, it splits to form met-enkephalin, gamma endorphin and beta endorphin. Opiate molecules, having a similar structure to these hormones, attach themselves to the endorphin�s nerve receptor sites in the pleasure centre of the brain, bringing about an analgesic effect.�
The man lying in filth on the floor of the cage beside Duat stirred sluggishly as the assistant administered the drug, injecting it into his toe. The green eyes blinked twice and then rolled back into his skull. A stalactite of drool hung from his mouth.
�Basically, when the body experiences pain, endorphins are released as a protective reaction, relieving discomfort. Opiates work in the same way, mimicking high levels of endorphins and so producing intense euphoria. In short, the worse we treat our guests here, the better time they have of it. And from the looks of things, they are enjoying themselves immensely.�
Duat reminded himself that these victims were all infidels and, therefore, not worthy of Allah�s mercy. He felt no pity for the captives.
The man with the bald head jumped up and the trucks began to move slowly past the rest of the cages. Several cages contained the decomposing remains of other guests who had enjoyed the general�s drug-induced hospitality for too long. The final two cages contained Duat�s bodyguards, unharmed and undrugged, but heavily bound and gagged, their eyes wide saucers of fear.
Duat glanced warily at the general. Was he too about to be seized and caged by the spider beside him? The general held open his hand and the man with the bald head placed something in his palm with an almost imperceptible nod. He rolled the pink uncut crystals around with his thumb. �Just as you said, Duat, slightly more than five million US dollars. I am so pleased that now we be friends and can do business.�

US Embassy, Canberra, Australia

Gia Ferallo and Atticus Monroe sifted through the photographs, transcripts, circulars and other papers stamped �Secret�.
Ferallo and Monroe were two of the agency�s brightest up-and-coming stars. Ferallo had been instrumental in shutting down a major cocaine smuggling organisation headed by a former US senator with marital links to Colombia. Her Mediterranean appearance and linguistic skills had enabled her to pass herself off to the Colombian connection as a rich �migr� from Argentina, eager to augment her wealth with an import � export business. The fact that both the ex-senator and the drug baron were falling over each other to take her to bed had also helped her get inside the operation. CIA HQ at Langley, Virginia, was impressed and Ferallo was put on the fast track.
Monroe also had an interesting story. In his former life he�d played half a season for the Atlanta Falcons as a defensive back. A tackle that left him with a crushed vertebra and torn cruciate ligament also left him with the risk of being a cripple for the rest of his life. He had no option but to give away the game completely. At the time, it was difficult to know who was more depressed about the career-ending injury � his team-mates, the team�s management, or his growing legion of fans. Atticus had been a major find, able to run the hundred in a shade over ten, and it seemed he would be going all the way. �That�s football,� the surgeons had said when they told him nothing could be done. There was no consolation prize. He was a star, and then he was nothing.
Atticus didn�t think about it much these days. Things had turned around pretty fast. He was a football player with a brain, a political science/history major who�d won the university prizes in his final year. Out of the blue, the CIA approached him to be an analyst. It was something he�d never considered, but he�d liked the notion of it � James Bond and so forth. But, tied to a desk with paperwork, it wasn�t what he�d expected. He�d earned the reputation of being a crack shot after winning the interagency pistol marksmanship competition two years running, and had struck up quite a few friendships with field officers. Monroe liked the sound of what they did, in general terms at least. Mostly their work was shrouded in secrecy. He asked his section chief for a transfer, did the battery of psych tests, and found himself at CIA Station Prague, Czech Republic. Monroe quickly earned himself a reputation for being fearless, intelligent and resourceful. Ultimately, it was his fieldwork that had uncovered and foiled the al Qa�ida plot to assassinate the Pope during the Pontiff�s tour there.
As a reward for good work, both Ferallo and Monroe were transferred to Canberra, Australia. Once a backwater, CIA Station Canberra had become the centre of the agency�s push into the increasingly dangerous and unpredictable region of South East Asia. Ferallo and Monroe were both young and ambitious. As Monroe had put it, this was their �time to shine�, and the way things appeared to be shaping up, fate was going to give them plenty of opportunity to do just that.
�They could just be having a friendly cup of coffee, checkin� out the sights, you know��
�Do you believe that, Atticus?� Ferallo said, examining the high-grade digital colour print with a lupe, a powerful magnifying glass designed especially for the purpose.
�Not for a nanosecond.�
�We�ve got our pal Kadar Al-Jahani having a friendly chat with three unknowns,� said Ferallo, sifting through the sheaf of photos. �Why? Who are they and what�s it all about?�
�If the tape is anything to go by, they�re having a lovely conversation about fruit and trees and stuff. Maybe they�re thinking about setting up a nursery.�
�Hmm.� Ferallo found what she was looking for, the transcript of the terrorists� recorded conversation. It was frustratingly incomplete.
�Well, how does the seed grow, my friend?�
�(static)�a sapling that grows daily. Soon it will be a large tree that bears fruit�(static)�
�(static)�heard all this before�(static)�will be edible? There have been attempts in the past to cultivate this area profitably�(static)�
�(static)�and so is the climate today. Also, as you know, caring for the tree as it grows takes money�(static)�
�Allah be praised.�
�As I said, there would be a lot of money to be made�(static)�expert banker in Sydney��

�Shit,� said Ferallo, reading through the transcript again. �The quality of the recording is so bad we don�t even know who the hell said what.�
�The bit about the banker in Sydney is interesting,� said Monroe.
�Yeah, but who is he, what�s he doing for them and is the fact that he�s in Sydney significant? Jesus! And what about this Duat character, the guy with the great dental work. Do we know where he is?�
�In a word, no,� said Monroe. There was no point sugarcoating it. �We�ve lost Kadar too, but it�s hard to hide in South East Asia when you�re a rag head. He�ll turn up. And if he goes home, well, we�ve got eyes and ears all over that part of the world, thanks to the Israelis. Basically, if he farts, we�ll find him,� said Monroe, trying to find something positive to add.
�Thanks for that image, Atticus.�
�These Aussies must be rubbing off on me. Speaking of which, is anyone in particular here rubbing off on you?�
�In this town? They�re all politicians,� said Ferallo disdainfully.
�What about that soldier, Wilkes? He seems like your type.�
�And what�s my type?�
�The short, strong and silent type.�
�He�s not short.�
�Ah-ha!� said Monroe.
Ferallo�s face filled with a hot flush. She had found herself aware of Wilkes�s presence, but hadn�t realised her attraction had been so obvious. �Can we just concentrate here?� she said evasively.
A short while later, Monroe left Ferallo�s office with nothing resolved, whistling a merry tune. Goddam field agents, thought Ferallo. No responsibility whatsoever. The photos of the men were strewn across her desk. �Who are you?� she asked them collectively, hoping one of them would speak up.

Australian Federal Police HQ, Canberra, Australia

The knock on the door didn�t penetrate Jennifer Tadzic�s concentration. Not the first time, nor the second. When she was focused on something, the world shrank away to background noise. But it wasn�t just one thing clamouring for Tadzic�s attention. Indeed, her desk was swamped with files and reports relating to various ongoing investigations. It was at times like these that she felt overworked and underpaid. She wished she had at her disposal a small fraction of the funds available to the organisations and individuals she was up against. Then, perhaps, she�d be able to make a difference. Just once.
�Federal Agent�?�
The sound found it�s way through Tadzic�s brain, finally, as an annoying distraction that had to be dealt with. She glanced up, the crease between her eyes a deep furrow. While Tadzic didn�t know the woman standing at her door, she�d seen her around. But there was something in her face, something that told her she shouldn�t snap.
�Sorry to bother you, Federal Agent. The name�s Rachael Ying, legal. We haven�t met, not officially, anyway. I worked on that aircraft hijack thing of yours.�
�Yeah, I remember,� said Tadzic. That was both true and false. She remembered the bust, though she didn�t recall anyone by the name of Ying connected with it. But that wasn�t entirely surprising. The AFP was a big organisation and a signature on the bottom of a few forms wasn�t exactly a formal introduction. �How can I help you, Rachael?�
�We�ve got a mutual friend, Federal Agent.�
�Call me Jenny. Who�s that?�
�Angie Noonan.�
Yep, Tadzic knew Noonan well. They went to the same Pilates class. Noonan was the super-fit type, a gym junkie. Nice kid, though. Forensics. Good at her job, too. �Sure, come in, Rachael, take a seat.� Ying was young and pretty, and from the accent � or lack of it � second-generation Chinese Australian, with blue-black hair held in a tight ponytail. She wore comfortable jeans and, like Tadzic, no make-up. A no-bullshit type. Ying was Angie�s buddy and her alarm bells were ringing.
�Okay,� Ying said, sitting. �Basically, the problem is Angie�s late back from holidays. Should have been back at work three days ago. I rang her home, no answer. No joy from her mobile either. She told me you two hit the same gym and I thought maybe you could ��
�Didn�t she go to Thailand?�
�Yes.�
�With her boyfriend?�
�That�s right.�
�You don�t think she just decided to, well, extend?�
�No. You know her. She�s like totally committed to this place, her job. No way would she just decide not to front for work. And especially not without at least calling in.�
That was true, thought Tadzic. Angie was the keen worker-bee type. The enthusiasm was a bit nauseating sometimes, maybe, but there was plenty of time for the job to knock that out of her.
�I called the boyfriend�s work,� said Ying. �He�s an architect, works for a small firm. His father�s the boss. He hasn�t heard from his son either. The man�s worried. He�s made a report. I promised I�d try and bump him up the queue.�
�Have you heard anything from Angie at all?� Tadzic was thinking she might have to get the Department of Foreign Affairs onto this. No, maybe immigration first, run a passport check and see whether they�d at least made it back into the country.
�Yeah, got heaps of postcards. Got one every second day there for a while � her way of laying a trail, maybe. You know, doing a Hansel and Gretel? Then they just stopped coming. At the time I thought the silence had more to do with the mail than anything sinister.� Rachael placed a small stack of postcards on Tadzic�s desk. They pictured golden Thai temples, water buffalo, the hill tribesmen � the usual tourist fare from a holiday in Thailand.
�I�m sure there�s an innocent explanation.� Like she met someone new then ditched the boyfriend, who then went to Bangkok to shag away his sorrow��Do you mind if I borrow these � bring them back later?� Tadzic asked.
�Sure, no problem.� Ying stood. She hesitated for a moment. There was more she felt she should say. �Jenny, this is not like Ang. She doesn�t do this sort of thing��
�Don�t worry,� said Tadzic as Rachael Ying began to walk slowly from her office. �I�m sure it�s all pretty innocent. I�ll catch up with you later and let you know what I�ve found out.�
Missing persons wasn�t exactly Jenny Tadzic�s forte, but getting an official inquiry underway smartly was the least she could do. Tadzic sifted through her files for a map of Thailand and pinned it to her wall. According to the postcards, the last place Angie visited was a town called Sop Huai Hai. Two young girls in colourful clothes smiled toothily at the camera. Tadzic arranged the other cards according to the dates Angie had thoughtfully written on each: Mae La, Noi Khun Yhun, Mae Hong Son and, lastly, Sop Huai Hai. Checking against the map, the pattern was obvious. It was a trail heading to Myanmar, and Sop Huai Hai was the last stop before the border. Tadzic knew that Angie had been gathering information on a drug lord on the Nam Sa River, thirty kilometres or so inside the border. A certain General Trip � a seriously bad motherfucker. �Angie, you�re a silly girl,� Tadzic said quietly, the cold reality of messing with people like the general well known to her. She accessed the AFP�s information file on General Trip and skimmed it. A recent American DEA agent, she saw, had also gone missing two months ago in the same vicinity. Maybe it wasn�t all pretty innocent after all.
Well, thought Tadzic, that was the morning shot to shit. She�d have to make a report to Foreign Affairs, ASIS, and contact the United States DEA to see if their agent had turned up. Tadzic knew the likelihood of ever seeing her friend again, dead or alive, was remote if she�d trekked up to the Shan state and begun sniffing around. The jungle would swallow her and her boyfriend with nothing more than a handful of water-stained postcards to mark the point of disappearance. An image popped into the federal agent�s mind of an eddy swirling momentarily on the surface of shark-infested waters where, just moments before, a swimmer had been splashing. Tadzic shivered.

Jakarta, Indonesia

Dedy Abimanu lost his wife and his children in a motor scooter accident, and his job in the public service soon after. It was the time in his life when he had felt abandoned by God, unloved and unwanted. He�d lived on the streets for a time, begging, stealing, doing what was necessary to survive, and at the same time looking for answers. And then he�d met Duat, a man close to God and with the certainty that life, indeed the world, would change and that he, Duat, would help facilitate that change as God�s instrument.
And so Dedy Abimanu fell in with Babu Islam. He accompanied Duat on a bus high into the hills of central Java where the nights were cold on his skin and the air clean. He felt invigorated by Duat�s belief in God�s love for His servants, and their cause. The government was corrupt, they said, in the eyes of God; a slave of the World Bank and, through it, the hated Americans. It had to go.
These men were devout Muslims who obeyed the Qur�an and hated the unbelievers. Dedy stayed in the mountains, living with his newfound brothers. He trained with them, learning how to handle the weapons that would help to change the world: swords, guns, explosives.
This was not the God he had known as a boy or a teenager. It wasn�t the God of his wife, nor the God of anyone he had known before. This was an angry God, vengeful, dark and hateful, a God intolerant of differences and ignorant of compassion for all but the truly devout. It was the God he needed, giving him purpose, and permission to take revenge.
He met Kadar Al-Jahani after a month in the hills, introduced to the leader with half a dozen others who had joined recently, in a special ceremony of initiation. Dedy was impressed by the man�s service to God as a warrior, as a soldier of Islam. And by his obvious skill with explosives.
At night, around a low fire, Kadar recounted the mighty deeds and battles of Khalid bin Al-Waleed, the great general of Mohammed, may His name be praised. Yes, the Sword of Allah, great weapon of the faithful. Kadar also spoke of the fearless sacrifices made by soldiers back in his homeland, fighting against overwhelming odds. They were martyrs. Kadar didn�t need to exaggerate either their commitment to God, or their bravery, for the suicide bombers who had wreaked havoc in Israel and brought it to its knees � and the bargaining table � were both utterly brave and committed, and their deeds were already the stuff of legend. Kadar Al-Jahani explained that they were warriors fighting in the defence of Islam and, as such, would sit by the side of God in heaven. Like all the men around him, Dedy Abimanu was entranced by the stories, and he envied these warriors the opportunities afforded them in paradise.
Kadar Al-Jahani recognised the potential in Dedy early. He had known many suicide bombers and they were mostly clones of each other: people on the edge of the despair that came hand in hand with hopelessness, who believed a noble death in the service of Islam would bring them the rewards that they had missed on earth. And mostly they all had the same mother and father � poverty and powerlessness. Dedy didn�t quite fit the profile, but he had something just as reliable: hate.
Dedy became his top student, and Kadar Al-Jahani used him always as an example for others to follow. This acceptance and warmth were as manna for Dedy�s soul. So when Kadar and Duat said they needed a volunteer to send a message to the world that Indonesia was ready to fight the infidels, Dedy stepped forward. He knew he would not come back from this mission. Instead, he would journey to heaven and sit beside God with the other warriors who had proved their love for Him. Perhaps he would even meet the Sword of Allah himself, Khalid bin Al-Waleed. Death would become Dedy�s life�s mission.
On the appointed day, Kadar Al-Jahani prepared Dedy, warrior stepping forth into battle, in an apartment block in a crowded residential area of Jakarta. His battledress was a clean shave, neatly combed hair, Nikes, a black T-shirt and a photographer�s jacket, the type with many pockets for lenses, filters and rolls of film. He wore a Nikon around his neck, and the photographer�s bag contained several camera bodies, lenses and filters, the tools of his trade. The wallet in his back pocket had formerly belonged to a British citizen, and the accompanying passport verified the driver�s licence it contained. His name was now Alex Ablas, resident of Fulham Broadway, London, and he was a Reuters news photographer on assignment. The fact that Dedy spoke English well was vital. He�d picked it up working at the government tourist agency for many years before his office was closed, ironically due to the global downturn in tourism brought about by terrorist activity.
Dedy knew the plan backwards and he was committed to it heart and soul. He amazed himself that he was not in the least nervous as he walked towards the heavy gates, arriving mid morning when the queues were long and patience short. He thought only of the mission and of his service to God.
The three uniformed Indonesian police at the outer gate were vigilant, scrutinising the documents of every person wishing to gain entrance. They examined the British passport of Alex Ablas and asked him what his business was. Mr Ablas told them that he was a Reuters photographer � confirmed by the press ID in the window in his wallet � and that he needed to check on various newly imposed visa requirements for entry to the United States. He walked through the metal detector several times and was eventually passed after he removed his shoes, the eyelets tripping the device�s sensors. They put his camera case, the camera around his neck and the contents of all his pockets through the x-ray scanner. The police, being extra cautious, had him open the case so they could give its contents a closer inspection. They pulled the cameras out, examined them quickly, checked beneath the dense foam packing and, satisfied, waved him through to the next checkpoint, manned by the US Army. Mr Ablas walked along the covered path, aware of the tension. The gates were heavier than he thought. In front of and behind them were concrete anti-tank bollards designed to stop truck bombs.
Ablas approached the first three soldiers, two young men and one woman in her mid twenties. Another three soldiers stood behind them in full battle gear, body armour, helmets and M16s at the ready, guarding the final entrance. He joined the queue. Everyone was hot and impatient. He eventually reached the soldiers. They asked him the same questions that the Indonesian police guarding the gate had put to him.
�Passport please, sir.�
He handed it to them with a smile, despite their serious faces.
�What is your business here, sir?�
Mr Ablas began to reiterate what that business was when a middle-aged woman with her husband in tow pushed through. �Excuse me, excuse me,� she said, bustling past Ablas.
�Ma�am, you�ll have to wait your turn,� said one of the young soldiers, a private first class.
�My passport � it�s been stolen.�
�Sorry to hear that, ma�am, but you�ll still have to wait your turn.�
�Excuse me, but I think I was before you,� said another man in the line, annoyed by the woman�s attempt to jump the queue.
�Can�t you let us through?� asked the woman whose passport had been stolen. �We have planes to catch, connections��
�Doing our best, ma�am, but as you�ve been told, you�ll have to wait your turn, I�m afraid,� said the female soldier, a sergeant, who had come to her comrade�s rescue. She impatiently waved Alex Ablas towards a table and a second x-ray machine, and then followed him over.
Ablas was then asked a third time to show his passport. The sergeant checked it, saw that the photo matched the holder and returned it to him.
�This is your case, sir?� the sergeant asked.
Ablas nodded.
�Open it please, sir,� she said, checking over her shoulder. The woman with the passport problem was still loudly chewing the PFC�s ear off. �We pay our taxes. I�m writing down your number, young man. We know a congressman��
Ablas did as he was asked. He opened the case and turned it around so that the sergeant could see inside.
�Turn the cameras on please, sir.� The sergeant was obviously distracted by the argument behind her. Dedy Abimanu, alias Alex Ablas, turned each camera on and was relieved when green lights flashed on all three.
The sergeant picked up the portable scanner and touched the �self test� button as procedure required her to do. The scanner�s LED display informed her that it was functioning properly. She waved the scanner�s nose over the case and its contents, and then held the sensor in the device�s nose over the cameras for the required time. The scanner took around thirty seconds to register the presence of C-4, RDX and a number of other explosives by examining the vapour released by each. She watched the scanner�s LED display impatiently while its CPU processed the make-up of the air sample tested. A watched pot never boils� And then, �Negative�. She put the scanner down, gave the cameras a cursory examination and lifted the protective foam, her concentration broken by the impatient old duck further back in the queue. She took out one camera body to see if there was anything under it and then replaced it. Nice-looking camera � new. The sergeant was vaguely interested in photography � something she would like to take up one day. Indeed, ordinarily she would have happily conversed with a professional photographer, but not at that moment. Too much going on.
�Your business here, sir?� she asked, closing the case.
�Can you hurry, please,� said the woman with the passport problem, now arrived beside Ablas with her husband. The sergeant sighed and felt sorry for the man. The woman had successfully bullied the PFCs and now, obviously, it was her turn.
�Entry visa,� Ablas said, his face serene, relaxed.
�Keep your case on you at all times, sir,� she said to Ablas, waving him through.
�Sergeant. Sergeant!� said the woman. �We have a plane to catch, if you please!�
Mr Ablas thanked the sergeant and moved on past the final armed guards, who ignored him completely.
The female soldier checked the purse of the impatient woman: compact, nail polish, wallet, notebook � those camera bodies were on the heavy side, weren�t they?�� mints, sunglasses case�
�Anyone can see my husband and I aren�t terrorists. Honestly�� she said, as she stuffed everything back in her purse, huffing and puffing. Her husband shrugged apologetically at the soldier.
�Thank you, ma�am,� said the sergeant as politely as she could manage. She wiped her fingers absently on her fatigues. They felt waxy. Where�d that come from?
Mr Ablas made his way to the visa department. He took a number from the dispenser and sat on the one remaining chair. His number was three hundred and ninety-seven. The indicator on the wall said three hundred and seventy-eight. All three windows were occupied with problems. It would have been a long wait�
He opened the case on his knee, took the flash from its place and popped off the clear plastic shield in front of the bulb. Next he removed the bulb itself, and pulled a small wire from the socket and fed it into the female socket on one of the camera bodies. He clicked the flash�s switch to the on position, closed the case and waited calmly.
Exactly thirty seconds later, the timer in the flash sent an electric charge down the wire and into the camera body.
* * *
Kadar Al-Jahani heard the almighty blast over the noise of the city from four blocks away. Duat had already departed and was on a scooter climbing into the hills. A mushroom cloud of grey dust blossomed over the skyline, following the sound of the explosion seconds earlier. The city was silent for several moments after that, as if taking a breath, and then the chorus began: tens, then hundreds then thousands of horns blared in an impromptu salute. The US Embassy had been struck. Kadar punched a number into the stolen cellphone and let it ring twice before disconnecting: the prearranged signal. The move to a remote site on the island of Flores would begin immediately. The authorities � American and Indonesian � would swarm over the bombsite. Kadar Al-Jahani wondered how long it would take before the Americans connected him with the explosion.

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

�Good evening. This is Annabelle Gilbert with the news. The United States Embassy in Jakarta, Indonesia, was struck today by a bomb blast at just after one pm Eastern Australian time. The attack is believed to have been carried out by one or more suicide bombers.
�Reports from the devastation are still sketchy, but indications are that around eighty people have been killed and a substantial number wounded. Around fifty people are still missing.
�No Australians are reported to have been in the building at the time.
�The US Embassy building suffered major structural damage in the attack and may have to be completely demolished.
�The embassy had been in a general state of heightened alert over the past six months since the American Express and Citibank buildings in London were attacked in a coordinated assault.�
Annabelle Gilbert�s immaculately made-up features were replaced on TV screens by scenes of chaos at the bombed embassy. Indonesian soldiers joined police to remove injured people from the rubble. Wounded people wandered around dazed, their clothes torn and streaked with blood.
�Authorities are mystified by how a person carrying explosives could have passed unnoticed through two checkpoints, both equipped with x-ray scanners. It�s believed the bomb or bombs were detonated somewhere deep inside the building, possibly the visa section.
�Indonesian police who worked on the successful pursuit of the Bali bombers and the bombing of the Marriott Hotel in Jakarta have been called in to investigate this new attack, and American experts are rushing to the scene to join them.
�So far, no group has claimed responsibility for the attack, although al Qa�ida, Abu Sayyaf and Jamaah Islamiah, the groups responsible for other attacks throughout South East Asia, are currently the prime suspects.
�Australian embassies and consulates throughout South East Asia are now on full alert.
�In Canberra, Prime Minister Mr William Blight��

Jakarta, Indonesia

Kadar Al-Jahani spent the night in a safe house before making his way to the airport. The sirens had wailed all night, as he knew they would. The sounds were as familiar to him as ordinary traffic noise. He glanced up at the departures board. The Singapore Airlines flight to Frankfurt via Singapore was boarding on schedule. There was time. He took a seat at the Internet kiosk and checked to ensure the connection was live. He called up the website for the Sydney Morning Herald and checked the front page. He was pleased by what he saw. At the bottom of the main article was an invitation to email it to a friend.

Amman, Jordan

The Saudi woke refreshed and early after getting in from the airport quite late. He travelled so much that it had long since ceased to be an adventure. Instead it was a chore, and it was good to be home. He stretched out in his bed, searching for the cold corners with his toes, and delighting in the scent of the young woman lying beside him. He turned to look at her, a flight attendant for Emirates, facing away from him. She had worked in first class and there had been a certain frisson between them from the start. Perhaps he reminded her of her father? He was always surprised when a woman almost half his age found him attractive. She had said that she was Iranian. He marvelled at the flawless skin of her back and the hint of muscle in her upper arm stretched out beyond her head. He had performed well for her last night and they had both slept the exhausted sleep of lovers.
He slipped out of bed and went to the home office off his bedroom. The cold flagstones and dark indigo Belouch rugs, a present from an old Soviet client, felt good under his bare feet. He checked the screen of his computer. He had mail. After twelve hours without checking his in-tray, as usual he had quite a bit of it. There was one email that intrigued him. Its subject read, �A sign from Allah�. The Saudi opened it. No message, just a URL. He doubleclicked on it and a connection was made to a newspaper he�d never heard of before called the Sydney Morning Herald. The headline roared, �ATTACK�.
He reached for the television remote and touched the button, the dark rectangle that hung on the wall coming quietly to life. He switched to Al Jazeera. The picture instantly caught his eye. He increased the volume several bars so that he could hear the accompanying sound but not wake the woman snoring softly. A building had been blown up somewhere. A US embassy�but where, which one? More than eighty dead�many wounded�structural damage�suicide bomber�Jakarta. The Saudi smiled. The sign. This would certainly boost the confidence of his partners in the Indonesian enterprise.
�What�s on?� asked the woman, looking at the television. His movement about the room had woken her.
The Saudi turned to look at her and his heart skipped a beat. She was naked, sitting up unself-consciously in bed, pink nipples the colour of her lips on cream-coloured breasts that pointed towards the ceiling.
The Saudi was reminded of an ice-cream sundae with cherries on top. Oh happy day, he thought, licking his lips. He said, �Nothing, moonshine, just the news.�
�I think you should come back to bed right now,� she responded, pouting.
The Saudi was suddenly aware of his erection. Was it the event in Jakarta or the fact that the woman was now tickling her breasts lightly with her fingertips? He shrugged. It was a joyous dilemma.

Jakarta, Indonesia

Atticus Monroe arrived at the bombsite around twenty-four hours after the blast and was shattered by the devastation. Most of the bodies had been removed but there were still thought to be possible survivors trapped in air pockets under the rubble. The entire face of the building appeared to have fallen into the front courtyard. There was a large hole blown out of the ground floor, the epicentre of the explosion: the visa section.
Senior embassy staff had all been absent, attending a conference for regional cooperation in Seoul, South Korea. That, at least, was something. Most of the fatalities were clerks, secretarial staff and US citizens, many of them tourists, going about their business in and around the building.
Indonesian forensic and bomb experts were picking over the scene, collecting evidence in bloody plastic bins. The local army and police were getting pretty good at this kind of job now; they�d certainly had enough practice over the past few years. Nevertheless, the US had asked the Indonesian government for permission to send in its own battery of experts and investigators. It wasn�t that they didn�t trust the locals to do a good job, but it was felt that many hands would make lighter work of finding clues and, ultimately, tracking down and punishing the perpetrators. Jakarta agreed.
Monroe was by no means the first outside American on the scene. Two US Army majors, bomb disposal experts on an information exchange program with Australian law enforcement officers in Darwin, had been flown immediately to the embassy, arriving within hours. As chance would have it, there was also an international forensics seminar being held in Jakarta, and half a dozen of America�s top forensic experts from various law enforcement agencies had rushed to the scene. They were busily helping their Indonesian counterparts with the gruesome job of identifying bodies and sifting for clues. Fire had not been a major factor in this attack, making the identification process easier than it otherwise might have been, although there were many victims crushed and cut beyond recognition by falling masonry and glass.
Atticus Monroe didn�t know where to start. CIA Canberra had sent him there to get a leg up on the investigation, but the scene was still too chaotic to extract much sense out of anyone. So he rolled up his sleeves and busied himself helping the rescue effort, removing and tagging body parts and listening for trapped survivors. So far, none had been found.
�Excuse me, sir,� said a US Army soldier covered in concrete dust and streaked with sweat. �Are you Atticus Monroe, CIA?�
�Yes,� said Monroe, swinging a chunk of broken brickwork behind him and standing up.
�Sir, Captain Stokes, one of the doctors, wants to see you if you can spare a moment.�
�Sure,� said Atticus, wiping the sweat on his forehead with the inside of his shirt. �Let�s go.�
Monroe followed the young soldier to the makeshift medical facility set up in the courtyard of the nearby French Embassy. It was like a battlefield. The survivors were people who, moments before the explosion, had every expectation that the day ahead of them would be like all the days behind them, unaware that within seconds their lives would be irrevocably changed because they happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Family, friends and relatives were crying over victims sedated by morphine, their bodies crushed, makeshift tourniquets above bloody, shattered limbs. There were people wandering around dazed between the stretchers, searching for loved ones amongst the pathetic survivors, hoping to find them here rather than in the flyblown morgue out the back.
Monroe followed the PFC as he wound his way through the harrowing scene towards a man wielding a saw behind a jury-rigged curtain of opaque plastic sheeting. He looked up. �CIA?�
�Yes, sir. Atticus Monroe.� It wasn�t necessary to present identification.
�Captain Stokes. I won�t shake your hand.�
Monroe nodded. The doctor�s hands were sheathed in gloves streaked with gore.
�Someone over here you should talk to,� said the doctor.
Stokes handed the saw to his assistant, an Indonesian, and moved to another gurney. A woman dressed in filthy battle fatigues lay on it, both legs ending in bloody cotton gauze dressing just below the knees. A morphine drip fed into her arm.
�This is Sergeant Jane Hennert. She was on the front entrance when the bomb went off. Whoever did this went through her.�
�Sergeant�� said the doctor quietly. The woman opened her eyes.
In a whisper, she said, �Cameras�cameras.� The woman�s eyes closed, moistened with tears, as the morphine took her away.
The doctor peeled off his gloves and dropped them in the bucket under the gurney. He put a hand on her forehead and stroked it. The sergeant�s conscious mind had retreated way back from the light, where it was dark and cool and safe.
The doctor looked up. �She didn�t want me to give her morphine,� he said, indicating the drip, �but the shock of the injuries would have killed her. She told me she let the bomber in, a photographer. Something about the feel of the cameras. It�s not much�� he said again.
�Okay, thanks, doc,� said Monroe. �Will she live?�
�Hard to say,� said the doctor. �Four broken vertebrae, broken arm, her legs gone. She also has a sub capsular bleed in her spleen.�
�What does that mean?� asked Monroe.
�It�s not as bad as a ruptured spleen, but almost. Extremely painful and dangerous, but,� he said, taking a deep breath, �we�ve got worse on our hands and she�ll have to wait. As to whether she survives or not�� The doctor looked her over as if considering the verdict. �Well, she�s fit, but�who knows? A lot depends on her mental fitness. If she holds herself responsible for this�I don�t know.� He shrugged. �Sorry, Mr Monroe. Gotta get back to it. Find your own way out?�
�Yeah, thanks.�
�If we get anything else, I�ll send for you,� said the doctor behind him as he walked off to settle a man who had started screaming.
An Indonesian nurse scurried past carrying a bucket of water with a hand towel in it. Atticus stopped her and took the towel, squeezing the excess water from it. He wiped the streaked dirt from the sergeant�s face and whispered. �It�s not your fault�not your fault��

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

Annabelle Gilbert prided herself on her detachment when reading the news, but as the report she read revealed the deterioration in Indonesia, her stomach began to churn.Tom will be leaving again soon, I know it�
The news service footage from Indonesia and Malaysia was frightening. Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur, the capital cities of both countries, were filled with demonstrators burning and looting in support of the US Embassy bombers, whoever they were. The governments of these countries were doing their best to contain the anger � armoured vehicles, army and police were on the streets � but it was difficult for them to stamp hard on the demonstrations because the uprisings appeared to be mainstream rather than promoted by fringe elements.
She watched as an Indonesian policeman fell under a charge from people wielding sticks, their faces covered by handkerchiefs and balaclavas. They kicked and beat him brutally until other police could come to his aid. Then the tables turned and it was the civilians� turn to receive a hammering. People were throwing Molotov cocktails at the police line and several cars were burning fiercely.
The autocue on the clear glass plate in front of the camera rolled forward and Annabelle read, present in body but not in mind: �Similar demonstrations in apparent support of the bombing have broken out in many other major cities in the region, but nowhere more so than in Indonesia. Australian authorities have reiterated that travel warnings are in force for Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam and Thailand, as well as for Great Britain and the United States. The United States as well as Britain and the Netherlands have issued similar alerts, including Australia in their assessment of high-risk countries. To find out how the US is reacting to this latest outrage, we�ll be back after this��
The program producer cut to an ad break featuring several sporting personalities singing badly about the virtues of a particular breakfast cereal. It was banal but reassuring at the same time, a superficial reminder of what the world used to be like. A movement in the corner of Annabelle�s eye caught her attention as she shuffled the papers in front of her. It was Tom, smiling, but rubbing the top of his head with his hand. Shit� She knew he hated coming to the studio, and he only came when he had to depart in a hurry � it was better than leaving a note.
Wilkes looked at his fianc�e. Even under the hot television lights she seemed calm and cool. He shuffled uncomfortably, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He�d have been more comfortable on his belly, wriggling through the bush under a stream of machine gun tracer than in this place. He felt a hand on his shoulder.
�Hey, Wilko, how�s it hangin�, dude?�
Wilkes knew who it was before he looked. Barry Weaver, the producer.
�New Guinea rocked, eh?� he said.
�Hi, yeah. How�s it going?� said Wilkes, making a supreme effort to be polite.
�Sweet. So, still saving the world?�
�Oh, you know�� Wilkes didn�t have a clue what to say. He couldn�t relate to some of these people on any level and he prayed for rescue. Just as the thought formed, he felt a pair of lips on his cheek and a familiar perfume enveloped him.
�Hi, Tom,� Annabelle said, slipping an arm through his. �Barry�� And just like that, the man was dismissed. Annabelle had that kind of power. �Let�s get out of here and get naked,� she whispered in Wilkes�s ear.
* * *
Warrant Officer Tom Wilkes looked at the digital clock beside the bed. It was just before midnight. He and Annabelle had argued back and forth for most of the evening. The subject of the argument had once again been his job, that he regularly put his life on the line any time his superiors deemed it necessary to do so. Nothing new there, but the disturbing twist was Annabelle�s attitude, her moral upper hand in the discussion. They were getting married and that meant she now had a say. In him, what he did. Wilkes lay in the darkness, looking at the ceiling, and thought about the not-so-subtle shift in the dynamic between them. It occurred to him that the older he became, the less he was his own man. He�d seen this happen often enough to others in the regiment. Things went reasonably well until a man got married, and not particularly well after it. Annabelle�s point was a common refrain: she wanted him to get a regular job, whatever that was. Wilkes knew what it wasn�t � jumping out of planes, storming buildings, his usual nine to five. Annabelle hadn�t been able to tell him what kind of job she thought would be regular, probably because she knew him well enough not to suggest the ones on the tip of her tongue. The discussion had progressed to argument and then on to a full-blown fight, which had become pretty heated. Things had been silent for five minutes, but he could hear Annabelle breathing and see her ribs expanding, rising and falling. She was sucking it in, pissed off.
They�d gone to bed to make love and instead they�d fought. He followed the curve of her narrow waist to the point of her hip, tracing the folds of her silk nightgown. Her body was long and lean, and as close to perfection as he could have imagined. Absently, he stroked her back, making circles, soothing her and himself with the motion. He was trying to control his own anger, concentrating on the touch rather than on the barrier between them.
At first Annabelle�s body was rigid, muscles tensed. But then she began to relax. And so did Tom. He unconsciously followed the swell of her breasts under the silk, tracing circles that ended at the point of her nipples. He was suddenly aware that they were hard, and that so was he. Annabelle�s breathing had also changed, subtly but fundamentally. She shifted position to bring his skin into contact with hers. He continued to stroke her softly, running the backs of his fingers around her belly. She cooed softly and reached behind, holding his erection in her cool hand. Annabelle parted her legs. Tom gently touched her between her thighs and her body shuddered subtly, as if charged by a mild electric shock. Annabelle guided him inside. He felt her warmth encircle and invade him, the ultimate softness.
They lay there for a time, each feeling the other�s presence within. And then he started to move, slowly. Her breathing quickened. The pleasure rose unbearably, both aware of the other but at the same time lost in a white-out of ecstasy. They came together noisily, Annabelle letting go of her voice, Tom holding on to his breath and then exhaling as the tension between them reached a climax. The stress melted away with the dissolving strength in their muscles. They lay quietly together, remaining coupled for as long as possible.
�When do you go?� she finally asked in the darkness.
�I don�t know,� he said.
�Where will you go?�
�Annabelle��
�I know, I know. You can�t tell me��
* * *
Annabelle woke from a fitful sleep in the grey light of early dawn. The space beside her was empty. Somehow she had known that it would be before she opened her eyes, the reassurance of his breathing no longer in the room. Tom was gone, replaced by an emptiness so total it made her cry.

Australian Defence Force HQ, Russell Offices, Canberra, Australia

Like many Australians, Wilkes felt uncomfortable in the nation�s capital. It wasn�t a real city, more of a concept town from an architect�s portfolio, the streets too smoothly surfaced, the lawns too neatly manicured, the buildings too monumental, the shirts too stuffed, the cats too fat, and so on. It was a city built to house public servants and politicians, about as remote from the real world they were supposed to be administering as it was possible to get.
The commercial flight arrived bang on 1000 hours, the 737 touching down on a rain-swept runway. Wilkes was surprised to be met by a white government car, the sort reserved for the obese felines high on the totem pole. He looked out the window but only saw Annabelle�s face. Nothing had been resolved between them. Wilkes momentarily regretted slipping the ring on her finger. No, Annabelle is The One, he told himself. The details of their lovemaking flooded into his mind. Yeah, we�ll sort it out. The conviction that things would improve allowed Tom to mentally leave Annabelle at home, just as he had done physically before dawn, and concentrate on the day ahead. His mobile phone had gone off while he was in a taxi on the way to meet Annabelle at the television station the previous evening. The voice on the phone summoned him to Canberra. He�d had a feeling the call would come when he heard the news of the embassy bombing.
Australian representatives at USCENTCOM, the US military�s eye on the Middle East, had managed to convince the US Joint Chiefs of Staff that Australia should be deputised to patrol South East Asia, the argument being that Australia was a stable democracy with close proximity to potential trouble spots and, most importantly, national interests in common with the US. Since Afghanistan and Iraq, the SAS had become the sharp end of this new American appreciation of Australia.
The big Ford glided past the barricaded square dedicated to Field Marshal Sir Thomas Blamey, one of the great Australian leaders of the first two world wars. Wilkes looked out the window and allowed his eyes to drift up the single column on top of which perched an eagle. The Ford bucked slightly as its front wheels took on the driveway entrance to the Australian Defence Force HQ, the Australian strategic command centre. Wilkes knew the building well. It was unprepossessing, built in the sixties from the materials popular at the time, and was sorely in need of a makeover. Scrap that, thought Tom as he looked up at the featureless concrete and glass block. What it needed was a wrecking ball.
The vehicle drove up to the temporary, sandbagged boom gate, a row of steel spikes set in the road twenty metres beyond it. Two troopers in full battledress, Kevlar helmets, body armour and Steyr assault carbines approached the car carefully from the rear three-quarter position, one soldier covering the other with his weapon raised and, Tom speculated, off safety. He lowered his window and produced his identity card for inspection. The hit on the US Embassy had obviously made everyone jumpy. The soldier relaxed when he saw who and what Tom Wilkes was. He let his rifle hang beside his arm by its strap, and called in the warrant officer�s numbers through a portable police-style microphone clipped to one shoulder. The boom rose. He was expected. The Ford rolled forward over the road spikes and headed for the front entrance.
Things had certainly changed, thought Wilkes. Within a couple of months of Bali, when the intelligence services gained some true inkling of the malice towards America and its allies in the region, all major government buildings had come under the control and protection of the military. Now, after Jakarta, caution would again be an around-the-clock reality until everyone got bored with it. Terrorists would just have to wait a little until things relaxed before driving a truck bomb into the foyer and giving the bell on the front desk a ping. This protection duty added to the enormous pressure on the ADF�s resources. There simply weren�t enough soldiers to go round, which was why the task had recently fallen to the Army Reserve, the part-time soldiers. Wilkes wondered what the two men on the front gate did when they weren�t wearing combat fatigues. Ad execs? Estate agents? Hairdressers? Enough of that, he reminded himself, we need these guys.
Ten minutes later, Wilkes found himself outside the designated office. A familiar face appeared around the corner. �Thanks for coming down so quickly, Tom,� said Graeme Griffin, shaking his hand. �Flight okay?�
�Fine, thank you, sir,� said Wilkes.
�Good. Come on in.� The Director-General of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service was tall and lean. The handshake felt like holding five steel bolts. Long before ASIS, Griffin had been an academic, an associate professor in the political science faculty at Melbourne University. Rumour had it he�d also had a military background, something in black ops, but no one knew too much more than that. But these days, just about everyone claimed some kind of Special Forces background and Wilkes would have been far more impressed if he�d been something unusual, say, a palaeoanthropologist. Aside from that, the man was shrouded in mystery, appropriate for Australia�s top spy.
Griffin led the way through the door. The room was darkened, but there was enough light for Wilkes to recognise some increasingly familiar faces. Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Hardcastle, standing, winked. What�s he doing here? Atticus Monroe gave him a nod, and so did Gia Ferallo. Wilkes returned the gestures. There was someone seated at the large black oval table he didn�t know.
�I believe you�re familiar with everyone here except for Captain Ali Mahisa from Indonesian counter-terrorism. He�s currently attached to Indonesian special forces � Kopassus.�
That caught Wilkes by surprise. Mahisa stood and shook Wilkes�s hand, and accompanied it with a slight bow. �Warrant Officer Wilkes. Pleased to make your acquaintance,� he said formally.
Wilkes was not so sure he was all that pleased about it.
�The captain was here on a familiarising tour with the Australian Federal Police, learning our investigation methods. After the weekend�s atrocity, his mission has hardened up considerably. A larger task force is being put together combining the captain�s unit, the AFP, CIA, ASIO and ASIS to target and dismantle terrorist groups in the region. Captain Mahisa has some knowledge of the Babu Islam group, the people currently under our microscope. He�s the nearest thing we�ve got to an expert on these people.�
Mahisa gave a smile, projecting it around the table. Wilkes ran an eye over him. He was part Malay, part Indian, with an open, friendly face. He was also quite short and thin, with a vascular neck that became more so when he talked. He looked fragile, but appearances, Wilkes knew, could be deceptive, especially if the guy was special forces. Wilkes found it strange � a little uncomfortable � having a friendly chitchat with someone from the Indonesian Kopassus. Not so long ago, he�d been shooting holes in the captain�s buddies. What the hell. Wilkes decided that the discomfort was something he�d better get over fast if he had to work with this man. And besides, the problems Australia had had with Indonesia recently were because of a few rotten apples within their military. The Kopassus were still Indonesia�s bad boys but the country was supposed to be an ally, not an enemy. Wilkes took a seat beside the captain.
A face flashed up on the screen. The Indon with the gold tooth. Then, beside it, the photo of the man behind the machine gun.
�Duat and Kadar Al-Jahani,� said Griffin, taking a seat. Hardcastle also sat. �We�ve talked about these two already. Just to recap: Kadar Al-Jahani, Middle Eastern terrorist of note, explosives expert, a vicious character. Duat, another pea in the same pod. Suspected of bombing churches, leader of Babu Islam, a rabble with a cause � the cause being the transformation of Indonesia into a fundamentalist Islamic state with Sharia law imposed. We�ve known for a little while that these two have joined forces. Why? Aside from gunrunning and drug smuggling, we weren�t sure. Now, well, we�re getting a few clues.
�Babu Islam were like many similar groups � plotting grand schemes but with no serious member base and not enough funding to pull them off. The best they could manage was the odd homemade device capable of killing and wounding a few unfortunates who happened to be worshipping God at the wrong venue.
�Kadar Al-Jahani�s arrival has changed everything. He�s given BI credibility and that, combined with adequate funding, makes them particularly dangerous. Now, the forensic reports from last week�s attack in Jakarta are still preliminary, but we�ve got something to go on with. Atticus?�
Jesus, forensics? That was quick, thought Wilkes, but he guessed it was to be expected. The chances of nailing the perpetrators of these kinds of crimes � the who � depended on knowing as much as possible about the what and the how, as quickly as possible. The fact that Griffin put Kadar Al-Jahani and the forensics report from the shattered US Embassy in the same preamble told Wilkes a lot already.
Monroe tapped the manila folder in front of him a couple of times before speaking, either getting his thoughts in order or attracting attention � Wilkes wasn�t sure which. He said, �The explosive materials used in the embassy bombing were beyond those normally associated with your backyard terrorist. The device was complex and sophisticated. It wasn�t a fertiliser bomb. That�s to be expected, anyway. Those sort of devices are bulky and wouldn�t get within a hundred metres of the embassy.
�The bomb used was a two-stage boosted variety. A compound called lead styphnate was the primer material. That detonated around two kilograms of tetrytol. Over the top of that was around seven kilos of HBX � a combination of RDX, TNT, powdered aluminium and D-2 wax.�
Ferallo interrupted. �What does all that mean?� She beat Wilkes to it. He wasn�t up on these Gucci explosives.
�A small bang turns into a bigger bang and ends with a very big bang,� said Monroe, realising he�d confused things rather than made them clearer. �Okay, look. This device was a work of art, put together by someone who knew their shit. All up, the bomb weighed around fifteen kilos. Not a lot of bulk. That�s how they managed to get it inside the embassy. But it gets better than that.
�The HBX? That�s the real mother explosive here. It has a lot of RDX in it. We think it had been moulded, shaped to look like camera bodies. The same stuff was used as the camera�s case. It�s stable and can be made to look like metal, the giveaway being a waxy feel.
�The tetrytol, a kind of pre-explosive explosive used to set off the HBX, lined the case. The detonator, we think, was a camera flash, but we�re still not sure.�
�How did it get in the embassy?� asked Mahisa.
The memory of Sergeant Hennert, the marine with two amputated legs, came into Monroe�s mind, complete with the sounds and smells of the makeshift hospital. He took a deep breath to expunge them. �A surviving witness believes a man posing as a photographer, with a British passport and press card, carried the device into the visa department. The witness, a sergeant on duty at the time, was vaguely suspicious about it but too late to stop the bomber from doing his thing.�
�What about detection? Didn�t they have scanners?� Ferallo asked.
�Yep. There were some other weird chemicals involved. The bomb experts believe complex masking agents they�re yet to identify were used,� said Monroe.
�The point is,� said Griffin, �this has Kadar Al-Jahani written all over it. The RDX, the sophistication of the device��
Tom Wilkes was no explosives expert, but he�d handled enough of the various types to agree that whoever built the bomb had had extensive military training and experience. �Is the identity of the British suicide bomber known?� Wilkes asked.
�No,� said Monroe. �Whoever the so-called photographer was, there was nothing but atoms left of that sucker. He�d have been almost on top of the device when it blew. And it goes without saying that we doubt he was British, by the way.�
There were a dozen photos of the embassy before and after the explosion on the table. Wilkes sifted through them. The building was destroyed from within, the two remaining wings either side of the centre of the explosion teetering inwards. Various people, both western and Indonesian, were picking through the rubble, risking their lives in a further collapse to hunt for clues. Just fifteen kilos of explosives�! �Shit,� said Wilkes as he looked at the devastation. �How did they get the explosives into the country? Or did they buy them in Indonesia?�
Mahisa jumped in. �We don�t know. Obviously, these are military explosives. I would like to guarantee that they didn�t purchase these things from someone in our army, but unfortunately I can�t.�
Mahisa�s candour was disarming. Once, not so long ago, a question like that would have been met with instant denial no matter what the facts, but the world had changed and maybe Indonesia had changed with it.
Griffin leaned back in his chair. �As the captain says, Tom, that�s a mystery, but we suspect it came in the same way those guns are getting into Papua New Guinea.�
Mahisa frowned, the smile long gone. �More than seventeen thousand islands make up Indonesia and we don�t have the resources to patrol all of them. There are many ways to bring contraband into the country. Smuggling has long been a problem.�
�Frankly, Jakarta is worried,� said Griffin. �And so are we, along with the US, of course. We believe the embassy bombing is the entree.�
�Has anyone claimed responsibility for it?� Hardcastle asked.
�No, and that concerns us greatly, Colonel,� said Griffin, resting his chin on his knuckles. �Usually, when a bunch of lunatics does something this crazy, they put their hands up to claim it. Gives them publicity and credibility amongst all the other crazies. But not this time. We believe this is all just some kind of demonstration � a private signal. But to whom? And why?�
�We were aware that Babu Islam had a training camp up in central Java,� said Mahisa. �We raided it and those of several other groups as a matter of course after the bombing, but BI�s camp had been vacated. We are investigating internally to see if there was a tip-off from someone in the TNI, the army, but we don�t think that will lead us anywhere positive. Now, unfortunately, we have no idea where these people have gone. Their sudden disappearance is a further indication of their guilt, we believe.�
�Was any evidence of bomb-making found there, in the camp?� Monroe asked. �They�d need some reasonably sophisticated equipment to make the sort of device used at the embassy.�
�No, nothing.�
�Does that surprise you?� Monroe asked. It surprised him.
�Not really. The bomb could have been made anywhere.�
The CIA field agent shrugged. Okay, good point.
�How many members does this group have?� asked Ferallo.
�We don�t know,� said Mahisa, opening his hands out to emphasise the point. �There are many sympathisers scattered around, but they don�t wear badges of membership. We doubt they even know they belong to a group called Servants of God. This is the nature of what we�re dealing with.�
�Sand,� said Ferallo.
�Pardon?�
�Sand, through your fingers?�
�Yes, exactly,� the captain said.
�So Duat has vanished?� Hardcastle got in before Wilkes.
Mahisa nodded.
�And what about Kadar Al-Jahani?� asked Hardcastle.
Ferallo received a nod from Griffin. �Kadar has been positively identified at El Arish airport. We got a report in yesterday.�
�Where�s that?� asked Mahisa.
�Egypt, Captain, just south of the border with Israel. It�s a holiday town. He apparently got into a Mercedes with Gaza plates,� Ferallo said. �Shin Bet believes he�ll probably head to Ramallah in the West Bank. When he does, we�re going to catch up with him.�
�Catch up?� enquired Wilkes.
�Kidnap,� Monroe replied, putting Wilkes in the picture.
�Everyone wants Kadar Al-Jahani. Washington and the Israelis have green-lighted the operation.� The ASIS chief cleared his throat. �The CIA director called me just prior to this meeting. This is top priority.� Privately, the ASIS D-G didn�t particularly like the maverick American bull-in-a-china-shop approach, but he recognised that terrorism was impossible to combat if the game was played by Marquis of Queensbury rules. The gloves had to come off. These people were street fighters and the new rules were no rules.
�Sir, so this is to be a joint US � Israeli op?� asked Monroe.
�No, it�s an Israeli operation with USCENTCOM oversight. That�s you, Atticus, and one of our people. That�s why Colonel Hardcastle and Warrant Officer Wilkes are here.� He turned to Hardcastle. �Andrew? What do you think?�
Ramallah, the West Bank, Israel? Wilkes hadn�t seen that coming.
�I�ll be honest with you, sir,� Hardcastle said, massaging his chin, �I don�t like it.�
�Andrew, I know it�s not ideal. My people now carry weapons and can use them in self-defence, but our charter won�t allow us to launch offensive ops. The ball�s in your court. If you�re not prepared to write Tom�s orders, I can always ask the AFP or ASIO��
�I can see you have a problem, sir, but, with respect, the SAS aren�t in the kidnap business,� said Hardcastle, who thought he caught more than a whiff of bureaucratic buck-passing in all of this.
�I know what I�m asking here, Andrew,� said Griffin, an edge of anger in his voice. �I don�t like to muck around like this but I�m not given any choice.�
�Can�t the CIA handle this on their own, sir?� the SAS officer asked.
�Yes, of course, but we�re not happy about leaving it totally up to the US. If we abdicate all responsibility here, we�re concerned that we might get stuck with an unpleasant fait accompli by the Americans down the track. We need to continue to play a lead role in this. We found Kadar Al-Jahani in the first place. And it is our own backyard we�re trying to protect, after all. Call it participation insurance.�
�So would we be the second division team on this, sir?� asked Hardcastle.
�No. Nailing Kadar Al-Jahani is our job.�
Wilkes found the discussion more than a little interesting. Here was Hardcastle giving the ASIS boss a difficult time of it. It was obvious the SAS lieutenant colonel didn�t want his men shat on by bureaucrats � not Griffin himself but the people behind the D-G � and Wilkes�s respect for the man soared.
�And you think Tom�s the right man for the job?� Hardcastle was not entirely convinced � not least because Wilkes had no experience in that part of the world � but he could see that people a lot further up the food chain had already made up their minds.
�I�ve asked for Wilkes because he did a good job for us in the past. I guess it�s just bad luck that I can put a name to a face � his.�
The conversation had taken a turn that Wilkes found a little unsettling. He felt a bit like the runner-up in a beauty contest being discussed by the judges. But Hardcastle was correct, he probably wasn�t the right man for the job.
�Personally, and with all due respect to the warrant officer, I think there are better qualified assets for this job,� said the colonel, taking the words out of Wilkes�s mouth. �I won�t order Tom to do it.�
Okay, thought Wilkes, back to the beach. That�s not a bad outcome, is it? At the same time, he was a touch concerned that the CO didn�t have unconditional faith in his abilities.
�He�ll have to volunteer.�
Shit! thought Wilkes.
�Fair enough,� said Griffin.
�And what about those legal issues?� said Hardcastle. �If they�re real, we can�t just ignore them. Whose uniform�s he going to wear?�
�Sir,� said Ferallo, �if I can suggest�a way round might be to consider putting the warrant officer on temporary secondment to the CIA.�
That option had already occurred to Griffin. It was a good idea, but he was nonetheless uncomfortable. Send an Australian to Israel to help America abduct a Middle Eastern terrorist? The whole idea was something no one would seriously have considered even eighteen months ago. Now, well, it almost seemed, if not exactly normal, then not entirely unreasonable either. Next question? Would Langley approve the secondment? They might. The Australian intelligence services had managed to present an early suspect for the bombing, and that gave ASIS some short-term clout with the American agency. And the CIA was under intense pressure to deliver. With all the terrorist warnings about, the US Congress was demanding to know how the agency had managed to let yet another attack slip through the cracks. The bottom line? Langley wanted a quick resolution, whatever it took.
Then there was the Indonesian consideration. Of course, Jakarta was anxious to have the bombers nailed asap. Their country�s image had taken another severe dent in the wake of the attack: that the place was a haven for terrorists and Jakarta wasn�t doing enough to stamp it out. Furthermore, the country was in an uproar with increasingly violent anti-US and � Australian demonstrations. Finding the people responsible for the attack and dealing with them quickly would quieten Indonesia�Griffin was getting off the track.
�Sir?� asked Ferallo.
�Sorry, I was just thinking,�said Griffin. �Tom, if you volunteer for this op, it�s to go as an observer up until the point of capture. I don�t want you participating in the operation itself. Colonel?�
�I�m more comfortable with that, sir,� said Hardcastle.
�And if the Israelis manage to bag Kadar Al-Jahani, you and Atticus will accompany him out of the country,� said Griffin.
Hardcastle nodded agreement.
�There�s a C-5 departing Townsville to Diego Garcia tomorrow, sir,� Monroe said cheerfully. �I can have Warrant Officer Wilkes loaded as my excess baggage.�
�Tom,� said Hardcastle, ignoring Monroe, �if you refuse to take on this assignment I promise you it will not reflect badly on you in any way. We�ve discussed your operational status already and this is as good a time as any to put it to the test. The final decision is up to you.�
The D-G stood and shuffled together a sheaf of papers. �Let me know your answer quickly, Tom,� he said.
�The answer�s yes, sir,� said Wilkes, kicking himself. He needed a good stretch of R & R and he wanted � no, needed � to spend some time with Annabelle. And while he�d never been to Israel, he was well aware of the situation there, as was everyone who had access to a news bulletin. The place was a mess, despite all attempts to restart the peace process. So why go? This was his job, what he was trained to do. Sort of. And as for not reflecting badly on him if he chose to sit on the beach instead? Bullshit. When you started turning things down, people started questioning your commitment. Simple as that.
Griffin paused at the doorway. �Thanks, Tom. Why am I not surprised? Andrew, thank you also.�
Hardcastle stood to go. The meeting was concluded. �Watch out for yourself, Tom,� he said as he left the room.
�Tom,� said Griffin, popping his head back around the door, �I�ll get DIO to put some background notes together for you to read on the plane so you know what you�re walking into. And by the way, meet your new boss.� He gestured with his folder at Gia Ferallo. �Ms Ferallo.�
�Welcome to the CIA, Tom,� said Ferallo.
The woman was standing, looking straight at him, and her hands were on her hips. Gone was the twinset and pearls girl. And, for the first time, Wilkes noticed how attractive she was. At five foot nine, Ferallo was slightly taller than him, and slender. Thick auburn hair that turned naturally blond at the tips framed her face and fell with a bounce below her shoulders. She had olive skin with eyes the colour of bright green glass. Her accent was broad � a New Yorker, probably, and from the poorer part of town from the sound of things, but she wore it like a badge of honour.
�Thanks, Ms Ferallo,� said Wilkes.
�Call me Gia.� She smiled and it was a warm, genuine smile that made her green eyes sparkle.
�Oh-kay,� said Monroe, aware of the electricity in the air. �Think I�ll leave you two to get better acquainted. Things to do, people to see.� He stopped to shake Tom�s hand on the way out. �Heard a lot about you SAS types. But I�m sure it�s all hype.�
�And you�ll be the judge,� said Wilkes, wondering whether to take Monroe seriously.
�Of course,� he said. �See you tomorrow morning. Dress to kill, dude.�
�Don�t mind Atticus,� said Ferallo when he�d left. �He�s cocky, but he�s good.�
At what?
It was obvious to Ferallo that Wilkes remained unconvinced. �You�ll both get along fine. Trust me.�
�I�m sure,� said Wilkes. He glanced at the wall clock. �Whoa,� he said. �If I hurry, I can catch my flight.�
�Hey, why don�t you come with Atticus and me? I�m heading up north to have a quick look around. Never been there. We�re catching a VIP flight up a little later.�
�I would, but��
Wilkes�s body language told Ferallo he�d already decided against it. �Well then, have a drink with me in Townsville this evening and I�ll give you some background on CIA procedures.�
Part of him was tempted, but being around a woman like this for any length of time could be dangerous, and Wilkes didn�t want anything to complicate things with Annabelle. Not now.
�Um�happy to do the briefing, Gia, but I have a date planned with my fianc�e.�
�Oh,� said Ferallo, a little surprised. �I didn�t know you were�Never mind,� she said, forcing a smile.

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

Wilkes�s plane had been delayed. It didn�t touch down until nearly eight pm. He hadn�t phoned Annabelle during the day to tell her that he�d be back for the evening. He�d wanted to surprise her. But when he did phone, he was the one who�d received the surprise. Annabelle hated going to bars, but that�s apparently where she was. And there was something strange, almost guilty, in her voice.
Wilkes strolled into the dimly lit bar at around 2030 hrs, but he felt like it was closer to three in the morning. Meetings did that to him, and he�d had a day of them. Annabelle was perched on a high stool, legs crossed, sipping a cocktail. Men were gathered around her and she was enjoying the attention. This mightn�t have been her style, but she seemed to be lapping it up anyway.
�Hey, Belle��
�Hi,� she said with a wave through the gathering. She appeared pleased to see him, but there was that something else, unsure and unspoken. She kissed him quickly on the lips when he managed to squeeze through, just as another man joined them.
�Tom, this is Steve, Steve Saunders. Steve � Tom. My fianc�.�
�You�re a lucky man, Tom,� said Saunders, holding out his hand.
Tom shook it automatically. It was pudgy, and Saunders had just returned from the bathroom so the hand was also wet. Saunders was around forty-five, with perfectly combed hair, a tanned face and a pink shirt with white collar, the two top buttons undone revealing a nest of grey hair.
�Yes, very lucky,� Tom said, his other arm around Annabelle�s waist.
�Steve�s up from Sydney. He�s the ANTV Network News executive producer.�
�Ah, the big kahuna,� said Tom.
�Exactly, Tom, so we have to be nice to him,� said Annabelle, playing the part and rewarding Saunders with her best smile. Annabelle was wearing her usual preferred style of clothing, something stretchy and tight that showed off her figure. Wilkes didn�t like the way Saunders looked at her, as if he was about to tuck into a banquet.
�I�ve just been congratulating Annabelle, Tom. She�s got a big future in the network. She could go all the way,� said Saunders, toasting Annabelle with a bright green cocktail. �Get you something?�
�Ah, just a beer, thanks,� said Wilkes.
The beer arrived pronto. It tasted good, so he drank half straight away.
�Thirsty,� said Annabelle, giving his leg a reassuring squeeze.
Tom forced a smile.
�So, have you told Tom yet?� asked Saunders.
�Told Tom what?� Wilkes asked.
Annabelle took one of his hands in both of hers, like she was about to propose. �Tom, as I said, Steve�s the network producer. He�s here because, well, they want me in Sydney.�
�Hey, that�s fantastic, Belle,� said Wilkes, putting his beer down to give her a bear hug and a kiss to go with it. He knew she was the best and this was recognition that everyone else thought so too.
�Yeah,� said Saunders, raising his glass for yet another toast. �We want Annabelle in Sydney to read the morning news, following on from the cartoons. It�s a big move up. And we also want you, Tom. Annabelle�s told me what you do � hey, just in general terms, mate, no secrets because then you�d have to kill me, right?� he said mock seriously.
Don�t tempt me, thought Wilkes.
�And the network needs a defence expert � a consultant. In Sydney, of course. God knows there�s enough going on around the world these days. That�s something we should have had � full time � a long time ago.�
It was a strange moment for Tom. He heard what the producer was saying, but all he could focus on was the man�s shirt. People stopped wearing them back in the eighties, didn�t they? Weren�t they called power shirts? And the tan looked fake. Tom Wilkes didn�t like being ambushed. It made him want to fight back. But against who? And how? And what did Annabelle expect? That they�d just up and leave Townsville? And what about the army? He couldn�t exactly give two weeks� notice. Hadn�t they talked about this? Wilkes tried to recall the conversation. If he remembered correctly, they�d decided he wasn�t leaving the army. �Um�I don�t know what to say, Steve.�
�That�s okay, Tom. No need to thank me. We�d do anything to get Annabelle down to Sydney.�
I bet you would, mate.
�You okay, Tom?� asked Annabelle. Tom was smiling, but it wasn�t a particularly pleasant smile. Saunders had turned away to order another round of drinks, and had struck up a conversation with the bar girl.
�Look, Belle, I�m proud of you, you know that. But this, now�well�shouldn�t we talk a bit more about it without Donald Trump here to moderate?�
�But this would be good for us.�
�Look, it�s great for you, but can you honestly see me hanging around the TV station in Sydney?�
Annabelle took a long sip of her drink, her cheeks flushed red with anger.
�Jesus, don�t pout. We need to talk about this.�
�How about tomorrow?�
Bloody hell, thought Tom, he�d just been ambushed again. �Belle�I�m going away tomorrow.�
�Right,� she said, nodding her head slowly. �Care to tell me where? Oh, I forgot, you can�t tell me.� The words dripped with sarcasm.
�Belle, that�s not exactly ��
�If you�re going to tell me it�s not fair, don�t bother,� said Annabelle. �I want a husband who�s going to be there when I come home at night. I read the headlines, I don�t want a husband who makes them.�
�So what are you saying here�?�
Steve turned back and felt the tension between Annabelle and Wilkes. He�d seen it coming. A raucous laugh caught his attention. It was the producer he�d been introduced to earlier, having some fun with a few other people he�d recognised from the station � a cute cadet journalist amongst them. He made his way over. �Hey, Barry�Barry Weaver, isn�t it? Loved that Papua New Guinea piece, mate��
�Belle? Speak to me, please.� Wilkes was uncomfortable with the brooding silence.
�Look, every time you go away, I don�t sleep.�
�You never told me that before.�
�We weren�t getting married before. And when footage comes in from some crisis somewhere or other, I live in fear that I�m going to see you as I read the bloody news, getting shot, right in front of my eyes.�
�Look, that�s not going to happen.�
�It�s already happened. In Papua New Guinea. I saw the out-takes. It was you right there in the background. After the battle with the highlanders��
That bastard� Wilkes concentrated his anger in a glance at Weaver. The producer looked up and toasted him, smiling.
�So what? You expect me just to pack everything in and move to Sydney?�
�Do you expect me not to go to Sydney?�
Both Tom and Annabelle could see they were getting nowhere. Annabelle drank the rest of her drink, and felt it warm her stomach. �Are you going to stay with me tonight?�
�No,� said Tom, wishing he could have said something different. �I leave at four in the morning. Have to stay on post.�
�Fine, then.�
�Look, Annabelle ��
�Just go. You have to anyway.�
Tom didn�t know what to do. He had to get back to post, pack his gear and get a final briefing, but he didn�t want to leave the woman he loved when she was feeling so awful about the future. He wanted to shout that he had an important job to do, that the job he did helped keep the world in which she lived safe, but it wasn�t the time or the place for anger or a lecture. The fact was, at that moment Tom knew he would not leave the regiment to work as a TV consultant no matter how good the pay was. It was not his style. Quite what that foretold for their relationship he wasn�t sure, but the twist in his gut told him that the prognosis wasn�t good. �Goodbye, Belle,� he said, giving her a peck on the cheek. �See you when I get back.�
�When will that be?� she said, eyes watering, her face full of disappointment. �Oh, I forgot, you can�t tell me that either.�

Flores, Indonesia

Duat stood at the edge of the beach and listened to the hum of activity in the camp behind him, the warm waters of the Java Sea gently breaking on the sand of crushed shells. He dug his toes into it and wiggled them, something he used to do as a child. Of course Kadar Al-Jahani had to go to the West Bank and capitalise on the demonstration in Jakarta, he told himself, the bombing would have been a largely pointless exercise otherwise � but it would be a dangerous trip. As agreed, they had not claimed responsibility for the attack. The time for Babu Islam to announce its existence and its intentions to the world would come. But that time was some way off yet. There was still too much to do to risk a response from the west. And yet, despite the silence and as a direct result of Kadar�s demonstration, into the new camp had wandered a steady stream of willing recruits. These people knew little or nothing about Babu Islam but still they came, for the bombing had been a beacon for the faithful to take up the fight.
The first of the arrivals caused a great deal of concern. Any one of the new recruits could be a spy. The solution had been a costly and time-consuming one, but necessary. A panel of trusted men was created to handle the influx. The arrivals were questioned and background checks performed. The newcomers were thoroughly searched, of course, and quarantined for a time until the background checks were completed. So far, no spies had been identified but the core of a bureaucracy had been created, perhaps the beginnings of a workable security infrastructure that could be imposed once Babu Islam assumed power.
More than likely there were other groups like Babu Islam also enjoying an influx of new blood; Jamaah Islamiah and the Islamic Youth Movement � the GPI � and others benefiting from the blow they�d dealt the Great Evil, the United States of America. The resources required to process the arrival of so many new enthusiastic hands had been considerable, but the influx had been welcome.
Working parties had been hard at their labours for a good hour before dawn. The runway was already partially hacked out of the jungle and mangroves, and all the major buildings were up. Indeed, the bombing had profoundly affected the atmosphere at the camp. There was a sense of elation underpinned by a renewed purpose. Duat had noticed small shrines dedicated to Dedy and his heroism, incense burning before blurred snapshots of the man. It was not strictly the Muslim way, but the movement had attracted followers from the four corners of the sprawling Indonesian archipelago, and with them had come a melange of local superstitions and idiosyncrasies. In time, a deeper understanding of the Qur�an would purge Babu Islam of these impurities but at the moment, Duat had decided to tolerate them � there were other priorities.
Dedy Abimanu�s sacrifice had, overnight, become the benchmark of a man�s dedication to the cause and a demonstration of his love for Allah. Already, Duat had received several requests from others begging for martyrdom in the name of Allah and for the eternal benefits that would flow to them for this sacrifice. This was something Kadar Al-Jahani had predicted, something that could be put to good use when the time came for coordinated attacks throughout Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines, for an army of committed believers would be required to give up their lives.
A small crab scuttled across Duat�s instep and brought him out of his reverie. He raised the binoculars to his eyes again and ran a forefinger across the wheel, bringing the mist on the horizon into focus.
�If the navigation package works, we would not expect to receive its transmission signal for another sixty-five seconds,� said Hitu Hendra by his side, a former communications lieutenant in the Tentara Nasional Indonesia � Angkatan Udara, the Indonesian air force.
Duat nodded. The two men stood together, each lost in his own solitary world. Duat had no real understanding of the problems and challenges faced by Hendra, and the former air force man was equally blind to Duat�s concerns.
Hendra pondered this latest flight test. The electronics that came with the drone were smashed and beyond repair, as were its sophisticated infrared and optical cameras � no doubt the result of its fall to earth in Israel. So Hendra had had to create a guidance system from scratch � something the Americans spent millions of dollars and years to develop, and he�d had to do it with off-the-shelf technology. But rather than being daunted by the task, Hendra had at first relished it. Ingenuity was what kept the TNI-AU flying, and it would also get Babu Islam�s unmanned aerial vehicle � its very own UAV � off the ground and to its target.
Hendra had experimented with a number of different possible technology paths, all of which had failed for one reason or another, and he was beginning to think that perhaps his promise of success to Duat and Kadar Al-Jahani had been the product of pride rather than of ability. Even though wide experience with aircraft and computers enabled Hendra to test systems that appeared to be workable in theory, they turned out to be flawed in practice.
Hendra watched a couple of seagulls turn and bank on the air currents and then skim across the water, all in complete control. They mocked him. He bit his nails down to the quick as he walked back and forth, willing the test to be a success.
Duat scanned the horizon with binoculars, forcing his tongue into the hole in his front teeth. This was the fourth test flight he�d witnessed, all failures. And there had been others he hadn�t attended. This particular test aircraft was small, no more than a child�s toy, really, with a wingspan of two metres. It was supposed to be heading inbound to the encampment by now, following the completion of a twenty-kilometre loop over the open water. Duat looked at his watch.
�Any moment now, sir,� said Hendra, feeling the tension. �When the plane climbs above the horizon, we should receive a signal from its transmitter.�
Duat grunted a reply without lowering his binoculars.
Hendra glanced at his watch. Thirty seconds and counting. The seconds ticked by. Duat and Hendra searched the distance. A minute passed. Silence.
�I�m sorry, Duat. I don�t know why ��
�I need to know if this will work,� said Duat, cutting him off. He was angry, his face red and the vein in his forehead was pulsing.
�Yes, sir � Emir,� said Hendra, still unable to shake the habit of calling Duat �sir� after twenty years in the military. �I don�t know what went wrong. Something unforeseen must have happened. Dirty fuel, perhaps.�
Duat looked at Hendra. �If you truly love Allah, Hitu, you will not fail, for loving Allah leads to perfection in all things. Should you fail in your task here then I will question that love, Hitu. I will question it very strongly.�
The blood drained from Hendra�s face, and he swallowed involuntarily as Duat turned his back on him and walked slowly up the beach.
Hendra stayed by the water�s edge until his calculations told him the test airframe would have well and truly run out of fuel. Where was the problem? Industrial tilt sensors in the aircraft�s wingtips and nose were employed to keep the test drone flying level. As for the guidance system, that problem was far more difficult. He�d ended up mating a personal digital assistant with built-in GPS to off-the-shelf radio control equipment. The PDA was loaded with aircraft navigation software. The system worked fine in tests, but perhaps it was all too complicated. He needed something simpler to guide the UAV to the target, but what?
Two young boys were sitting off the end of the airstrip, laughing over something they had hidden between them. One looked up as Hendra approached, and dug his friend sharply in the ribs. The other boy hid the source of their entertainment behind his back. �Show me,� Hendra said, holding out his hand.
They refused and one of the boys ran off, frightened.
�Show me. Now,� Hendra demanded, his tone angry but his curiosity aroused. He held out his hand and gestured with his fingers insistently for the contraband, whatever it was, to be turned over. What were they hiding, huddled here away from the encampment? Pornography? American filth? An electronic beeping sound came from behind the boy. �Now,� Hendra demanded again. The boy held it up. It was a computer game, a toy. Hendra knew about these, they were popular amongst the younger men in the air force, used to help pass the hours of inactivity, time that could have been more profitably utilised reading the Qur�an. He examined it, turned it over.
The plastic body of the toy was clear, and from the circuitry visible within, it was reasonably sophisticated. The thing had defaulted to its introduction screen. Hendra watched fascinated as a chicken chased a fox out of its coop, pecking at its bushy tail. As it ran, the fox gobbled up chicken eggs. Every few seconds, the device chimed a series of notes and lightning shot from the chicken�s beak, momentarily frying the fox. �Do you have any other games?� Hendra asked, something about the toy intriguing him. The boy shook his head. �It�s okay. I�ll give them back. May Allah judge me harshly if I don�t.�
The boy thought about that for a few seconds before reaching into his pocket and holding up two small squares of bright plastic, one yellow, one lime green � a racing game with a fat hippopotamus stuffed into a go-cart, and an alien invasion game. He removed the chicken and fox card and inserted the lime green alien invasion program into the device. It loaded up the game and Hendra watched transfixed, his eyes wide with astonishment. The alien spacecraft flew through a complex maze created by a meteor shower without being hit once.

Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

�Buckle up, Spanky, we are GO,� said Monroe, slapping shut his mobile phone and tossing it on the table.
�Go where?� said Wilkes calmly glancing up from the computer. Over the past week, he�d begun to find Monroe�s gung-ho attitude amusing at times, grating at others, his attitude uniform whether ordering a pizza or, apparently, crashing through a door with the enemy on the other side � at least if you believed his patter.
�This is it, dude. Time to earn our pay. Informants gave up a bunch of terrorists to the Shin Bet. They�ve called in the Sayeret.�
�Shit,� said Wilkes. He was taken a little by surprise but he knew he shouldn�t have been. The call could�ve come through at any moment and the moment was now. Out of habit, he had a quick look around the two-room apartment before stepping out, but there was nothing to take, except for maybe a waterbottle. He grabbed it and waited at the door for Monroe. The Shin Bet was responsible for counter-terrorism and internal security within Israel. They often worked with the Sayeret, the tough, nononsense Israeli special forces. Experience had taught these people how best to deal with an enemy occupying a building. And that was to snipe as many as possible from a distance before bulldozing the structure down on top of any possible survivors. That they hadn�t done so already in this instance was no doubt in reluctant deference to the CIA�s clout, and its own desire to catch Kadar Al-Jahani alive.
Monroe walked out of his room strapping on Kevlar body armour.
�Where the hell do you think you�re going, Atticus?� asked Wilkes.
�Listen, we�re not each other�s babysitter, okay?� said Monroe, throwing a nickel-plated nine millimetre Ruger into his kitbag.
�You�re mad, mate. You don�t know their tactics. They don�t even speak the same language, for Christ�s sake.�
�I guess all that stuff about the SAS having big cojones is bullshit after all.�
�It�s not that you�ll get yourself killed, Atticus, it�s that you might get others killed.�
�That�s the idea.� The American stuffed his M4 into his bag along with a stack of magazines. �You coming,� he said, �or are there some TV programs on you don�t wanna miss?�
�Okay�� Wilkes said, capitulating. Atticus was right in one sense, he wasn�t the man�s babysitter.
Monroe stopped his frantic packing for a moment. �Look, Tom, sorry, but you weren�t at the embassy. You didn�t see what I saw,� he said�It�s not your fault�not your fault� �Besides, you know what they say, if you want it done right, do it yourself,� he said, zipping up the heavy Cordura duffel bag and swinging it over his shoulder.
There was no more time for argument. The distant hammering in the sky had grown persistently louder until it was almost deafening. And overhead. �Say goodbye to this as a safe house,� Monroe shouted. Helicopters did not land on the rooftops of apartment blocks, even in middleclass Tel Aviv.
�Where are they holed up?� Wilkes yelled at Monroe�s back as they bolted up the fire stairs to the rooftop.
�Beautiful downtown Ramallah,� said Monroe as he pushed through the fire door into the dry, hot glare. A Bell 212 orbited the rooftop, its pilot no doubt assessing the safest approach in the fluctuating breeze. The 212 thumped its way into the wind, blades pounding the air. The pilot brought the helo to a hover a metre above the roof, just off one corner. Wilkes stepped across onto the skid and was helped aboard by the helo�s loadmaster. Monroe followed after passing up his kit. The two men sat on the hard checkerplate deck, their backs against a bulkhead. The loadmaster gave them the universal thumbs-up signal, which Monroe and Wilkes returned, and then handed them each a pair of headphones.
The Bell climbed until it was well clear of the surrounding apartment blocks and then dropped away, rotating one hundred and eighty degrees and picking up air speed. Wilkes looked out the open side door at a second helo that had taken up station barely fifty metres away, framed by the orange ball of the late afternoon sun. �That�s a Lahatut,� said a heavily accented voice in his �phones. Wilkes glanced at the LM. By law, the soldier had to be at least eighteen, but he appeared far younger. Wilkes wondered whether that was because at twenty-eight, he was getting older. Both men looked out at the Hughes helo. Wilkes was reasonably familiar with the Little Bird, as the US Army called the type. They used them extensively for reconnaissance, target acquisition and real-time battlefield management. The Birds were highly manoeuvrable and fast, and usually came with a six-barrel 7.62mm minigun, but not the aircraft in formation off their starboard side. A couple of TOW missiles hung from launchers mounted off its body. �Lahatut means �sleight of hand�,� said the loadmaster. �A tank buster. One of those missiles can penetrate armour seven hundred and fifty millimetres thick,� he said proudly, opening his arms wide to illustrate the point.
�Do you get to bust many tanks around here?� asked Monroe.
�No, the Palestinians don�t have any.� The Israeli added after a moment�s thought: �But they�re just as effective on bunkers, buildings, and you should see what they can do to a car.�
Wilkes was palpably aware of being in a country at war, which, of course, Israel was. He recalled the DIO briefing notes supplied by Graeme Griffin. Technically, it was still in conflict with its neighbour Syria who, up until the cease-fire that put the Six-Day War on hold in 1967, had owned the Israeli-occupied territory known as the Golan Heights. The two countries weren�t currently exchanging shots, but the neighbourhood wasn�t exactly welcoming. Then, of course, there were the Palestinians. They believed the Israelis had snatched away their land with the world�s blessing after World War II, leaving them stateless and homeless. As far as the Israelis were concerned, there were enemies inside and outside the gates. No wonder there was a siege mentality to the place, thought Wilkes. Any minute the Israelis expected to be either invaded by foreign armies or assaulted by desperados dressed in waistcoats stuffed with C-4.
�You gonna�for us?� The LM finished the question by holding an invisible carbine to his shoulder and firing a few rounds.
�Bet your ass, kid,� said Monroe, before Wilkes could answer that, no, they were just observers.
Wilkes shouted, �You�re one crazy son of a bitch, Atticus.�
�You worry too much, Tom,� Monroe answered, resting against the bulkhead.
�You guys CIA?� asked the Israeli.
That threw Monroe � the fact that the kid knew the score � but he recovered with his usual aplomb, mixing fact with fiction. �Yeah,� he said. �The name�s Bond�James Bond.�
The young soldier grinned.
�007 is British,� said Wilkes.
�Whatever�� Monroe replied, shrugging.
The helo began to descend rapidly towards a dusty light brown city the same colour as the dry countryside around it. Wilkes�s ears popped with the rapid change in pressure. �Jesus, that was quick. Not that I�m complaining,� he added. They�d been in the air less than ten minutes; not enough time to get uncomfortable. Ramallah was barely forty kilometres to the south-west of Tel Aviv, but it was like stepping across a fifty-year time zone. Tel Aviv was a worldly city, and wealthy. The town they were approaching was a dense collection of low-rise flat-topped buildings with very little greenery, nothing to break the monotony. There were no modern buildings that Wilkes could see. It was a small provincial town, and a poor one at that.
�We�re from Sirkin AFB,� said the LM through the �phones. �The unit you�re working with, they�re from Sirkin, too. These are tough times but they�re good soldiers � Sayeret. Special forces. Don�t worry, Mr Bond. They look after your ass,� he said playfully. Monroe smiled in return, acknowledging the jibe.
* * *
The 212 approached a section of town that had been flattened in a previous action. Three Humvees with mounted machine guns were parked off to one side. Several army types stood squinting into the sky. The helo flared half a dozen metres above the dirt loading zone, kicking up a wall of grit that forced the onlookers to turn away and hunch their shoulders.
Wilkes and Monroe handed the LM their �phones and the thunderous noise of the 212�s twin turbines assaulted their ears. Sand and dirt swirled briefly through the open door, stinging their eyes. They grabbed their gear and exited. The two men walked quickly to the vehicles as the pitch of the swooping blades deepened and the sandstorm erupted once again under the climbing aircraft.
�Lieutenant Colonel David Baruch, Sayeret,� yelled one of the officers over the departing helo.
�Major Richard Samuels, Shin Bet,� said the other.
The newcomers quickly introduced themselves, shaking hands with the Israelis. Wilkes wasn�t usually welcomed in the field by high-ranking officers and felt like he should be saluting them, but he resisted the impulse.
The two Israelis were utterly different. Baruch, around fifty, had dark, almost Arabic features, whereas Samuels was in his early thirties with watery hazel eyes and fair, freckled skin.
�We should go,� said Major Samuels. He politely opened the rear passenger door of the centre Humvee, inviting the others to climb in. Monroe went first and opened the window. �I�d keep that closed if I were you, Mr Monroe,� said the major. Monroe shrugged and wound it up.
The Humvee roared forward and Samuels began the sit-rep. �Technically, this is Shin Bet�s op, our op, but this one�s a little out of the ordinary,� he said with a slight accent Wilkes picked as Russian. �The colonel�s people are familiar with this place so we�ve called them in. We don�t believe the terrorists know they�re cornered. When they do, all hell will break lose.�
�We�re going to go with a helo insertion and extraction on the rooftop,� Baruch said. �In and out hard and fast.�
�How many terrorists are in the building?� asked Monroe.
Baruch deferred the question to the major with a polite nod of his head. �We don�t know exactly, is the short answer,� said Samuels. �We think maybe ten to fifteen, but it could be more.�
�Or less,� said Baruch.
�Yes,� agreed the major, �or less. Once the UAVs are airborne, we�ll have more definitive intel.�
Wilkes picked up on the tension between the two officers. �And Kadar Al-Jahani?�
�Yes, he�s there. Positively identified by an informant,� said Samuels. �There�s some kind of annual general meeting of terror going on inside. This is a real coup for us. And we don�t want to fuck it up,� he said, glancing at the colonel, who was looking out the window. �We�ve got several high-ranking members of Hamas and Hezbollah all under the one roof.� He frowned. �You know that taking prisoners is not going to be easy.�
�Nevertheless, we have to take Kadar Al-Jahani alive. There�s a bigger picture here,� said Monroe.
�These people are fanatics,� Baruch said. �With respect, I don�t think you realise exactly what that means until you�ve been confronted by it.�
�I hear you, but that�s our mission.�
�They will not come quietly,� said Samuels, turning to look at Monroe, Wilkes felt, to see what kind of man he was dealing with. �They are not afraid of killing, nor of being killed. Death to them is an honour, especially if they are taking Jewish people with them. These are the men who strap explosives to their brothers and sisters, and send them into crowded movie theatres and bus stops. They are not soldiers, they are murderers. They rejoice in killing our grandmothers, our children.�
Wilkes saw the stress in the major�s face. Yes, indeed, they were a very long way from Townsville.
�Shin Bet knows Kadar Al-Jahani, the man you want, well. He�s responsible for many deaths and much unhappiness in our country.� Major Samuels cleared his throat again, something he appeared to do unconsciously when cutting to the chase. �I guess what I�m saying, gentlemen, is that I hope keeping him alive is worth the sacrifice. Good soldiers will die here today. For the sake of their families, I hope their deaths will be worth it.�
The major�s speech was sobering. It was patently obvious that he was against the operation to take Kadar alive. Wilkes wondered if that was the source of the tension between the two Israelis. There was nothing he or Atticus could say to reassure him.
�Sir, I want to go in with your people,� said Monroe.
�That is not possible, Mr Monroe,� said Baruch.
�Sir, I think the CIA would want to know that this op has been done right. If things go wrong � not saying they will, but shit happens � it would be good to have an observer on the ground.�
An observer? An arse protector more like, thought Wilkes. Monroe certainly knew how to play the game.
Baruch considered the American�s request. The logic of it was flawed � his presence could be the cause of fuckups. But there was a certain appeal for political reasons. Baruch looked at Samuels. The major gave the slightest shrug. If the American wanted to die at the hands of terrorists, who was he to stop him?
�I advise against it, Mr Monroe,� said Baruch, �but I�ll leave the decision up to the unit commander.�
The Humvees zigged and zagged through the town, along streets that were alternately brightly lit by the sun and then darkly shaded. Wilkes saw small children shrink behind their mothers and men avert their eyes as the vehicles passed. A group of youngsters spat at them. Stones occasionally pinged off the vehicle�s bodywork, one striking the window by Monroe�s face with a bang that made the American jump. �See?� said Samuels, vaguely amused. �Fresh air here can be dangerous.�
There was fear in this town, and defiance. This was a new experience for Wilkes. He�d only been involved in conflicts where an international force was seen as either stabilising or liberating � a �just� force. From the looks on the faces of the people they passed, there was nothing liberating or just about their presence here.
The convoy slowed through a section of the town that had recently been flattened. Shell holes and blackened concrete rubble provided the executive summary of a recent action there. People picked over the piles of broken brickwork, hunting for valuables. They ignored the Humvees roaring past.
�We fight against the Arab world, which says we have stolen the Palestinian homeland,� said Samuels, providing a commentary to the scenery flashing past. �But did you know, before the Jews began to resettle this place, there was nothing here? It was all just dirt and rock.�
Wilkes didn�t answer. He was watching the children having a rock fight, hurling chunks of brick at each other, laughing.
�The Arabs control ninety-nine percent of the Middle East. Israel is just one percent of the landmass. And still the Arabs want more. They want it all.�
Wilkes nodded, not necessarily because he agreed but rather out of politeness.
�Britain, in particular, is losing patience with Israel. They say, �David has become Goliath.� And America says that we must accommodate a Palestinian homeland,� the major scoffed. �But there has never been a Palestinian homeland. Never.�
The Humvee roared past row after row of basic low-rise tenements and shops. �Did you know that in 1917, the British were given a mandate by the League of Nations to create a Jewish National Home in an area that contained all of what is now Jordan and Israel, and all the land between?�
Wilkes did vaguely remember skimming through the written brief prepared by ASIS and the DIO and reading something like that.
�And then Emir Abdullah had to leave the ancestral Hashemite lands in Arabia. So the British created a kingdom for him that included all the land east of the Jordan River. Our land. They took seventy-five percent of the land the world acknowledged as the Jewish national home!� The history lesson was obviously something drilled into every Israeli, and from the major�s tone he was passionate about it. �Did you know that during the Second World War, the Jews who fought alongside the British were called Palestinians?�
�No,� said Wilkes. That was true, he didn�t, and his notes hadn�t mentioned it.
That Wilkes was ignorant of the fact fired the major on. �And even though we fought alongside the British, they closed the door to all Jewish immigration after the war, while encouraging the Arabs. The world talks about Israel displacing the Arabs in Palestine, but it was they who displaced us! And the Jews have been here a very long time. We were in Hebron even before it was King David�s capital. And then in 1929, their Arab neighbours set about slaughtering the city�s Jewish population. The British? They just stood aside and let it happen.�
�The Brits sure have a lot to answer for,� said Monroe, getting into the spirit of the major�s indignation.
Colonel Baruch leaned across and said, �I am sure our visitors would rather talk about the weather or something.�
�Colonel, we are about to fight a battle on their behalf. I want them to know why good Israelis are prepared to die,� said Samuels, his face flushed with a red heat.
Wilkes and Monroe exchanged a fleeting glance. There was clearly not a lot of love lost between the two Israelis.
�No, it�s okay, Colonel. We�re interested, right, Tom?� said Monroe.
�Sure,� agreed Wilkes. They were guests in a foreign country and neither wanted to appear impolite. And Wilkes agreed with Samuels� point: the least he could do was hear why Israeli soldiers were prepared to put themselves in harm�s way to achieve his and Monroe�s objective.
Samuels glared at Baruch. Baruch turned away and looked out the window. Why don�t you tell them that we won�t allow the four million Palestinian refugees � people we pushed into the desert � to return to their rightful lands, that we are scared to live beside a Palestinian nation with a population that exceeds our own? Why don�t you tell them that we assassinate all their leaders, making it almost impossible for these people to organise themselves, to care for themselves? Why don�t you tell them our jails are stocked with thousands of Palestinians held without being charged?
Samuels continued: �In 1948, the Arabs were offered half of Palestine west of the Jordan River for the creation of a state, but the Arabs rejected it. Instead, the Arab world attacked the struggling state of Israel on all fronts. They didn�t begin the war in defence of the so-called Palestinians to create the nation of Palestine. They went to war to take away what little land we had left so that they could carve it up amongst themselves. And they nearly succeeded. They tried again in 1967, in the Six-Day War, only this time we were ready for them and Israel won back the Arab-held lands. And do you know, at no time before that, during the nineteen years between 1948 and 1967, when Jordan and Egypt held the captured land of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, did they offer to surrender those lands to create the independent nation of Palestine?�
�So where did all the talk about creating a Palestinian homeland begin?� asked Monroe.
�When the Palestine Liberation Movement was founded,� said Samuels. �Its charter said its sole reason for being was the destruction of Israel. They�ve just changed their rhetoric to that of liberating Palestine. Why? Because it sounds better.�
�Can�t argue with that,� said Monroe.
�That position has changed,� said Baruch, suddenly turning away from the window. �The Palestinians now agree that Israel has the right to exist.�
�Yes, but not as the homeland for the Jews,� Samuels countered.
Wilkes and Monroe sat in silence.
The Humvee in front turned hard right and the convoy followed, circling behind a large, squat hunk of dirt-brown metal � a main battle tank. �That�s a Merkava Mk Four. Your M1 Abrams wouldn�t stand a chance against it,� said Baruch to Atticus, breaking the silence. Wilkes didn�t know a lot about Israeli military equipment, and the tank was a complete unknown. �It can also carry around ten light infantry at a squeeze,� Baruch added.
�Beats the hell out of walking,� said Monroe.
A brown Israeli army Mac truck blasting a cone of black diesel smoke into the air inched down a street off to their left pulling two enormous bulldozers. �They�re D-9 Caterpillars,� said Samuels. �Big steel rolling pins.�
Monroe caught Wilkes�s eye and raised his eyebrows silently acknowledging the Australian�s earlier point about the army�s use of bulldozers here. There was very little room to manoeuvre in the narrow street, and the Mac appeared stuck like a cork in a bottle. No doubt the truck would eventually deliver its cargo, but getting the behemoths off the trailer was going to be another problem entirely.
Brakes squealed in clouds of brown dust as the vehicles pulled up behind a three-storey, newly whitewashed building. There were several other army vehicles parked in the vicinity guarded by half a dozen lightly armed soldiers. �We�re here,� said Baruch.
�Excuse me, please,� said Samuels, kicking open the door and jumping out, anxious to rejoin his men. �I�ll catch up with you later, gentlemen.�
Wilkes and Monroe both nodded and mumbled their thanks.
�My deepest apologies for the lecture,� said Colonel Baruch. �History is Israel�s curse.�
�It�s okay, sir,� said Monroe.
Baruch turned, and led them towards a small shop at the base of the apartment block selling newspapers and bottled drinks. In the dark interior, stairs ran up one side of the room and a barber�s chair faced an old mirror that had lost much of its backing. The shop�s proprietor, a large bald man with a big voice, was arguing with one of the soldiers. Another Israeli soldier sat in the barber�s chair flicking through an ancient magazine. He jumped up and saluted smartly as Baruch entered. The officer ignored him and took the stairs three at a time. Monroe and Wilkes followed in his wake.
There was quite a crowd assembled on the rooftop. Several soldiers scanned either the rooftops of other buildings nearby or the sky above, casually resting on flimsy brick walls that crumbled, dropping masonry to the street five floors below. Other soldiers were gathered round a brace of laptop computers set up on trestle tables on the flat, concrete rooftop. Wilkes looked around. The skyline was as faceless and featureless as the streetscape. They were surrounded by a sea of flat roofs, some a storey or two higher, but most a storey lower. On a couple of buildings across the street, small crowds of onlookers had gathered. As Wilkes watched, soldiers arrived to disperse these audiences. Fair enough, thought Wilkes, the spectators� interest in the Israeli army�s activity could easily tip off the terrorists. The terrorists could even conceivably have their own lookouts amongst the crowds.
Four helos circled lazily several kilometres away � a couple of Blackhawks and two Cobra gunships, the thumps of their rotors sharpening occasionally with the aircraft�s change in direction or a shift in the breeze.
The snarl of a small but powerful petrol engine bursting into life caught Wilkes�s attention. He watched as a circular grey contraption around two metres in diameter suddenly lifted off the roof and climbed rapidly straight up, trailing grey exhaust smoke. Wilkes followed it until he lost it against the blue of the sky. �Come,� said Baruch.
Wilkes and Monroe followed him over to one of the soldiers leaning over the computers. �Lieutenant?� said Baruch. The officer turned and then snapped to attention. �Lieutenant Glukel. I�d like to introduce Tom Wilkes and Atticus Monroe.�
�Lieutenant,� said Wilkes.
�Ma�am,� said Monroe. No one shook hands or smiled. It wasn�t a social occasion.
�Lieutenant Glukel is commanding the Sayeret unit. She�s Israel�s first female special forces combat soldier. Lieutenant, Tom and Atticus here are�observers.� The look the lieutenant gave Wilkes and then Monroe was more like an examination, but Wilkes liked her instantly. She had the same tough, no-nonsense self-assurance that was universally shared by combat-weathered soldiers. Wilkes was mildly surprised, and impressed. Surprised because he�d never met a female combat soldier before, and impressed because the lieutenant wore the scars of combat as well as any soldier he�d met.
�How are you feeling, Lieutenant?� asked Baruch.
�Fine, thank you, sir,� said the lieutenant, politely speaking English rather than Hebrew out of deference to these foreign �observers�.
�How�s the rib, Deborah?� asked Samuels, who had rejoined them.
�It�s healed well, sir. No problems with it.� She twisted left then right to demonstrate. Wilkes noted one eye twitch slightly with the movement. There was pain there, but she was in control of it. The woman was tough.
Samuels was called aside by an NCO.
�This is Lieutenant Glukel�s first week back on operational duty. She was wounded,� said Baruch, giving the soldier an avuncular pat on her armoured shoulder.
The lieutenant remained braced up, her face impassive. She was battle ready. Wilkes skimmed a professional eye over her kit. She carried the ubiquitous M16A2 assault carbine, but with a reflex sight, one of the new batteryfree units that utilised tritium and fibre optics to project its dot onto the target. The characteristic Israeli pudding basin helmet appeared heavy and was probably therefore one of the new bulletproof ceramic models. The vest too looked to be ceramic, offering protection from below the femoral arterial line to the mid upper arm. The hand gun she carried was compact and, from what he could see, probably a Glock 17 or 19. Then, of course, there was all the spare ammunition in those pouches on the vest and also, possibly, a brace of hand grenades. Lieutenant Glukel had to be strong to carry all that into battle. Survival in close-quarter street fighting could depend on her ability to move quickly. The gear was a trade-off. She was carrying a lot of protection and the weight of it all might negate the benefits of having it.
�Can I help you with something, Mr Wilkes?� said the lieutenant.
Wilkes snapped out of his daydream and realised he�d been staring at the soldier. �No, sorry, Lieutenant�er, nice vest,� he said lamely.
�You want us to take someone alive from that snake pit?� She didn�t wait for Wilkes to answer. �That means we�re going to have to clear the building room by room. The ceramics will make sure I see another sunrise.�
Jesus, the woman read my mind! The fact that she knew what he was thinking indicated that the lieutenant was every inch the professional combat soldier.
Lieutenant Glukel turned away before Wilkes could apologise again and spoke briefly and heatedly with Major Samuels. She then left the rooftop, sweeping several of the troopers and NCOs along with her. Baruch and Wilkes both watched her leave. �She�s good, Tom. One of our best. But she�s a bit�touchy at the moment. Lost her brother. Died in front of her eyes, on her last patrol in fact.�
�Shit,� said Wilkes.
�Here, we say, �kakat�!�
�Kakat!� Wilkes repeated.
�Perfect. You sure you�re not Jewish?�
Wilkes smiled. �The major and her seem pretty close?�
�That�s probably because Lieutenant Glukel is Major Samuels� younger sister. He wants her removed from combat status. He lost a brother and doesn�t want to lose another member of the family.�
�Oh,� said Wilkes. The fact that Glukel and Samuels were brother and sister was something he hadn�t expected.
�The choice of combat status is the lieutenant�s. And it�s not my place to deny her that if it�s what she wants.�
Wilkes nodded. He could understand that. In a way, the situation wasn�t dissimilar to his own skirmishing with Annabelle.
�Israel is a small country and everyone except the religious academics serves in the army at some point,� Baruch explained. �It�s not unusual for brothers to fight together and, in this case, two brothers and a sister. As I said, the major and I don�t see eye to eye on the lieutenant�s combat status. Also, he doesn�t believe taking Kadar Al-Jahani prisoner is worth risking lives for. Especially his baby sister�s. I�ll be honest with you, Warrant Officer, neither do I.�
�You know my rank?� Wilkes said, taken aback.
�And your regiment.�
�Uh-huh.� Wilkes didn�t know what to say next.
�The Australian SAS has a formidable reputation. You of all people would know how difficult it is to storm a building occupied by a committed, well-trained enemy.� Baruch suddenly brightened. �But today, it will go well. I can feel it. See here.�
The sun had set and night was coming down fast.
Wilkes allowed himself to be pushed to the front of the crowd gathered around the trestle tables. The fact that Baruch knew he was SAS rather than CIA relaxed him a little. He didn�t know how to behave like a CIA man � now he could just be himself.
Wilkes looked around for Monroe to tell him his cover was blown, but Monroe was nowhere about. �Brilliant,� he said to himself.
The portable tables were groaning with monitors, laptop computers and a spaghetti of electrical connection cords and other computer-related paraphernalia. A generator hummed five metres behind this command station, with a backup beside it. Three technicians in civilian clothes sat at the tables and fussed over the gear like mothers over their first-born. One of the grey monitors flashed into life and the knot of spectators pressed closer.
�Sorry, can y�all please just move back a little and give us some air,� drawled one of the technicians, irritated by the pressing crowd. He was a young black American man of around twenty who wore a red Sikorsky-branded baseball cap, a yellow Hawaiian shirt and jeans that looked as if someone had tried to pull them off him and nearly succeeded, the top half of his Calvin Klein underpants showing. Wilkes thought he looked like a rapper. The halfdozen soldiers of assorted rank politely did as they were asked and moved back a pace.
�Okay,� the technician said, nodding, relaxing slightly. �So what we have here is an update on your Combat Forces Digitisation Program, bringing its efficiencies to the difficult-to-manage urban combat zone. The heart of the system is the Dragon Warrior UAV. We�ve had one Dragon Warrior up for some time, giving us the overall picture, and it has now been joined by a second Dragon Warrior � the one you just saw taking off. That means we can orbit the target building using the first Dragon Warrior as a relay platform, allowing us to obtain a wealth of information from the battlefield in real time. In short, we�ll know what�s going down as it�s happening, and be more able to deploy our forces where and when required.�
Dragon Warrior � pretty tough name for something that looked like a flying doughnut, thought Wilkes.
�And the Dragon Warrior is not limited to urban conflicts either. It can be given an over-the-beach battlefield capability by simply attaching the winglets provided.�
�Salesmen,� said Baruch quietly in Wilkes�s ear.
�The Dragon Warriors possess thermal imaging as well as infrared, refractive light and x-ray cameras, all with up to one thousand times magnification. Basically, from a thousand metres away, day or night, we can tell you whether the enemy have clipped their nose hairs. And we can relay that information to any other command set, be it a bunker, tank or hee-lo � anywhere on the battlefield,� he said while he tapped several letters on the keyboard.
�Although it beats me why the presence of nose hairs on the battlefield might be important,� said one of the other technicians, sharing his observation with a snigger.
�I don�t understand,� said one of the Israeli officers.
The rapper continued with a grin. �Dragon Warrior is the missing link � integrating airborne assets with ground forces, improving overall operational capabilities and, of course, efficiencies. From this desk, we can provide situational awareness to nearly all manoeuvring components on the field of battle. We can also switch command centres as the battle develops. And for those of you who are not familiar with this form of battlefield management � an example. The two AH-1 Zefa gunships we have online are each equipped with four tube launched, optically tracked, wireguided missiles � TOWs. An old-fashioned weapon, really. As you all know, the Achilles heel of the TOW is that the firer has to keep the targeting crosshairs on the intended bullseye, virtually to the point of impact. That can make the firer itself vulnerable to enemy attack. Dragon Warrior, however, allows you to designate one hee-lo the firer, and the other the command centre. The launch platform can then skedaddle and the command vehicle can, from a position of relative security, direct the missile to its target.
�Now, of course, most of this isn�t new, but what Dragon Warrior brings to the picture is. It�s a remotely operated platform that can hover, getting its sensors into all those hard-to-get-at places, and make this information available to all friendly forces��
Wilkes thought the technician�s pitch sounded like an advertisement for a cross between a new computer game and a toothbrush.
�And all of it can be presented picture in picture.� He tapped the appropriate keys and the view provided by one of the monitors split into four smaller frames each with a different image.
The pulse of the helicopters suddenly grew sharper. Wilkes realised that it had been reasonably quiet for a time while the aircraft were on the ground picking up Lieutenant Glukel�s assault team. Now the helos were inbound on the target building.
�It�s showtime,� said the technician theatrically, glancing over the top of the monitors at the surrounding darkness, but there was nothing to see. The helos were coming in blacked out.
The technician�s associates began to work furiously over their keyboards.
�This screen here will monitor the heart rates of the soldiers on the hee-lo and this one, those of the ground force,� said the technician tapping each screen in turn. �This information is picked up by a wristband transmitter worn by each soldier and relayed to us via the Dragon Warriors. Twenty-four heart rates in all for the soldiers going in. The wristband also transmits a signal that the command centre here displays as a small, bright red sphere, replacing our soldiers� heat signatures. We can thus differentiate between friend or foe on screen.�
In a quiet aside to Wilkes, Baruch outlined the attack. �There are twelve soldiers coming in on the rooftop, and another twelve providing a blocking force on the ground. At the appropriate moment, we cut the power to the building and �� He finished the sentence by grinding his fist into the palm of his hand.
We hope, thought Wilkes.
�On this other screen, we have the HUDs of the two accompanying Zefa attack helicopters, showing their fire control systems, plus a light-augmented view of the target building provided by the inbound Blackhawk. And, of course, we are in constant communication with every soldier in the battle through their tac radios. The only aspect of the battle we can�t give you is a view of the op from the ground. Unfortunately, the Humvees are not yet looped into the CFDP.�
�Ideally, we�d have brought a couple of battle tanks in to support the operation,� Baruch said quietly, �but the streets here are too narrow for the MBTs to manoeuvre effectively.�
Wilkes nodded. He�d never been involved in an action at this level of command. It was like watching a video game.
�And over here, presented in glorious plasma screen colour,� the technician said, absently tapping keystrokes, �we�ve got the target building itself. Watch this.� The building housing the terrorists switched from being presented in the green glow of light-accentuated mode to that of bright technicolour. �Thermal imaging overlaid with x-ray.� The external brick and plaster of the building was revealed and, beneath it, various joists, beams, electrical wiring and plumbing. There were also red, yellow and green blobs moving about. �Those are people,� said the technician, pointing to the moving blobs. �Dragon Warrior is extremely sensitive. See those occasional fireflies of red with yellow outlines? They�re cigarettes moving from ashtray to mouth to ashtray.� The technician was obviously proud of his baby. �Okay, so let�s switch to the tactical radio frequency and see how the troops are doing. Colonel?� He turned and looked about for Baruch. �Here, sir, have some headphones.� There were a couple of spare sets on the bench. He gave the one set with a boom mic to Baruch. Wilkes helped himself to the other pair.
Wilkes ignored the continuing sales pitch and looked at the tactical situation presented by the remarkable technology. Inside the four-storey building he counted twenty-four contacts. The enemy and the Israelis were evenly matched in numbers. Three of those enemy were on the roof; thirteen were strategically placed at window and door openings. Sentries. On the second floor, there were eight men seated. This was no lodge meeting. The technology was great, but Wilkes wondered whether the Israelis had enough of a force to overwhelm the enemy. Sure, the Israelis had surprise on their side, but that would be given away with the first shot fired. From the positioning of people in the building, it appeared to him that the enemy was prepared for the worst.
* * *
The Saudi smiled at Kadar and gave him a nod. It was risky for him to have come all the way from Asia for this meeting with Hamas and Hezbollah command, but it was a further demonstration of the man�s commitment and loyalty. The atmosphere in the room was jovial. Things appeared to be swinging their way. At last.
The Palestinian clapped a Syrian comrade on the back and the room roared with laughter. Comparing Americans to chickens running about the coop as the farmer�s wife chopped their heads off one by one was a wonderful punchline, and a worthy image.
�I have one,� said Kadar.
�Tell us,� said the Palestinian, eagerly leaning forward. It had been so long since he�d had anything to laugh about, but Kadar�s bombing of the US Embassy had lightened his heart.
�An American couple comes to the Holy Land to see the sights. They�re having dinner and suddenly the wife gets something stuck in her throat. He slaps her on the back, trying to dislodge it. The waiter is called and he too begins to slap the woman on the back, but alas, she chokes and dies.
�Well, the next day, the husband is with his wife�s body at the embalmer�s, discussing costs. �How much to bury her here?� asks the American.
� �Only a hundred dollars,� says the embalmer.
�Next, he goes to the US Embassy. He explains the situation and asks how much it will cost to fly his wife�s body home for burial there. �A lot,� says the embassy. �At least ten thousand dollars.�
� �Okay, that�s fine,� says the husband. �I�ll put her on the first plane out.�
� �But why don�t you bury her here, in the Holy Land?� says the embassy man, puzzled. �It won�t cost you much at all.�
� �That�s true, only a hundred bucks,� he says. �But once upon a time a man was buried here and several days later he came back to life!�
� �Well?� says the embassy man, not getting the point.
� �So,� continues the widower,�now I�ve finally got rid of her, there�s no way I�m going to risk putting her in the earth here!��
The men grouped around the table, and even a couple of the soldiers standing guard, burst into laughter when the penny finally dropped. Tears rolled down the Palestinian�s cheeks. He put his cigarette down, got up and walked around to where Kadar Al-Jahani was sitting. Kadar stood and the two embraced. �Thank you, my brother, for bringing us new hope�as well as a few good jokes.� They all laughed again. Kadar welcomed the affection from the Palestinian � it was certainly a refreshing change from the outright negativity and scepticism that he�d shown in the past. Since the loss of his son, The Cause had become a personal vendetta for the man � the taking of individual lives superseding the desire to establish a homeland. How many deaths would even the scales for the man, balancing the loss of his son? Twenty? One hundred?
�And so, my friend,� said the Saudi, �how did you manage to outwit the Americans in Jakarta? The whole world is talking about it.�
�We had God guiding our hands,� said Kadar.
�Ah, the man has trade secrets he doesn�t wish to divulge,� the Yemeni said.
�Tell us about Indonesia,� said the Syrian. �What is the reaction there?�
�You�ve seen the television reports. Demonstrations, effigies and flags burned�other western embassies, consulates and businesses under siege�� the Palestinian said, lending his support openly to Kadar Al-Jahani for the first time.
�Yes, but�the feeling on the ground?� the Syrian insisted.
�My friends, Indonesia is ready,� Kadar said, nodding slowly, seriously.
The three men smiled at Kadar Al-Jahani. Duat would be pleased, he thought. As he had promised, the bombing had been a risk worth taking.
Dogs began to bark in the street below and one of the Hamas bodyguards closest to the window leaned out to investigate. At that moment, a corpse dropping from the rooftop sped past him and thudded onto the street below, the dead man�s rifle clattering on the road and cartwheeling away.
The guard blinked as his brain attempted to catch up to real time. He watched as Humvees rounded the corner a block away and sped towards the building while, overhead, the air filled with the deafening roar of a large helicopter.
�Fuck,� said Kadar as the bodyguard at the window suddenly spun backwards into the room with no head on top of his shredded neck, spraying the wall with blood.
And then the lights went out, plunging the room into darkness.
* * *
The Blackhawk roared low over the observation building. The reflected glow from the town below provided enough light for Wilkes to see it bank sharply to the right, inbound for a landing on the target building�s rooftop. Everyone then switched their attention from the night sky back to the computer monitors.
Suddenly, two of the three coloured blobs, men on the rooftop, were propelled rapidly backwards. The third body scribed a small arc then accelerated down the side of the building until it hit the street. Another blob on the second storey sunk to the floor, taken out. Thus, in a matter of seconds, the main sentries had all been sniped.
Another monitor presented a second, more distant view of the building in the green of night vision. He watched the Blackhawk flare and counted thirteen soldiers rappelling from the aircraft onto the flat rooftop. He also counted the individual vital signs of the airborne force � there were thirteen � and noted that the individual heart rates had soared. There are twelve soldiers coming in on the rooftop, and another twelve providing a blocking force on the ground. That�s what Baruch had said. The name of a trooper was provided under each heart rate, all except for one. Number thirteen. That had to be Atticus Monroe. Jesus! Wilkes wasn�t superstitious, but that didn�t stop him having an ugly premonition.
The technician fiddled with a box from which two small sticks projected. He tweaked them left and right, and the angle of the view changed � lowered. �Just repositioning one of the Dragon Warriors for a ringside seat,� he explained. �You�ll have to excuse the crude controls. We�re working on an integrated computer control unit featuring touch control pads. But that�s for Generation Two. They�ll probably release that model and drop the price a year into the production run, screwing up the resale value,� said the technician, snickering.
�Shut the fuck up,� snapped Baruch. Wilkes couldn�t have agreed more. On the screens, men were dying. Wilkes shook his head, trying to clear it of the unreality.
The airborne force hit the roof and ran for the stairs. At street level, soldiers jumped from the Humvees. Percussion grenades � two � were thrown in through the front door. They exploded seconds later, the heat flaring bright red, yellow and green on the monitors.
Wilkes heard a woman�s voice shouting instructions: Glukel. There were other voices. Wilkes assumed they were speaking Hebrew � he didn�t understand the words. The tone was urgent but controlled, cool. No panic.
The Israeli troop on the ground went through the front door after the grenades. Samuels� people. Submachine-gun fire and other small arms fire. Shouts. A scream. Baruch said something into his boom mic. No response. He said it again. Nothing. A barrage of yelling. Two of the vital signs on the monitor were flat-lining. Christ. More screams. A clatter of small arms. On the screen, Wilkes watched ten Israelis come back out the front door, retreating. Two soldiers were dragged and another was carried. Others dropped to their knees behind the Humvees, covering the retreat of their comrades, and emptied their magazines into the front door of the building. All three of the mounted light machine guns on the Humvees began pouring fire into the ground floor through the windows, the doors and even the brickwork. There was shouting, yelling through the �phones. The sounds of chaos, fear.
Baruch shouted something into the boom mic. No answer. He repeated the question. Again, no answer. He rubbed his face with his hands.
�Go!� someone said in English through Wilkes�s headphones. That must have been Atticus, thought Wilkes. He checked the monitors. Glukel�s people were faring better. No flat-lines. The view was in infrared/x-ray mode. flash-bangs. The Israelis entered the target room. A brief gun battle. Red spheres swarmed in like angry blood cells. �Target secured,� yelled Monroe with an accompanying whoop.
* * *
Lightning balled in the room. The flashes blinded Kadar Al-Jahani and punched the air from his lungs. He tried to stand, only to be thrown against a wall by a massive force, the power of which momentarily blotted out his consciousness.
He coughed and choked with the dust filling his lungs. Kadar felt himself lifted up, this time by men, and then thrown face-down on the floor. His arms were wrenched behind his back dislocating a shoulder, and a ball of spinning white heat wrapped in the barbed wire of pure pain exploded inside his head. He screamed, but the sound scarcely reached his deafened ears. Vomit seared his throat and made him gag on the mouthfuls of dry grit skinning his insides like coarse sandpaper. Soldiers, Israeli soldiers, were around him. His hands were secured behind his back. Somewhere in Kadar Al-Jahani�s head the reality of the situation found a chink in his armour of disbelief. He was captured.
* * *
A massive explosion echoed through the narrow streets as a rocket-propelled grenade blew up the lead Humvee. �Jesus,� said Wilkes, �where did that come from?�
Baruch snapped at the technician to reposition the Dragon Warrior. �Kakat!� said Baruch, the veins in his neck pulsing like excited worms. The UAV revealed that the building opposite the target was garrisoned with yet another twenty or so enemy. �Fuck!� Baruch shouted, slipping in and out of English. RPGs ripped through the air leaving smoke trails. The rear Humvee bounced as it exploded in a mushroom of fire, landing upside-down. Wilkes heard the sound of whimpering men coming through his �phones. Others were yelling. He glanced at the monitor � nine flat-lines amongst the Israeli ground force, Samuels� people.
The gunships hovered above the scene. They couldn�t get off a shot at the floors occupied by the enemy across the street from the target building. The streets were too narrow. The action was now out of the Israelis� control, despite all the technology.
Glukel�s people began to pull back. The Blackhawk settled on the rooftop. The Israelis had three flights of stairs to relative safety. Three enemy shooters popped up on the rooftop of the building across the street. The orbiting Zefas cut them down with miniguns, their tracers a river of molten metal. RPGs answered, roaring across the narrow street and into the target building this time. BOOM! Strangely, the enemy�s target appeared to be the vacant floor above Glukel�s and Monroe�s men.
�Shit, man, why they doin� that?� asked one of the techies, thinking aloud the question also on Wilkes�s mind. �How dumb is that? They�re firing at their own people.�
A barrage in the �phones from Glukel followed that could only be swearing.
More enemy RPGs made the characteristic sound of tearing paper as they streamed across the narrow street, exploding against and inside the building. Someone was coughing, gagging. Wilkes realised that the air must be thick with concrete and clay pulverised to dust by the concussion, making it impossible to breathe.
�The staircases!� Wilkes heard Monroe yell.
�Shit!� said Wilkes, suddenly grasping the enemy�s move. That�s why the terrorists were firing into the building. Their targets were the staircases. With all of them demolished, Atticus and the others now had no way out. They were trapped. They couldn�t get up to the Blackhawk, nor could they leave out the front door.
Machine gun fire was now raining down on the Humvees from the heavily defended building across the street. It was a killing zone. Wilkes saw that there were now twelve flat-lines, Major Samuels one of them. The buggers never had a chance. Glukel barked an order. Wilkes watched it carried out on screen � brightly coloured red spheres took up position at the windows. One of the spheres only made it halfway, then turned blue. He glanced at another monitor. One of Glukel�s people had flat-lined. Jesus, this was murder. Small arms fire illuminated by hundreds of tracer rounds was being exchanged across the narrow street.
Baruch roared into the �phones. Glukel yelled back. Dragon Warrior picked out half a dozen enemy about to make the dash across the street into the building held by the Israelis. Now Glukel, encumbered by dead and wounded, outnumbered and under pressure, was going to have to defend her position against an enemy on the assault.
Wilkes had seen enough. He grabbed a helmet and a tac radio off the table, and ran for the stairs. He brushed past an NCO whose mouth was open, enthralled by the monitors. �Thanks, mate,� he said as he lifted the man�s sidearm from its holster. He took the stairs in a series of jumps and burst onto the street. There was a Humvee, motor idling across the street. He sprinted to it, opened the door. An Israeli grunt with his mouth open sat behind the wheel. Wilkes pulled him out by the collar, climbed in and stood on the accelerator. The vehicle jerked forward. He wrenched the wheel and the Humvee oversteered down a narrow side street, the back end flicking out and slamming into a wall. Wilkes floored it, took a left and a right and hoped his sense of direction hadn�t failed him. The vehicle shot out of the narrow lane like a bullet from a gun barrel. He threw the thing sideways then stamped on the brakes. The cloud of brown dust rolled forward obscuring his vision momentarily. And then he saw it not five metres directly in front, lit by the Humvee�s dirt-caked headlights: the Merkava main battle tank.
Wilkes kicked open the Humvee�s door and ran to the tank. The panic heard over the combat frequency was coming in waves. Baruch was shouting orders � Wilkes had no idea what was going on, but it was obvious that there was no contingency plan in case things went to shit. He also knew that what he was about to do was downright illegal and that he could be imprisoned for it, or even shot. But Atticus was a friend � even if he was occasionally a pain in the butt, and he liked Lieutenant Glukel. What am I going to do? he asked himself wryly. Ask the colonel to pass the popcorn while I watch them die on telly?
The Merkava MBT was dark, but its air-conditioning system hummed quietly. There was no doorbell to press. Wilkes slammed his helmet repeatedly against the back of the tank. It bounced off with a dull thud, as if the monster was a solid ingot of pig-iron. Nothing. He crashed the helmet again and again against the tank, a wave of frustration building within him. If there were someone inside, would the thick hull even transmit the noise he was making?
A crack of yellow light appeared at the back of the tank as its rear door swung down. A rock and roll track blared out. AC/DC, an Australian band, for Christ�s sake, screamed out at a hundred decibels. A blond, bleary-eyed soldier poked his head out to investigate, pistol in hand. Wilkes kicked the gun aside, pushed the man back inside the tank and leapt in.
�Speak English?� asked Wilkes.
�Y�yes,� said the private. He stuttered with an unusual accent Wilkes couldn�t place. �Who ��
Wilkes cut him off. �Can you drive this thing?�
�Yes, but who are ��
Wilkes found the tank�s comms suite, isolated the radio, and tuned it to the tactical frequency. �Kill the music.�
�Er, okay, but�� said the soldier. He punched a button on a communications panel and a guitar solo ended abruptly.
Wilkes dialled in the combat frequency and the tank was suddenly full of the battle raging three blocks away. Glukel was screaming at someone. Baruch came in over the top. The noise of a submachine gun firing nearby drowned everything out. It was suddenly cut short by a scream.
�Your people are dying,� yelled Wilkes. �Get this fucker started.�
The soldier nervously looked about for someone to tell him something different. He was young, inexperienced. The crew had gone off to a brothel and left him to guard the tank with a stack of American hot rod magazines for company. It had been so quiet he�d even been considering jerking off over the blonde leaning on the bonnet of a �57 Chevy when movement on a video screen had caught his attention. He�d adjusted the tank sight system, external video cameras embedded in the Merkava�s armour, and saw this man pounding on the back door. He should have told him to fuck off over the PA, but instead he�d made a mistake and decided to do it face to face. He cursed himself for that now � his commander would kill him. He�d get back from doing the business and find the tank gone. The soldier pictured the look on his commander�s face and the subsequent anger that would be directed at him. But the explosions and the screaming coming through the internal speakers overcame his fear of his immediate superior�s retribution � that and the fact that the man who�d invaded his private world waving a Glock in his face was a more immediate threat.
The soldier lowered himself into the driver�s seat and tapped his access code into the computer�s touch screen. The beast�s engine still held a little heat. He tapped the green, warm-start option and the massive diesel roared into life.
Wilkes put on the commander�s helmet, which included integrated �phones and mic. The driver followed suit. �What�s your name?� asked Wilkes over the intercom.
�Benyamin,� the driver answered nervously.
�Where you from, Ben?� asked Wilkes quickly, turning the volume down on the bad news coming over the radio so that he could get the answer.
�Originally�South Africa, sir,� said Benyamin, deciding that the man who�d commandeered (the word �hijacked� had entered his head but he killed it instantly) his tank had to be an officer � Sayeret, or maybe even Shin Bet.
�Well, Ben, we�re going downtown to pick up some friends. If we do it right, we�ll get a big pat on the back.� Wilkes chose not to add that if things went to hell there�d be faeces on the fan.
�Which direction, sir?� Benyamin asked.
�You got a map of this city?�
�Better than that, sir.� The young man touched his screen several times and a similar screen in front of Wilkes flashed into life. On it was a colour road map of Ramallah with the tank�s location on it illustrated by a small tank icon. Cute. Stuck to the armour plate by his shoulder with Blu-tack was a collection of pictures of naked women torn from various sources, positioned around a buxom brunette suggestively riding the Merkava�s gun. Wilkes shook his head � the interior of the tank was no different to any other male workplace he�d been in.
�GPS,� Benyamin said by way of explanation.
Wilkes hit the transmission button. �Lieutenant Colonel, this is Tom Wilkes. I have a tank. Put me up on the system.�
�Tom, where�?� Baruch was momentarily confused, but Wilkes had chosen his words well, and the colonel grasped the Australian�s intent. He yelled at the technicians who relayed the frequency.
�You got that, Ben?� asked Wilkes.
�Yes, sir. Seatbelt.�
�What?�
�Your seatbelt, sir.�
�Oh,� said Wilkes, vaguely surprised. He shrugged and buckled in. �And the name�s Tom, okay?�
�Yes, sir�Tom.�
Several frames suddenly appeared on the screen, one atop the other. Wilkes moved them around with a trackball beside the screen. Benyamin did the same. The target building was one right turn and two hundred metres away. Benyamin touched his screen and the road ahead was captured by the TSS and projected onto separate monitors in the ubiquitous green of augmented light.
Wilkes heard Baruch ask him several questions but he ignored him. He was still working out in his own head exactly what he was going to do with the tank once he got it into position. The situation at the target building had stabilised somewhat, but only temporarily. The terrorists attempting to take the ground floor had been beaten back. But Dragon Warrior had picked up reinforcements in the vicinity, making their way to the battle with, doubtlessly, more RPGs. The Zefas were powerless, unless the terrorists had the bad sense to try again to take up positions on the rooftop giving the helicopter gunships a clear shot. Samuels� men � the ground blocking force � had been slaughtered to a man. Glukel�s troop was gradually being whittled down. From the screen display he could see that four were wounded, two seriously. The soldiers were also running low on ammunition and resupply was not an option. Lieutenant Colonel Baruch had assembled an assault team from scratch, made up of nearby Israeli Defence Force soldiers on various security details, but they would be walking into a firestorm. Whoever these enemy soldiers were � Hezbollah or Hamas � they were not lying down without a fight. Samuels had been right.
�What have you got � what sort of rounds?� Wilkes asked.
Benyamin was well and truly on side now. The information coming in on his touch screen from the UAVs and helos presented a desperate picture. His eyes were now wide in their sockets, his mouth dry with the adrenalin rush. �Sir, we have APFSDS and HEAT multipurpose rounds, plus assorted anti-personnel and HE rounds.�
The armour-piercing fin-stabilised discarding sabot round would have been perfect if they were up against tanks, APCs or hardened bunkers. But a high-explosive anti-tank round, basically a high-explosive shaped charge, would clear the building in one massive blow.
�Given �em HEAT?�
�That�d be my choice, sir.
�Well, get it loaded.�
Benyamin slowed the Merkava, swung it round the right-hander then gunned it. The tank�s 1500 horsepower General Dynamics GD833 diesel thrummed as it launched the tank�s thirty tonnes down the road. The going was tough. The gap between the buildings was too narrow to allow the tank to pass freely between them. The left side of the tank ploughed into several buildings, causing them to cave-in as it charged through. Benyamin worked the touch screen. �Two rounds in the hopper, sir. One to do the job, and one for luck.�
�Got an ETA?� asked Wilkes.
�Thirty seconds give or take, sir.�
Wilkes increased the magnification on the forward view. The target loomed large. Benyamin switched to infrared. The hot lead and tracer exchanges between the two buildings could be seen clearly, as could the burning Humvees out front.
Machinery clanged beside Wilkes as the HEAT round was automatically pushed into the gun�s breech. An orange glowing diamond appeared on the building about to be reduced to landfill. Benyamin moved it around with the trackball. �I think the ground floor, sir. Give our people across the road some protection. But I�d give them some warning.�The Israeli tried to lock the gun on target but the street was too narrow, so he widened the angle by smashing the tank through an adjacent building. Benyamin brought the gun to bear again, this time with better results. Its stabilising system took over, automatically making minute corrections in all axes, compensating for the tank�s movement, to ensure the round, once launched, hit the spot.
�Roger that,� said Wilkes. �Lieutenant Glukel, Tom Wilkes.�
�I hear you,� yelled the lieutenant, partially deaf from the ordnance exploding all around her.
�Get some cover now,� said Wilkes.
�What?�
�Gotcha, Tom,� said Atticus. �Whatever you�re gonna do, buddy, do it fast. No ammo�wounded.�
�You�ve got a five countdown.� Wilkes counted back from seven until he reached five. He turned off the radio and finished the countdown in his head: four�three�two�one. Wilkes yelled, �FIRE!�
The Merkava leapt as the HEAT round erupted from the gun. An instant later, a massive percussion wave swept over the tank. Benyamin stood on the anchors and the Merkava skidded to a halt sideways, clipping a building and knocking out a large corner of it. Wilkes was almost thrown out of his seat and was grateful for the seatbelt. All went strangely quiet, and then a pitter-patter sound emanated from the hull like a light sun shower on a tin roof. Wilkes looked about, unsure of the noise.
�It�s raining, sir,� explained Benyamin. �Concrete.�
Wilkes checked the monitor. Sure enough, chunks of concrete, stone and bricks were striking the road all around the tank. A large �thunk� gently rocked the Merkava, and Wilkes, with the help of the TSS, watched a three-metre corner section of a wall tumble off the tank�s turret and onto the road. The dust had a while to settle but the cameras, in light-augmented mode, revealed a hole where once a building stood.
�Bloody hell,� said Wilkes quietly.
Benyamin nodded. �Yeah. Cool, huh?�
* * *
Kadar viewed the surf suspiciously, but the joy that seemed to possess everyone who swam between the peaks was infectious. He dived in and struck out for the green water beyond the white, beyond the breakers where the waves lined up like soldiers, obedient to the orders of some invisible drill sergeant. Kadar rose as the first wave in a set lifted him up, its energy encouraging him to catch the next. As the wave passed, it set him down gently in its trough. But then the following wave approached, bigger than the first. It sucked him through the water as it neared, dragging him up its towering face. For a moment he was poised on its crest. He looked down and saw that there was no water on the reef below, just the points of the coral reef with one small fish flopping and twitching between its jagged fingers. The face of the wave became concave and Kadar saw the wave for its true self: a malignant force with a conscious and grim determination. He looked down on the reef below as if from the roof of a four-storey building and saw his death. The lip of the wave curled under, taking him with it. It drove him into the reef and rolled him over those jagged peaks.
It was as if he had no strength to resist, for the wave�s power was beyond resistance. It drove him down and tumbled him around, over and over. It pummelled him senseless, rolling him so that he had no sense of up or down, and all the while the air in his lungs soured, his desire to inhale growing by the moment so that his chest burned and his head pounded with an irresistible craving to breathe, breathe, breathe. Yet, round and round he was driven, the surf careless of his life, which must surely slip from his grasp at any moment. It was as if a great hand had forced him to the bottom and held him there, grinding his limbs and his face on the coral, slicing, piercing, the water reddening with his ebbing life force.
And then suddenly he burst to the surface at the last moment of desperation to inhale the sweet clear air. Only this time, there was nothing but sand to breathe; mouthfuls of rasping sand that filled his lungs with a dry burning. Kadar Al-Jahani regained consciousness as he coughed and hacked to free his lungs of the concrete dust. There was silence in his head, the silence of the deaf. He began to crawl slowly. His shoulder was torn and loose, the ball rolling freely in soft muscle made him want to cry out, but he bit down on it, channelled it, harnessed it to his will to survive and escape. His hands were secured behind his back, so Kadar fell on his face several times as the rubble shifted under his bloody knees. And still the dust choked. He crawled for days and weeks like this, stumbling, falling, searching for air, air that was sweet, a clean breath above the roiling dust.
�Son of a bitch,� Wilkes heard Monroe say.
�Let�s roll,� said Wilkes with a nod of his head to Benyamin.
The Israeli gunned the diesel and the Merkava bucked forward, rearing over the scattered debris like a frightened horse. The soldiers waiting in the building choked as the billowing waves of grit coated their lungs.
�Where�s Kadar?� asked Monroe.
�He�s with you,� said Glukel.
�Shit,� said Monroe.
Some long seconds of silence followed. �Okay,� said Monroe. �I do not have the prisoner. REPEAT! THE PRISONER HAS ESCAPED!�
�Kaaakaaaat!� yelled Glukel.
Shit! Wilkes resisted the temptation to say it into the mic. Without Kadar Al-Jahani, the mission would be worse than a complete disaster. So many pointless deaths� Wilkes checked the monitor in front of him and cycled through the various levels of information. Major Samuels and all his men were dead, according to their flat-lines. And if they weren�t dead before his arrival with the Merkava, only a miracle would have saved them during the explosion of the HEAT ordnance. He again counted the signatures of Samuels and his people and the lines were as before � all flat. But there was something unusual. Lieutenant Glukel was in the process of conducting a search of the demolished building to find Kadar, ordering teams of two to perform a systematic search of the various rooms. The Saudi could well have just been hiding somewhere amongst the rubble.
�Lieutenant Glukel?� Wilkes said.
�I�m busy.�
�Lieutenant. How many in your troop?�
�Twelve. No, thirteen, including your friend Monroe.�
�Atticus,� said Wilkes. �You wearing a wristband?�
�No,� said Monroe.
�Okay, well I�ve got thirteen signatures here on screen. So why is that?�
�Christ! I forgot. I put my band on Kadar after we cuffed him,� said Monroe.
�I�m with you,� Baruch said, interrupting. �Give me a minute.�
Wilkes heard him talking heatedly with the technician. Wilkes wondered whether the American had pulled up his daks now that the stress levels were elevated. A refreshed view of the building flashed onto the screen in front of Wilkes and on it floated twelve bright red dots, each representing a soldier�s homing beacon. But there was one missing. Unlucky number thirteen.
�Tom, we�re going to have to send Dragon Warrior on a bit of a fly-around. The target couldn�t have gone far,� said Baruch.
The view of the building changed as the UAV swept around it slowly, stopping every dozen metres or so in a hover to scan the surrounding buildings. And then, suddenly, there it was, or rather, there he was, Kadar Al-Jahani. There was a brightly coloured red sphere inching down the street behind the target building.
�You got that?� said Baruch.
�We�re on it,� said Wilkes. �Benyamin?�
The tank moved forward, swung right, then advanced slowly. It was a tight fit in the side street. It took out the front wall of a two-storey dwelling that promptly collapsed around the tank. The Merkava stopped in the T-intersection at the rear of the building, Benyamin rotating the turret so that it fitted between the buildings. There was not enough room to turn the tank through ninety degrees without destroying more buildings. The tank�s TSS cameras revealed a small dust-coloured mound moving slowly down the middle of the street. Benyamin targeted the main gun on the lump and loaded the spare HEAT round into the breech.
�I think you�ve got him covered, Ben,�said Wilkes. �Crack the doors and leave the motor running.� Wilkes released his safety harness, picked up the Glock and disappeared through the rear. The tank�s floodlights snapped on. Wilkes gagged on the thick dust boiling around the tank. It stung his eyes and made them water. The atmosphere in the tank had been cool and clean, purified by the air-con. Wilkes pulled himself up on the tank, picked his way over it and then jumped back down into the rear lane. He walked up to the lump, a man with his hands snap-locked behind his back, crawling along on his knees, his skinned face and broken shoulder pushing into the dirt as he tried in vain to escape.
Glukel�s people materialised from the target building, dragging their feet slowly, exhausted, crunching the rubble and grit collected on the road. Seven faces, seven pairs of white eyes blinking from black faces. They carried their people who were too badly wounded to walk. One of the men carried a dead comrade over his shoulder.
�I hope he�s fucking worth it,� said Glukel too loudly, her ears clogged with the thunder of battle. She didn�t wait for a reaction, but pushed past Wilkes towards the tank.
�What kept you, Mr Cojones?� said Monroe, the smile for once wiped from his face.
* * *
Lieutenant Colonel Baruch stood in silence as he watched the monitor, the green clouds of dust settling. He knew this would be his last op. He would be retired, probably with yet another medal. In the words of the American technician beside him, it had been �a cluster fuck�. A nice term. He couldn�t have put it better himself. All the technology in the world and still, at the battle front, flesh and blood had stopped the bullets. That crazy Australian bastard. If not for him, more body bags would have been required. But how the hell was he going to keep the warrant officer�s involvement from leaking? If it was important enough, someone else higher up could worry about that.
Besides, Baruch no longer cared and his knees trembled with the realisation. He felt a great despair within. More letters to mothers and fathers explaining the hero�s death earned by their sons. Baruch headed from the rooftop to the stairwell, and checked the magazine in his sidearm as he walked. It was full. No doubt someone would find a use for the nine rounds that remained.

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

It had never happened before. Annabelle Gilbert was late getting to the station. She leapt from the taxi and flew through reception, running onto the set trailing a make-up artist who fussed with a tube of mascara. This was not good enough, she told herself, and there was no excuse. Okay, so Saunders had taken her to lunch, told her she had the world at her feet, and the two bottles of vintage merlot had worked their magic, dissolving her guard and melting time. Suddenly, it was five thirty-seven in the evening and the red light on the camera facing her would wink on in exactly twenty-three minutes. No, correction, twenty-two and a half minutes, she realised, glancing at her TAG Heuer.
�Shit,� she�d said, jumping up from the table, teetering on heels that clattered across the restaurant floor as she headed for the front door. Fortunately, as she�d run down the steps, a taxi arrived dropping off a couple of businessmen. One of them held the door open for her as she jumped in. Annabelle hoped the alcohol wouldn�t be noticed when she read the news � it was a sackable offence to be drunk on camera, and quite righly, too. The realisation that she had broken a number of her own professional and personal rules made her furious, white circles on her usually rosy cheeks the only indication of the anger welling inside. No time to prepare. No time to get her thoughts in order. Only time to wing it.
��and five and four and�� The assistant producer held up three fingers silently, then two, then one, finishing the countdown pointing at her.
�Good evening. This is Annabelle Gilbert with the six o�clock news. Tonight, anger at the pumps as petrol prices surge to as much as a dollar fifty-five a litre, huge seas batter the New South Wales coastline, and an IVF chimp gives birth to triplets.�
Gilbert turned to face another camera as its top light flicked on, and assumed her most serious face. A brief pause in the rolling script on the autocue glass in front of the lens allowed her an extra second to suitably compose herself. �The Israeli army today claimed a major victory in the war against terrorism, swooping on members of the radical groups Hamas and Hezbollah in Ramallah on the West Bank. The daring raid, utilising infantry, helicopters and tanks, cornered the terrorists as they met in a deserted apartment block��
As Gilbert read the lines, footage of the attack played across the monitor facing her. Israeli soldiers dropped onto a rooftop from a helicopter. Then suddenly it was night and the black sky glowed orange with a massive explosion. The picture cut to show weary Israeli soldiers stepping out the back of a tank. Gilbert froze. One of those soldiers was Tom. Annabelle�s mouth went dry and her skin crawled with a cold sweat. The footage continued and showed Tom assisting a wounded soldier.
�More than a dozen Israelis were killed in the assault on the terrorist stronghold,� she read, not realising she was doing so. �Israeli officials claim that one of the terrorists killed in the raid was Kadar Al-Jahani, the man US intelligence experts believe masterminded the recent bombing of the US Embassy in Jakarta, causing the deaths of at least one hundred and thirty-seven people��
Through sheer professionalism, Annabelle Gilbert had somehow managed to keep it all together during the half-hour bulletin. But when the floor producer drew his finger across his throat and gave the thumbs up signalling the end of the broadcast, Annabelle rushed from the set violently sick.

Sirkin Air Force Base, Israel

Unfortunately for Kadar Al-Jahani, and despite the news reports to the contrary, he was still very much alive. �Please�� he croaked, lifting his head as far as he was able. Wilkes gave the man his waterbottle while the jailer adjusted the prisoner�s restraints prior to transport, manacles around his neck, wrists and ankles linked by a short chain that would force him to stoop and shuffle like a man whose muscles and tendons had dried and withered with arthritis and age.
�Keep it,� Wilkes said.
�No. It is against the rules,� said an Israeli sergeant, snatching the bottle from Kadar and handing it back to Wilkes.
�Thank you anyway,� said Kadar Al-Jahani in heavily accented English, his sunken dark eyes looking up from black and purple sockets.
Wilkes studied the captive terrorist. His body was more bruised than he would�ve expected. Blood caked his swollen lips and there were red pools under his toenails. No doubt there were other fresh wounds visited on him by his jailers that he couldn�t see beneath the rough cotton prison greys. There were few Israelis who hadn�t been directly affected by the actions of men like Kadar Al-Jahani and, despite the heavy guard and tight security, it was likely he�d been paid several unfriendly visits during his brief imprisonment.
�You are not like them, I can see that. So then why ��
One of the jailers smashed his elbow into the side of Kadar Al-Jahani�s head. The other yelled at him, Wilkes guessed, to keep quiet. He thought of Major Samuels and his men, all dead, and of Colonel Baruch, his body found slumped in the back seat of a Humvee, his thumb inside the smoking Glock�s trigger guard. No, he had no sympathy for the prisoner.
�I can see this is going to be a pleasant trip,� said Monroe, swinging his gear over his left shoulder.
Wilkes agreed wanly. They, Wilkes and Monroe, were part of the security detail accompanying the prisoner to his next destination. Exactly what should be done with Kadar Al-Jahani after his capture hadn�t been resolved when they�d left Australia. Wilkes assumed he�d be brought to Australia via Diego Garcia for questioning, but now the powers upstairs had different ideas. And they made sense. Kadar was hardly going to give up anything important when politely asked to do so. Anything of value would need to be�extracted, Monroe had said, and he was probably right.
�Where he�s going, the guy will give up his grandma when those assholes are finished with him,� said Monroe after they were told of the prisoner�s final destination.
Before leaving the building, Kadar Al-Jahani was hurriedly kitted up in full Israeli army protective gear, ceramic body armour and helmet. He was then bustled towards the stone courtyard of the maximum security prison and into the glare of a morning sun that burned as if concentrated by a magnifying glass. At the last moment, a hood had been placed over the prisoner�s head and helmet and he was ringed by nervous soldiers armed with Uzi machine pistols and submachine guns. Two burly bodyguards hurriedly pushed him into the back seat of an IDF Humvee, one of four in the convoy, and climbed in after him along with three heavily armed soldiers. Wilkes and Monroe took their places in the last vehicle, sitting shoulder to shoulder with the security detail who stank of sweat, stale tobacco and gun oil � the smell of soldiers no matter who or what they fought for.
The convoy made its way through the streets of outer Tel Aviv to Sirkin AFB, just another military convoy with somewhere to go in a hurry. It drove to an apron well away from any Israeli Air Force or Sayeret infrastructure and activity, where a huge United States air force C-5A Galaxy transport plane sat on its own, gigantic wings drooping as if exhausted by the heat of the day. The prisoner was transferred to the belly of the plane, whereupon the responsibility for him passed to the US Army, and to Wilkes and Monroe. The soldiers saluted each other and the Israelis left.
�Water�� croaked Kadar Al-Jahani again, once the Israelis had departed.
�Shut the fuck up, motherfucker. So you�re a fuckin� terrorist, a terror-ist? A person who deals in terror? Well, here, I am the man who deals out the terror, y�hear, motherfucker?� To underline his point, the US Army corporal, a bull of a man and black as the night, plunged his fist into the prisoner�s stomach.
�Hey!� said Wilkes, the punch taking him completely by surprise.
The restricted movement forced on the prisoner by his manacles, and the heavily strapped shoulder dislocated in his capture, made him drop to his knees, then onto his side as he struggled to regain his breath. The doctor provided to oversee Kadar Al-Jahani�s health, a US Army major, turned away as if he had something more important to attend to somewhere else in the plane�s cavernous interior.
�I don�t think that�s necessary, do you, Corporal?� asked Monroe.
�No, sir, if you say so, sir.�
�I say so,� said Monroe.
�Sir. Chew an American, ain�t chew?� he said.
�Yes.�
�Just checking, sir.�
Monroe and Wilkes looked at the man and decided to let it go. Both had had enough of confrontation for a while. They lifted Kadar to his feet and helped him across to the bench seats running the full length of the aircraft�s fuselage. The Israelis had stripped him of his protective gear and the hood, leaving his prison garb drenched in sweat and his hair matted with dust and grime.
�No way, sirs. I am the loadmaster here and this is my world. Them seats is ree-served for US Army personnel. You can sit there, sirs, you�re welcome. But yo� motherfucker terrorist can sit his ass on the floor, okay? That�s SOP. Don�t like it, sirs? Take it up with the US Army. I�ll show you where he can sit.�The corporal pulled Kadar Al-Jahani up by his chains, choking him briefly. He led the prisoner to a cleared section of floor and pushed him down onto the checkerplate, locking the chains into a cleat. He walked off, shaking his head and grumbling about �motherfucker pussies� and �do-gooders�.
Monroe gave the prisoner a sip from his water container. Kadar grabbed the bottle between both hands and brought it to his lips, gulping thirstily. �I think this is going to be one of those times when you wish you�d taken the train,� said Monroe.
�Yeah,� agreed Wilkes. Around eleven thousand kilometres to go, sitting on little better than a canvas bench seat, the bare ribs of the plane�s fuselage for back support, with Corporal Punishment providing the in-flight service. Wilkes hated flying at the best of times. He knew the next thirteen or so hours would remind him why. But no matter how uncomfortable he was, the prisoner, chained to the bare floor, would have it worse. Wilkes shrugged. The man was a killer � he deserved that and more.
Wilkes and Monroe watched as the corporal rechecked that the rest of the load inside the vast belly of the C-5A was secured, pulling on the webbing holding down a Cobra gunship and, behind it, two LAVs � light armoured vehicles. The ramp under the aircraft�s enormous tail fin began to rise as the engines spooled up. Wilkes felt a tap on his shoulder. It was Monroe. In the palm of his hand was a set of foam earplugs. �Thanks, mate,� he said. It was noisy inside the C-5A, but nothing compared to a C-130. Talk was still possible, however. Wilkes noted that, since the tank episode in Ramallah, his working relationship with Atticus had improved out of sight. Monroe mustn�t have too many mates, he observed, if it took that kind of demonstration to prove worthy of the bloke�s friendship.
�Can I have more water?� said the prisoner.
Wilkes couldn�t see why not. He offered the man his drink bottle.
�Allah favours the merciful,� said the man before taking a drink.
�Well, then you�re in his bad books for sure, pal,� said Monroe, to which he received a puzzled look from Kadar. �Remember, the US Embassy, Jakarta?�
�Mohammed, may His name be praised, tells us to slay the pagans, the infidels.�
�When will it stop, all this slaying?� Monroe asked.
�When Israel is pushed into the sea and the Arabian lands are returned to the Arabs. When the Palestinians have a homeland.�
�So where will the Israelis go, given that they can�t just swim around in the Med indefinitely?� Atticus Monroe folded his arms and stretched his legs out in front of him in a useless attempt to get comfortable.
�Of course, they will all be dead. Or perhaps they will go and live in your country, America.�
�I heard there are many people in the Middle East who think Israel is America,� said Wilkes, finding himself drawn into the conversation.
�Yes, and I am such a one. Israel, for all Washington�s denials, is an instrument of US foreign policy. The Americans give to the Israelis two billion dollars each year to spend on weapons. Who are these weapons to be used against? Why do the Americans give the Israelis so much money for instruments of death? Because the violence and unrest caused by Israel�s presence in the region suits America. It keeps the Arab world divided and the oil prices low. And that is why America is our enemy.�
�You guys are deluded,� said Monroe, realising he was having a nice chat with a man who had personally engineered the deaths of the people at the embassy. �And you are a murderer.�
�No, I am a soldier.�
�No, we�re soldiers. Don�t flatter yourself, pal. And I�m not listening to another word of this shit. You know, Tom, what these people here need is a whole bunch of those Lutheran missionaries to settle the place down. Worked in New Guinea�� With that, he squashed the plugs into his ears, closed his eyes and hunkered down on the narrow seat.
�And there you have the typical American response to the truth,� Kadar Al-Jahani said with a sneer. �And why we hate them. Look at him. Americans only listen to Israel. I fight for a Palestinian homeland. I fight for the injustice done to my fellow Muslims by American foreign policy. You would do the same if you were put in my position.�
�And what position is that?� asked Wilkes. He had to admit, he was intrigued. He�d looked down the gun sight at plenty of fanatics and extremists over the years, but it occurred to him that he�d never actually talked to one.
�Where are you from? You have a different accent to this American.�
�Australia.�
�Yes, Australia. Another instrument of American foreign policy. Well, Mr Australia, you come home one day and strangers are living in your house. What do you do? You ask them to leave and if they will not leave, you try to force them out, and if they kill your mother and your brothers and sisters and your children and still refuse to leave, what do you do about that?� Kadar Al-Jahani spoke quietly and Wilkes had to lean forward, the noise of the taxiing aircraft making it difficult to catch all the words.
Wilkes had heard something like that before, but from the other side. Wasn�t it Major Samuels who said, �They rejoice in killing our grandmothers and children, our brothers and sisters�?
�What are you doing in Indonesia?� said Wilkes.
�Do you not want to answer my question?�
The truth was that, no, Wilkes didn�t want to answer Kadar Al-Jahani�s question because he�d do what any man would do no matter what their religion or nationality or skin colour � he�d defend his family to the death. And he didn�t want to give the terrorist the satisfaction of hearing that. Fortunately, the massive engines of the C-5A began to shriek as it turned onto the threshold markers and a wall of noise came down on any conversation.
The prisoner shrugged and held up Wilkes�s empty waterbottle. Wilkes accepted it with a feeling of frustration. He knew the Israeli point of view and he�d just been given a glimpse into the reciprocal hate driving the machinery of the human meat grinder that was Middle Eastern politics. The Israeli perspective was no different to that of the Palestinians. And the meat grinder would go on consuming human lives until both sides were satisfied that the matter had been settled. It was really no different to the payback practised by the primitive PNG highlanders, a blood feud in which both sides believed they wore the white hats. Perhaps Atticus was right and what the place needed was a good dose of Lutheran missionaries. What would settle it for the Arabs? A Palestinian homeland? What would settle it for the Israelis? A secure Israel? These things had been offered in the past, yet both sides appeared more prepared to embrace hate than each other, and the opportunities for peace had been blown to pieces again and again and again�. �History is Israel�s curse and we have a lot of history here.� Baruch�s words came back to him. The colonel was right. There was too much looking back and not enough looking forward. This supposedly was the place where loving gods had touched the earth, but instead of love they had left behind a poison that had consumed mankind for two millennia.
* * *
Just on twelve and a half hours later, the C-5A rolled to a stop. The nose on the monster raised while the ramp at the back lowered on huge hydraulic arms, and the Caribbean sun flooded in. After the darkness of the hold lit by occasional dim fluorescent strips, Wilkes and Monroe both blinked and squinted at the sudden ferocity of the glare. A squad of half a dozen US Army troopers armed with M16A2s were marching across the tarmac towards them, accompanied by a bird colonel and a couple of lieutenant colonels. Before they arrived, Corporal Punishment unlocked the prisoner�s chains after giving him a halfhearted kick in the legs, supervised by the doctor, to check that he was still alive.
�Welcome to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, gentlemen. We�ll take it from here,� said the colonel to Wilkes and Monroe with a soft Kentucky drawl as he strode up the ramp. �I do hope he hasn�t given y�all too much trouble.�
�Well, yeah, actually � he�s a snorer,� said Monroe, screwing up his face.
�Good,� said the colonel, distracted, looking at the man in chains being heaved to his feet. �I am now officially relieving you of the prisoner,� he said with continued formality.
�Why, thank you, Colonel,� said Monroe.
�I believe you�re going straight on to Diego Garcia once you�ve refuelled. We�ll have to show you our wonderful facilities some other time. Have a pleasant flight,� he said politely. The colonel turned and walked down the ramp. The NCO commanding the squad shouted something incomprehensible and Kadar Al-Jahani was taken away, secreted in the middle of the knot of armed soldiers. Next stop, Camp Echo � so named because it recalled the infamous but now dismantled Camp X-Ray.
The US Army corporal grumbled as he hosed away the puddle of urine the prisoner had left behind. �Fuckin� motherfuckers all do it.�
�Did you see those two lieutenant colonels?� asked Monroe, ignoring the enlisted man.
�Yeah,� said Wilkes, rubbing the top of his head. He�d noticed and taken an instant dislike to them.
�Those guys must have been what, mid thirties?�
�Yeah. One of them still had nappy rash.�
�No one gets to be a lieutenant colonel that young.�
�Not unless you have a very particular expertise,� said Wilkes.
Atticus nodded.
* * *
Kadar Al-Jahani had moved without resistance. He knew full well where he was. No one told him that escape was utterly pointless. He could figure that one out for himself. Where could he possibly have escaped to? In his more lucid moments, he remembered passing through countless gates, through tunnels of razor wire, eventually arriving at a bunker. No one spoke to him. They had unchained him at gunpoint. Next they shaved his head and beard, and drenched him in delousing chemicals that made him gag and vomit. They then strip-searched him brutally, leaving his anus bleeding, and dressed him in red � the colour of flayed skin.
He warned himself that pain and suffering would be his only companions for the foreseeable future. He worried that he would not be up to the task of locking his precious knowledge deep within. Keeping it to himself would be a last revenge, a final great victory. Physical pain was something he�d experienced many times through his life, but it occurred to him that pain had always come to him by accident. Now it would be administered by practised, enthusiastic hands.
Kadar Al-Jahani sat slumped in the chair he�d been strapped to, in a room painted brilliant white. Overhead, halogen lights blazed down. Kadar Al-Jahani again dared to close his eyes and shut out the present, if only for a moment. Electric shocks jammed into his body, pulsing through him like a thousand glass needles breaking off under his skin. His jaw clamped down on his tongue, biting off the tip, and his mouth filled with blood. He opened his eyes and the electricity instantly stopped. Soon, he knew, his lids would close again and nothing he could do would prevent them.

Central Intelligence Agency, Australia bureau, US Embassy, Canberra

The report came to Ferallo over the intranet, the secure feed. Originally written in Hebrew, it had gone through CIA translators in Tel Aviv and the Shin Bet had costamped the translation, meaning they were okay with its accuracy. She flicked through it first with her finger on the �page down� key, stopping occasionally for more detail. But the more she took in, the more Ferallo became both intrigued and disturbed, emotions that seemed to the assistant deputy director to go hand in hand too often in this business. She decided to print it off, all one hundred and sixty-seven pages. It was the IDF report from the operation Atticus and Tom Wilkes had recently been involved in. Too many Israeli soldiers had died, and Atticus was lucky not to have been counted amongst them. According to the report, Atticus had Tom to thank for that.
The IDF wrap-up included a detailed coronial report and identified by their remains the men Kadar Al-Jahani had been meeting with. They were mostly members of Hamas and Hezbollah, along with several others the Israelis believed to be financiers. Their various names were provided in the report, as were photographs. They looked familiar. Ferallo sat back and stared at the photos, and wondered why. And then she realised. She called up on screen the photographs taken at Kadar�s meeting with several unknowns in Rome. Yep, it was the same men. So they were financiers. Ferallo was fleetingly annoyed that their identities and involvement in the scheme of things had only come to light by their deaths. Terrorists with money. Rarely was there a more lethal combination. Money gave terrorists the financial freedom to recruit, train, plot and scheme. The template example was 9/11. Sure, the men who took the planes in that instance did so with threedollar box cutters, but it took millions to put them in those aircraft at the right time with the right skills, in a coordinated attack timed to perfection. The collective intuition was that Kadar Al-Jahani and his South East Asian connection, Duat, were up to something major. Now, as far as Ferallo was concerned, it was fact. And yes, the bombing of the embassy was just the entree. Still the big question remained: what?

Flores, Indonesia

Hendra and Duat stood on the beach in silence with their binoculars trained on the horizon. The moment of truth for Hendra�s latest guidance system had nearly arrived. This time, Hendra was sure of the test�s outcome, but he didn�t want to think that, much less say it out loud, for fear of casting bad fortune upon it. The test bed, a commercially made powered glider, had a wingspan of five metres. It had been modified extensively, of course, to accept the guidance and flight management systems and a larger fuel tank, and the sheer size of the thing would make it easy to spot once it cleared the horizon.
But as with all Hendra�s test flights, there were many components under scrutiny, and the failure of any one could spell disaster. And disaster was now the outcome he most expected after so many failures. Electronic music behind him distracted him and shifted his thoughts. The young boy he�d caught playing with the computer toy had become his assistant. His name was Unang.
The youngster had been standing beside Duat and Hendra with his hand sheltering his eyes, watching the horizon for movement. But after a time, Unang had given up through boredom, and was sitting under a tree with a new Nintendo Gameboy, one of the hundred Hendra had bought. Duat had earlier been annoyed by the device, believing that it was frivolous. But then Hendra had spoken up both for Unang�s surprising talents and for the quite extraordinary qualities of the games platform itself, and Duat had eventually stopped slapping the boy around the head.
From the first, Hendra could see that there was something extraordinary about the CPU powering the toy. A little investigation on the Internet proved how right he was. The Z80 processor inside the Gameboy was indeed special, and now it formed the heart of his latest attempt at a workable guidance system.
Hendra was staring so hard at the horizon, trying to penetrate the perpetual haze that blurred the line between sea and sky, that he was developing a headache, a solid pounding at the back of his head. He could sense Duat beside him, and felt the man�s growing anger and disappointment as the seconds ticked by. Everything Babu Islam had planned was resting on his shoulders and again Hendra cursed himself quietly for making rash promises. He glanced at his watch. The drone was late, but only by a minute. Three minutes was the cut-off. Two minutes of sweating remained. Hendra chewed on a fingernail, ripping it off painfully at the quick. A few bars of inane music chirped electronically behind him. �Turn that off,� he snapped at Unang.
It will work, it will work�be patient. Hendra again examined the intricacies of the new guidance system in his head in an attempt to isolate anything he might have overlooked. He�d discovered that the Z8��CPU had been around for a very long time � twenty-five years � and was the basis for many amateur robots. It was also, apparently, very easy to program, something of purely academic interest to Hendra because computer programming, he decided, was beyond him. But not, it seemed, beyond Unang. Hendra had been following the instructions conveniently set out on the website for programming the chip, but making little headway. Then Unang arrived, inquisitive. He watched over Hendra�s shoulder for a time and then said, �You�re doing it wrong, Hitu. You are repeating every command. The language is self-documenting. I�ll show you.� Hendra stood back and watched mesmerised as the boy went to work.
Finally, the day had arrived for the over-the-horizon test. Hendra had nervously invited Duat to witness it. A buzz had gone through the encampment, largely because of Unang�s involvement in the project, and a sizeable audience had grown on the beach to watch it. The drone took off uneventfully under remote control, whereupon Hendra switched it over to fully automated flight. It climbed to fifty feet, banked gently and tracked down the beach, turned again and flew over the encampment before changing course again and flying out to sea, all as preprogrammed. There was nothing more to watch for forty minutes. The test drone disappeared into the mist and all the spectators drifted away. Except Duat. The Emir stood rooted to the spot, his toes occasionally digging into the sand, silently watching the horizon through his binoculars. These were the moments when Hendra realised how important his work was to Babu Islam, and he desperately wanted it to succeed.
But perhaps, again, it would not succeed today.
Hendra�s watch gave him the bad news as the second hand swept around the top of the dial and, simultaneously, a little stopwatch alarm sounded. Time was up and there was no sign of the drone. Another failure, and Hendra realised he�d have been more surprised if the test had been a success.
And then a smudge of smoke appeared on the horizon in exactly the spot where the drone should have appeared. �Do you see that, Hendra? There, on the horizon.�
Unang joined them, searching the horizon, his interest rekindled.
�Yes, I see it,� Hendra said, squinting through his binoculars, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice. While he looked at the light grey stain that marked the transition from sea to sky, willing the VHF receiver to begin squawking with the signal sent from the UAV, a wheelhouse climbed above the rim of the world and sat beneath the smudge. Hendra�s spirits fell. It was a fishing trawler.
�Hendra, I�ll need twenty men. Armed,� said Duat quietly, without taking his eyes from the binoculars.
Hendra�s excitement turned to fear as the reality of Duat�s order reached the part of his brain not involved in his project. Duat�s gaze remained riveted on the approaching fishing boat as Hendra turned and ran back along the beach towards the encampment. Boats were not an unusual sight on the Java Sea, Duat told himself, but one heading directly towards them was. He willed it to veer away but it kept coming.
Hendra returned quickly, a ragtag platoon of men in his wake armed with an assortment of weapons from assault rifles and RPGs to machetes.
Through his binoculars, Duat saw that several men toting submachine guns had assembled on the trawler�s foredeck. It was cutting through the water fast, much faster than any fishing boat Duat had ever seen, white foam tumbling from its high bow. And then the national flag of Myanmar appeared on the boat�s radio mast and a wave of relief flooded through him. �Friends,� Duat called out suddenly, waving an arm high above his head, lowering the binoculars, �you are welcome.�
The men on the beach reacted swiftly to the change in Duat�s attitude. They lowered their weapons and became an instant and enthusiastic welcoming committee, waving boisterously.
The trawler surged forward briefly on its own stern wave as the throttles were cut. It coasted into the small bay and dropped anchor. A small dinghy was lowered and three men climbed in, two of them heavily armed and obviously bodyguards for the third. Moments later, the dinghy�s keel carved a groove in the sand and a weatherbeaten man of around sixty hopped nimbly ashore. �Where is Duat?� he said in halting English.
Duat walked forward from amongst his men and held out his hand in welcome.
Within half an hour, exactly two hundred kilos of heroin number four � the injectable variety � was ferried off the trawler and stacked neatly on a tarpaulin spread on the sand. It was the balance of what Duat had bought. Each brick, packed in red greaseproof paper stamped with the White Stallion logo, weighed exactly one and a half kilos. Together, the bricks represented exactly forty million US dollars. Duat did the sums in his head and the figures made him giddy. The street value in Australia was around one point two million dollars per kilo. This small stack would generate around two hundred and forty million dollars� worth of income. Add the income already earned from the fifty kilos previously received and distributed � all up three hundred million dollars!
Duat still found it difficult to believe Babu Islam�s potential income. Once various middlemen, officials and retailers took their respective cuts, it would fall to around two hundred and thirty million � a clear profit of one hundred and eighty million Australian dollars. Duat shook his head in awe.
�Where is Abd�al Rahim?� said Duat, glancing around. �You,� he said, pointing at one of his men. �Give this to Rahim and tell him we need it tested.� Duat tossed him one of the red bricks and the man ducked away instantly. Duat realised there was little he could do if the general had delivered merchandise below the quality promised and previously received but, at the very least, he needed to reassure himself.
* * *
Rahim lay in bed and cursed the arrival of yet another day. His joints ached and his bowels rumbled. Sleep had been impossible, for no sooner did he lie down than he would need to run to the toilet, sometimes to vomit but mostly to sit. His head throbbed with an ache that felt like his brain had been thrashed by an eggbeater. Lately, his skin had begun to bruise easily and large crimson stains resulted from even the lightest pressure. Soon, Rahim knew, the real pain would begin as his internal organs shut down. He hoped he had enough time left to finish his important work here before death took him gratefully to Allah and to paradise.
Rahim watched as his assistant moved around the room, sweeping away the dust, humming. Her name was Etti. She had worked at the blood bank in Jakarta. She did not have the kind of medical knowledge he had hoped for, but she had a little useful experience and she would have to do. Lately, Etti and her cat had begun to share his bed to keep him warm. He remembered a time when he would not have been able to lie beside a woman without taking her, the demands of manhood overcoming all reason, but those days were long gone. The warmth she gave was almost motherly and he lay in her arms limp, without ardour, reassured by the simple presence and comfort of another human being. He had banished the cat, however. It made him sneeze. Cats were truly disgusting animals.
�Doctor, doctor!� The young man burst into Rahim�s quarters without knocking. He held the package high. Rahim, lying on his cot dozing, opened his eyes slowly and waited till they focused before speaking. Rahim was no doctor of medicine, but lately the men had come to call him that because it was he who set their broken limbs and bound their sprains. Duat�s recruits were getting younger every day, he decided.
�Emir wants you to test this,� he said, panting. Emir � leader � was what the men called Duat. Rahim wondered what �this� was. He reached down beside the cot and felt around on the wood-slatted floor for his spectacles. He put them on while still horizontal, refusing to be rushed. �What is it?� asked Rahim as his assistant relieved the young man of the red package and brought it over to him. Etti shrugged, as did the courier.
A surge of excitement filled Rahim when it came into his hands. Many kilos of this had already passed through the encampment and he had been extremely annoyed when none had been kept for camp use � his use. Rahim had been waiting for this moment. He had tried opium to relieve the pain, but it made him sick and unable to work, and work was his sole release, but this�Rahim knew what it was instantly: heroin. Properly administered, he could use it to function without suffering, for he knew that the alkaloid in his hands was the finest pain relief known to man.
�Yes, yes, of course,� said Rahim, �test it.� In the excitement of the moment, he had forgotten exactly how to perform such a test. He placed the package on the workbench that occupied two sides of his abode and considered it for a moment, searching his memory. The full chemical description for heroin was diacetylmorphine, formed when acetic anhydride reacted with morphine hydrochloride. That much he knew. He sliced one corner of the package with a knife and chipped off a corner of the brick. The powder was white with not a trace of yellow, suggesting that it was reasonably pure. But how pure? �I will need ten minutes,� Rahim grumbled.
The young man nodded and disappeared as Rahim sifted through his small library. He found what he was looking for after a few minutes and left the book open on the bench so that he could refer to it. He broke off a larger chunk of heroin, weighed it, then chipped away smaller pieces until he was satisfied with its weight. As the book instructed, he dropped it into a solution of ethyl alcohol, ether and hydrochloric acid. The beaker was placed over a low flame and more acid added until the chip had dissolved. Rahim then smeared a drop of the solution on clear glass and allowed it to evaporate. Within a couple of minutes, all that remained was the residue. It was totally clear. Rahim looked up. The young man had returned and was picking up various bits of equipment then putting them down, bored and impatient. �Tell Emir, ninety-nine percent pure,� said Rahim.
The young man turned and ran out the door, keen to deliver the good news.
�Rest now, Abd�al,� said Etti, hands on her broad hips. �You do not look well.�
�I�ll do what I choose, woman. Have you checked the swine this morning?� he asked, unable to take his eyes off the white powder on the workbench.
�No, Abd�al. Too many distractions.�
�Well, don�t let me keep you from your duties,� said Rahim as he poured the test solution into a heavy-duty yellow plastic barrel stencilled with distinctive interlocking circles, the international symbol for biological hazard.
�You must rest, Abd�al. You will kill yourself one day,� grumbled Etti, annoyed by his dismissive attitude more than anything else.
�May Allah let that day be soon,� he said, hunting through the medical supplies, searching for a hypodermic syringe.
The messenger ran back to the water. The gathering on the beach was now very large, with nearly everyone from the encampment congregated there. The kitchen had fed the largely Thai crew with nasi goreng and most of the men were now smoking, enjoying the local kretek cigarettes, and the sweet smell of cloves laced the gentle sea breeze.
�Emir, Emir,� said the young man, out of breath after having sprinted back and forth between the doctor�s hut and the beach a couple of times. �The doctor says it�s ninety-nine percent pure!�
Duat had randomly checked the contents of more than twenty of the wrapped packages and was in the process of recounting the stack of red bricks a third time. ��one hundred and sixty-five, one hundred and sixty-six, and the package with Rahim makes it one hundred and sixty-seven.� Duat nodded, satisfied.
�You must sign for it,� said the toothless old captain, presenting Duat with a piece of paper held to a clipboard. Duat almost laughed. Couriers were the same no matter what the parcel. The paper was covered in a script Duat was unfamiliar with, but its purpose was plain. Once signed, Duat couldn�t complain to the general that he had not received what he�d paid for.
�Did you say, ninety-nine percent pure?� Duat asked the messenger, the number filtering through his preoccupation with the captain and his paperwork. The young man nodded vigorously. Duat beamed broadly and slapped the captain on the back. He�d thought this part of Kadar�s plan would be difficult and dangerous but, apart from an uncomfortable visit to Myanmar, it had been trouble free.
The captain snapped at one of his men who, in turn, shouted at the rest of the crew. They retired to their launch, a military-style RHIB powered by a phenomenally large outboard motor. The captain gestured Duat over with a wave of his hand. �Be careful, my friend,� he said to Duat when he reached the side of the boat. �There are eyes everywhere.� He flung back an old canvas on the bottom of the launch.
Duat�s eyes went wide. �Hendra, come here,� he said.
The technician, who had been sullen and withdrawn since the failure of the test flight, trying to work out what might have gone wrong, had to be prodded by one of the other men.
�Hendra, Emir wants you,� said the man, tapping Hendra�s shoulder with the flat of his machete blade.
Hendra pulled himself up and walked over to the launch.
�We were shooting at sharks half an hour out when this flew past, low,� said the captain. �One of my men brought it down with a lucky shot.� Beneath the canvas lay the sodden remains of Hendra�s drone, a wing and part of a smashed fuselage. �I think you should know�it was on a direct course for your camp,� he said, a look of concern on his face.
* * *
Rahim released the tourniquet and lay back on his bed as a surge he�d never known before flowed through his body. He�d administered what he�d believed to be a very small dose, but the drug was enormously powerful, lifting him within a handful of seconds beyond pain and into the heavens themselves.
�Abd�al, Abd�al. Come quick,� said Etti as she burst through the door. �You must see this.�
Rahim wondered what could be so important.
�The pigs!�
The pigs, yes, now that could be important. He leapt off the bed most unlike a terminally ill man in his last few months of life and dashed out the door. In yesterday�s experiment, he had added one milligram of the substance to three litres of water, which had been absorbed by two kilos of rice. The rice was then fed to one of the pigs, a sow, and a very large one at that. The sow was then admitted to a pen with three males, all of whom had been denied food for four days.
Rahim raced to the pen and was astonished by what he saw. The large sow was dead and, as expected, had been largely devoured by the hungry males who had slit her from anus to breastbone. But the males, also, were dead. All from one single carefully measured milligram of the substance; less than a drop. The agent was as lethal as reported. Truly, it was a weapon of massive and indiscriminate destruction. Rahim�s mind drifted to the concrete encased, stainless-steel canisters now sharing his quarters: twenty litres of the very blood of Death himself.

Manila, Philippines

Skye Reinhardt lay awake in the early hours of the morning. She�d been living with the guilt for several weeks and the stress of it was starting to show, the occasional fine line between her eyebrows now a deep and permanent fixture on the face that met her in the mirror. That guilt was like some kind of wild animal she couldn�t shake, stalking her, leaving her staring into the dark, fearful of closing her eyes.
Jeff was the source of that guilt, or rather, her feelings for him were. The frequency of his visits had started to increase to the point where he was now flying into town every few days just to be near her. For a while, she�d managed to convince herself that she was in control of the relationship, but two factors were forcing her to realise the truth. The first was that she resented the existence of a Mrs Kalas down in Sydney. Jeff had recently let slip that he�d had sex with her. Skye argued long and hard about that. She was incensed. What? You had sex with your wife!? No matter how vehemently she argued the point she just hadn�t been able to make him understand how wrong that was. The other disturbing fact was that Skye had been unable to tell him who her employer was, not the full truth, anyway. She�d only managed a version of it, that she was an academic researching the stability of the Filipino government amidst the rise of Islamist fundamentalism throughout the region.
At first, Skye had successfully managed to convince herself that the subterfuge was a necessary aspect of spycraft, that she was working undercover here. But the reality � and this truly frightened her � was that Jeff would simply stop seeing her if he knew she was CIA. He hadn�t told her this directly, of course, but she knew it nonetheless. Why? Because he was somehow involved in the bombing of the US Embassy in Jakarta! At some point Skye had not been able to identify, she had had to make a choice: a relationship with Jeff, or loyalty to her country. The choice hadn�t seemed as stark as that but, as she lay in her room watching the ceiling fan slowly rotate, the truth of it struck her as inescapable.
When the embassy was bombed, every CIA station in South East Asia had been put on full alert. Langley screamed that the perpetrators of the murderous act would have to be run down and damn fast. As expected, the politicians and the press back home immediately and aggressively began to question the CIA�s capabilities � or lack of them � because of its failure to pre-empt the attack. Shit flows downhill. This unhappiness had been passed on down the line and the Manila bureau had received its fair share. The perpetrators of the heinous act had to have had a base, and the island of Mindanao, where the US was already fighting a dirty little war alongside Filipino regulars, was high on the list of probable locations for it.
Skye took several deep breaths and then forced them noisily through her open mouth, hyperventilating like an athlete before a race. The shock of seeing the dartboard on that first morning, when the field of suspects had been narrowed by some unknown piece of intelligence, was still very real within her. She had arrived late to work because Jeff was in town. He�d taken her to dinner, a French restaurant and very expensive � of course. They�d had champagne, Veuve, their special thing, and then they�d gone home to his hotel room to fuck � no, to make love. It was more than just a physical thing by then.
It was ten past nine the next morning when she had woken, feeling bleary but sated, with the deep satisfaction in the base of her spine that only came from great sex. She had come three times and was proud of it. She remembered joking with herself in the taxi ride on the way in whether she should send a memo around about what she was getting from her man but, of course, decided against it. The office was too tense since the bombing of the embassy for that kind � or any kind � of frivolity. So instead she�d gone straight to her desk, put her bag down, then headed to the kitchen to fill her jug at the cooler. Fortunately the kitchen was empty because then she didn�t have to explain why she suddenly dropped her jug, sending shards of glass to the four corners of the room. The dartboard beside the water cooler had been modified, rearranged, the pictures culled. Even the haunting picture of Bin Laden with that oddly gentle Mona Lisa smile had been taken down. Now there were only two photos pinned to the board. If she was not mistaken � and she wasn�t � they were the men she�d seen that day, poolside with Jeff. �Prime Suspects � Jakarta� said the laser-printed headline below the mug shots.
The manhunt was being conducted out of Australia, the Canberra bureau. The coordinator for the hunt was a Ms Gia Ferallo, the deputy assistant station chief down there. Skye had hurriedly written down the deputy director�s direct phone number on a piece of scrap paper, then cleaned up the glass on the floor before returning to her cubicle. The rest of the day was vague in her memory, probably because she spent most of it staring at the wall, replaying in her mind every moment she�d spent with Jeff, winnowing it, searching for anything of substance that was suspicious. Jeff was a moneyman, that much she knew. And he was married � twice. Skye realised that she had very quickly become far more preoccupied with Jeff�s marital situation than his relationship with the two obviously very dangerous men. She had failed in her stated objective to get inside his guard. Instead, she was getting herself laid.
Skye turned on her bedside light and pulled out the two laser prints of the suspects from under her mattress. One of them, Kadar Al-Jahani, was dead, killed in Israel according to office circulars and confirmed by news reports. A large red X had been drawn on his mug shot on the dartboard. The other one, the man known as Duat, stared at her with flat black eyes above high cheekbones, the skin shiny where it pulled tightly across them. His lips were thin and he wore a scraggly beard. A happy thought occurred to her: if both the men were killed, would her relationship with Jeff slip into the irrelevant basket? No, she decided, after a heartbeat of hope. There was only one course of action open to her, but she knew that it would end her career at the CIA and possibly earn her a small cell in Leavenworth. The only question unanswered in her mind was whether she would confront Jeff first.

Flores, Indonesia

Hendra danced up and down, whooping and yelling. Duat swivelled his head as the drone flew overhead, watching it track down the beach. Unbelievable. The plane had completed its pre-programmed flight plan just as Hendra had said it would, a circle that took it more than fifty kilometres out over the sea. Duat patted Hendra on the back as the former air force communications man took control of the plane through the small transmitter. It behaved just as if a pilot sat at the controls, only the pilot in this case would have to be impossibly small as the cockpit was only big enough in size for a piglet.
�Now we begin trials with Sword of Allah,� Hendra said.
Duat smiled. Yes, Khalid bin Al-Waleed, the famous general known as the Sword of Allah, who conquered so many lands and peoples in the time of the Prophet, and in His name. �That is a good name, Hendra. Kadar Al-Jahani would have approved. We�ll paint �Sword of Allah� on the side of the drone and bless it with prayers and song.�
�Thank you, Emir,� said Hendra as he turned to sprint up the beach to collect the aircraft just landed.
Duat allowed himself some degree of satisfaction. Plans had actually progressed far better than he ever would have expected since the death of Kadar. Much of that, Duat readily admitted to himself, was largely because of Kadar�s planning and foresight. The strike against the embassy had achieved many good things � secured their support and swelled their ranks.
A sudden sharp explosion from the encampment made Duat flinch. The screams began as he sprinted up the embankment and into the camp. It had come from the weapons range. Duat rounded the hut where lectures on explosives were given, and pushed through a growing knot of men and women shouting and crying over the remains of three men who�d been harvesting Composition B from claymore mines. Obviously, some of the men had been careless and all three had paid the price with their lives, the mine�s seven hundred small ball bearings macerating them into human mince. The sight annoyed Duat. They could ill afford to lose three lives so pointlessly. One of the dead had also been amongst the most experienced of the explosives handlers, personally trained by Kadar Al-Jahani himself. He would be missed.
* * *
Kipchak Khan Janiberg, the Mongol Khan of the Golden Hordes, screamed at the top of his lungs so that his own men cowered in fear behind him. His anger rang in his own ears and his horse shifted about nervously, its hooves scrabbling for purchase in the greasy mud. He again cursed the delays forced on his army by the weather and by the sickness. These delays had allowed news of the Khan�s approaching force to race ahead of the forward companies, bringing stories of the horror set to be unleashed on the people of this Italian outpost. So the peasants, merchants and noblemen alike had time to run for their lives and cringe like frightened dogs behind the city�s forbidding concentric grey walls.
The Khan looked up at those implacable walls and in frustration called aloud to the gods to deliver the city of Caffa on the shores of the Black Sea to his army. For three long years they had surrounded it and yet the city was still denied him. The Khan snatched at the bridle and his white horse wheeled about. One of the men beside him, a general no less, slipped off his mount and landed heavily on the ground, unconscious. Kipchak did not have to wonder long at the reason for the fall, for the characteristic swelling the size and colour of a rotten onion stood out black and shiny from the man�s neck. Frightened by the proximity of the disease, where a man vomited blood and his fingers, toes and penis turned black before death came, the Khan dug his spurs into the horse�s thighs and galloped off towards the camp.
Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim found the general later on his rounds. He was one of many charged with the gathering of the hundreds who died daily, for disposal. The wagon behind him swayed precariously in the mud, overloaded with corpses for the cleansing fires. There were some on the pile who were still alive, but only just, but the Khan�s household had made the decision that, for the good of all, those close to death should be taken to its bosom. Rahim looked down at the general, a great man by all accounts, a leader, a conqueror of foreign lands and people, laid low by the swelling disease, and soon for the fires. The irony of it made him laugh, for he, Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim, was a nobody from a poor family with no land and no prospects save for the opportunity provided by war, and yet here he was, strong and alive, a conqueror of death itself. A survivor. He directed his assistants to pick up the general and throw him on the wagon. But the general was a big man with plenty of meat still on his carcase, despite the long campaign, and it took three to lift him. Rahim took him by the shoulders and lifted up his head.
�Send me to mine enemies,� the general said breathlessly.
It was a strange thing to say and Rahim asked him what he meant. Of course, the general was delirious and couldn�t understand anything Rahim said to him, but he nevertheless kept repeating, �Send me to mine enemies,� while he rocked and swayed on top of the small mountain of legs and arms and heads loaded on the wagon, as it wound its way through the encampment.
This was a dream Rahim had experienced many times before, and he knew it like an old and familiar movie. Sometimes he played a soldier, once the Khan himself, but mostly he was just an extra in the drama that filled his sleep. And because it was a familiar dream, he was not at all scared by its horror. Indeed, since his system had been introduced to heroin, he found himself capable of manipulating the story in his sleep, just like a movie director. So it was that Rahim allowed the drama to cut to the tent of the Khan.
Rahim approached the guards outside the entrance. He could see the fear in their eyes, for Rahim had become associated with Death, indeed was His emissary. �Tell the Khan that I, Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim, can deliver Caffa to him.�
The guards looked nervously at each other. They were clearly frightened of him, but equally fearful of disturbing the Khan�s pleasure, the cries of ecstasy and pain rising in volume from the captured women within. But on this long campaign in foreign lands, the guards, themselves soldiers, knew the importance of spies, traitors and stratagems. Yes, the Khan would be angry at the disturbance, but war came before a women�s legs were parted and the guards would lose their lives if they were involved in prolonging the siege one day longer than necessary. Fortunately, while they considered Rahim�s request, a scream mixed with the grunt of male orgasm told the guards that their king�s lust was spent, and they allowed the filthy pedlar of death to pass after searching him thoroughly.
Rahim entered the tent and saw the Khan lying amongst five naked women, all of them smeared with the blood of a sixth woman disembowelled on the floor. Rahim surmised rightly that the dead woman was a virgin, and free of the disease, and so her blood possessed magical protective powers.
�What!� demanded the Khan when he saw Rahim enter, blood dripping from his beard.
�Great Khan. I can deliver Caffa to you.�
Such was Rahim�s ability to manipulate the dream that he moved it forward again to the moment marking the beginning of the end of the siege of Caffa. Rows of trebuchets were assembled in crescents around the city walls, their wheels chocked and raised to provide maximum elevation and, hence, range. Rahim himself had been given the task of loading their pouches with the lethal cargo, fresh human corpses displaying the largest black swellings under their arms and in their groins. And there were many corpses available as the swelling disease had cut a swath through the Mongol army, great piles of them stacked ready and waiting, oozing filth with a stench that made even Rahim gag.
Rahim watched for the Khan�s signal, a nod to the herald with the cow�s horn. A groan from one of the bodies loaded on the sling beside him distracted him and he missed the movement of the Khan�s head, but the clear notes that rang hard against the city walls were unmistakable.
Rahim wondered if this was what the general meant when he said, �Give me to mine enemies,� but it was a good idea. Rahim himself gave the order and the hammers came down on the locating pins, releasing the massive counterweights and leather springs that wound rapidly back to their stops. The heavy trebuchet arms swung through their arcs in unison and, with a mighty crash, the first wave of infected corpses flew high in the air and cleared the walls of the city. The Mongols cheered while the townspeople on the parapet watched perplexed at the tangled human mass that sailed overhead and landed with a distressing splat on the muddy walkways and stonework within the walls.
�Rahim�Rahim.� Rahim felt the hand shaking his shoulders and he opened his eyes. �You were tossing and turning and calling out. Are you all right?�
�Yes, yes, I�m fine,� he said, blinking. Such a rapid journey from the distant past to the present was disorienting. No, it was only a dream, fool. Yet the dream had become so vivid since his cancer had been diagnosed, he often wondered whether he really had been at the Mongol siege of Caffa in 1346, the first recorded instance of the use of biological weapons. He had studied it when the Saudi army appointed him to head up its defensive chemical/biological weapons program. Renamed Feodoysia, he had even visited the city in the Crimea and, frighteningly, parts of the old centre had been familiar to him. The infected corpses, riddled with the bacillus Yersinia pestis, and their clothes harbouring the most likely carrier, the rat flea, Xenopsylla cheopis, had had the desired effect. The plague raced through the town and Caffa was taken. But not before many townspeople had escaped and carried the Black Death to other population centres, bringing about the Great Plague of Europe in which millions perished.
Rahim knew that the notion of punishment for deeds in a previous life was against the teachings of Mohammed, may His name be praised, but he considered it anyway. He wondered whether the vivid dream was an actual moment from a life lived long ago. Perhaps his rapidly advancing cancer was God�s way of evening the score over past misdeeds. And yet here he was again, loading a modern trebuchet with a biological agent to spread death and destruction. Rahim lay quietly on his bed for a time and considered the parallels.
�Etti,� he called out. �Prepare my medicine.� Why face the day without it? Rahim told himself.
A short time later and with Etti�s help, Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim climbed into the one-piece rubberised suit as the warmth of the medicine spread through his veins, wiping out the pain as effectively as rain extinguishing fire. Only the barest hint of the agony that had been his constant companion remained. He sat patiently while Etti packed away the quarter brick wrapped in its red wax paper, placing it in a strong box. Initially she had disapproved, but then she�d seen the change, the benefits it brought. The drug gave Rahim the strength to lift his limbs off the bed. Under its influence, he no longer seemed a walking cadaver.
Rahim had calculated his consumption of the White Stallion at present dosage levels and determined that he had enough to last a year. However, the dosage was increasing steadily, his body building its tolerance to the alkaloid�s invasion of his nervous system. Rahim had three, or perhaps four, months left to live before the cancer took him to his grave. How much he would need in that final month was anyone�s guess, but Rahim wanted to be sure there was more than enough. The pain was unendurable without the white powder now, and its ferocity would build in his last days, blotting out memory, invading his every cell with its malevolence. The pain would occasionally even spike through the drug�s protective blanket, a foretaste of what was in store for him. Rahim was terrified. The White Stallion would protect him and eventually carry him into the earth�s embrace. He would sit on its wide back, out of reach of the demons that clawed up from the blackness to take him to their breast. Enough. Rahim�s heart raced as his mind grappled momentarily with reality. He had considered killing himself after the news of Kadar Al-Jahani�s death, his one and only link with the Holy Land. But his increasing love of the drug kept him from taking his own life, fortifying him with stamina to go on. Rahim pressed the seal closed on the NBC suit. He had work to do, dosages of another kind to determine.
A knock on the door made him lift his bloodshot eyes. Rahim realised the sound had been increasing in volume for some time. How long had the man been standing in the doorway? �Yes, what is it?� he asked dreamily.
�Do you have it, doctor?� asked the man wearing shorts and nothing else. His body, Rahim noted, was covered in crude tattoos, mostly aimless doodles of self-mutilation.
�Yes, there on the bench.�
The man�s bare feet tracked dirt and sand across the clean, freshly swept floorboards as he made his way to the workbench. He picked up the brick and examined it closely. It was yellow, transparent and heavy, but buried deep within the transparent yellow casing was what appeared to be a white tile. �Doctor, you are a miracle man,� he said as he tossed the brick spinning into the air above and caught it. �This is perfect.�
�There are fifty more curing in moulds. You can have them this afternoon,� said Rahim.
�Now we can finish production. Emir will be pleased,� said the man, spinning the brick again into the air, much to Rahim�s annoyance, as he ran out the door.
Rahim summoned the energy to stand. The effort made his head swim. �Help me with this, woman,� he said. Etti quickly closed and locked the door and turned the air-conditioning to full. She then hurried to Rahim�s side.
�You should be in bed,� she said, lifting the hood of the rubber suit over his head.
�Ah, woman. You are like a scratched record. There will be plenty of time for lying down. An eternity of it.� Rahim was beginning to warm to his assistant despite himself. Her concern for him was genuine. And when the drug was coursing through his veins, he even had the strength to at least consider filling her with his seed but, unfortunately, that part of his body had long since ceased to function as God intended.
The suit smelled of rubber and bleach, its outer shiny brown skin still slick in parts from the dousing she�d given it the day before. Etti also checked that the filter canister through which Rahim�s air passed was properly sealed. Next the gloves and galoshes. Rahim was barely strong enough to stand unassisted in the weight of the protective suit, but there was no choice for him. He had to wear it. To say that the agent they worked with was lethal was an understatement, the tiniest quantity of it capable of killing and doing so horribly � the ghastly deaths it visited on the test animals had proved that. The assistant helped Rahim to his workbench, where he would sit until she too was suited up.
�Have the antidote ready, woman,� he said.
�Yes, doctor,� Etti said obediently. She was already in the process of doing just that, anyway.
Etti removed the syringes marked �Atropine� from the locked refrigerator and placed them within easy reach on the workbench. It was hot inside the suit and even a healthy person could not wear it for long; but it provided the best possible protection, so it was worth the discomfort. The time spent in the suit was critical where Rahim was concerned. Just forty-five minutes was all he could endure. That meant they had to work fast. �Come, doctor.�
Etti again checked that the seams were interlocked properly.
Rahim had cleverly devised a canister for the agent of death moulded from epoxy resin. Once sealed inside, the nerve agent commonly called VX was held in two parts. Each part was still deadly, but nowhere near as dangerous as when combined in the right proportions. When the time came, the canisters would shatter under the implosive force of shaped charges, combining the two solutions to become one of the most lethal weapons ever devised. Rahim�s innovation had further improved the delivery. The molecules of the epoxy would fuse with those of the agent to create a sticky, deadly slag that caused a hotspot beneath the point of detonation, the heavier epoxy particles coated with VX falling more rapidly to earth. There were four canisters in all, each capable of holding a little under five litres.
The schedule called for a final test. Rahim was still unsure of the optimum ratio of the two components. Everything had been prepared the previous day, including a third mixing drum containing the two parts of the VX combined. Rahim�s failing strength meant that his role had become largely supervisory, the way an old surgeon who�d lost the required sensitivity in his fingers might direct a young apprentice.
The assistant took the special tool Rahim had the machinists make and loosened the unusual bolts that fastened the lid on the heavy concrete drum. The bolts were well lubricated and easily released. The lid was heavy, and she grunted as she lifted it off and placed it on the floor. A second drum was revealed inside, as with a Russian doll, this one made of stainless steel itself encased in thick rubber. Rahim watched patiently, aware of his own short, hot breaths. Neither container carried any dire warnings, no indication of what lay within.
The lid on the second drum within the drum was simply unscrewed. Rahim took a torch and shone it into the darkness. It was less than a quarter full. Satisfied, he gestured at Etti to continue. She reached into the depths of the rubber flask with a small plastic cup attached to a long, thin extension � a ladle � and pushed it into the liquid. She paused to get her breath and then lifted the cup out, intensely aware that the contents were capable of killing more than a hundred thousand people. Her hand shook with its proximity to the fluid. The power of this mighty weapon made her feel faint. Slowly, slowly she raised the cup until she had it over the brim of the rubber canister and then swung it carefully across to the beaker on the benchtop. She began to pour it carefully, so very carefully, into the glass container. The liquid was a light honey colour and looked � strangely � good enough to drink.
And then suddenly, ka-boom! The shock wave of an explosion rattled the walls of their demountable, shattering two windows. Etti flinched with shock as the glass blew in. She froze for a moment and then looked up, sweat trickling down her brow. �Ignore it, concentrate,� said Rahim tersely, his lack of health a keen example to her of the dangers of being distracted at critical moments.
The rat froze when the vibrations from the explosion hummed through the floor. And then a large splash of liquid had fallen from a height and plastered it along the centre of its back, almost rolling it over. A human�s foot shifted towards it, and the movement broke through its fear. The rat scampered off to the safety of a darkened corner, where Etti�s cat pounced on it.
Just on thirty minutes later, Rahim and Etti were done and the drum resealed. This trial would kill the last of the pigs and no more of these animals would be used to test the agent � they were too big and disposal of them was proving difficult. Etti steeled herself to check the floor under the table to see if any VX had been accidentally spilled. She believed a small amount had sloshed out of the ladle when the explosion had made her jump. Etti had not mentioned this to Rahim for fear of upsetting him. She looked on the floor under the workbench but the floorboards appeared to be clear of any telltale spatters. She told herself that she must have imagined the spillage and was enormously relieved � as much for the sake of her own health as for Rahim�s. She looked across the room and saw him slumped on a stool, exhausted.
* * *
Duat supervised the removal of the remains of the dead caused by the accident with the claymore mine while he inwardly cursed their stupidity. But accidents like this had happened before and they would happen again. Praise be to Allah that the death toll was not higher.
One of the carpenters ran up to Duat as he left the grisly scene at the weapons range and presented him with a yellow epoxy brick, a compressed tile of heroin buried deep within. At least here was some good news. Duat turned it over in his hand and smiled. That Rahim was indeed a genius.
* * *
The cat ran a considerable distance with the rat in its mouth. When it finally paused to inspect its catch in the rafters of its favourite hiding place, the cat found that the rodent had died. There was no opportunity to tease it, play with it. The hunter began to feast on its catch. Within a minute of licking its dinner�s fur, the cat began to convulse. Seconds later, it fell into a drainpipe, dead. The afternoon monsoon washed the animals, both contaminated with massive amounts of VX, into the encampment�s main water tank. There, they became stuck in a feeder pipe to the encampment�s mess.

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

Wilkes had to admit to himself that he was afraid. The ridiculousness of that fear made him angry with himself. The fact was, he would rather storm a machine gun emplacement than face Annabelle�s displeasure. She had real power over his state of mind, he realised. That, and the fact that he was fearful of the way things seemed to have changed between them.
A homecoming was once a relatively simple moment when they were overwhelmed with the emotion of being together again and went straight off to the sack. But now, since the simplicity of their relationship had been changed by their engagement, a homecoming seemed to be more about something he was denying her. He shrugged. Perhaps he was mistaken and was just feeling uncertain because they�d parted on such a bum note. Maybe he was getting worked up over nothing and they would embrace, kiss and one thing would lead to another and�Well, he warmed at the remembrance of Annabelle�s touch.
The C-130�s ramp cracked open, the struts wheezing. Wilkes�s ears rang from the assault of the Hercules�s propeller noise, despite the earplugs he�d been given. The heat of Townsville hit his face as he hopped down onto the tarmac, the heavy kitbag swung over his shoulder. The C-5 Galaxy had earlier delivered him and Atticus to Fairbairn AFB in Canberra, where they�d gone straight to a debrief with Air Marshal Ted Niven, Graeme Griffin, Gia Ferallo and Felix Mortimer, the DIO man. Wilkes and Monroe had already forwarded home a report detailing Kadar Al-Jahani�s capture. Canberra just wanted an initial verbal debrief on the terrorist�s delivery to Guantanamo Bay. That was all pretty straightforward, but both he and Atticus were surprised when they�d heard that Kadar Al-Jahani had been reported killed in a capture gone horribly wrong. Wilkes was sure ASIS, or more likely the CIA, had its reasons for the lie, and that more than likely those reasons wouldn�t be happy ones for Kadar Al-Jahani.
Wilkes breathed in the hot, clean air of home. It smelled of concrete and grass and imminent rain. Towering white and grey cumulonimbus clouds portended a storm and they reared up in the sky like knights in a joust. Wilkes walked across the tarmac to the terminal and felt a genuine relief to be back in Australia. He knew he wasn�t alone in that. What Aussie didn�t feel the same way when returning from a long stint overseas, relieved to be back in a country that made sense, where people didn�t shoot at each other for having a contrary point of view or a different skin colour. Wilkes thought about Kadar Al-Jahani and the land he�d come from, eternally torn with anger and blood.
Wilkes had seen enough misery to last several lifetimes and three things he knew to be true: that human beings bled the same, that they all had feelings, and that a sense of shared humanity was the most important belief system there was. Wilkes realised it was a strange philosophy for a bloke who was trained to kill, but it made a lot more sense than two people prepared to slaughter one another because each believed the other worshipped the same god in the wrong way. He knew the Israel � Palestine mess was more complicated than that, but surely, if people realised how much they were the same rather than how much they differed, the situation there would improve, wouldn�t it?
Wilkes walked across the tarmac and through the terminal deep in a jumble of thoughts and emotions. He looked up and suddenly realised he was at the taxi rank.
�Where to, digger?� asked the driver as Wilkes opened the door and tossed his kit in the back seat, then sat in the front passenger seat. It was a new taxi � air-conditioned � and it smelled cool and fresh inside with a hint of pine.
Wilkes knew he had to go back to barracks, at least to report in, but first there was something more important to do � tell Annabelle how much he loved her and missed her. �You know where NQTV is, mate?�
�One of my best customers,� said the driver, accelerating slowly away. �So, been protecting Australia lately?�
�Sure, if you call devising field menus for the combat troops protecting Australia,� Wilkes said.
�Oh well, I guess a hungry soldier can�t fight,� the driver agreed.
�Ever heard the expression �An army marches on its stomach�? Well, it�s very important getting the diet right. Too many legumes and the boys fart. It�s noisy, smelly, and it�s dangerous, too. No point setting an ambush if the enemy can smell you a mile away,� Wilkes said, straight-faced.
�Gee, I never thought of that,� said the driver. �Makes sense, though.� He fiddled with the radio receiver. �Didn�t realise it was all so scientific. What do you want to listen to? Music? News?�
�Bit of music would be fine, thanks,� said Wilkes. Cook or sanitation officer were the two occupations he usually drew on to throw off idle conversation about his work. Wilkes felt a bit rude employing the tactic, but anything he could offer would be a lie. At least this one was a little less impolite than telling the man he didn�t want to talk.
Ten minutes later, Wilkes stood outside the TV station, heart pounding. He was sweating. Was this anxiety because of Annabelle, or weather induced? he wondered. Wilkes put his nose inside his fatigues, took a sniff, and detected a vague trace of deodorant. Good enough. He walked into reception and said hello to the woman behind the desk. She was around fifty and a fixture at the station. �Hi, Janet,� he said. �Annabelle around?�
�Hi, Tom. Yeah, just go on in. You know where she lives.�
�Sure,� he said. �Thanks.� Wilkes made his way through the open-plan office. Things were pretty quiet. It was mid afternoon on a Friday and most of the staff were probably off having a late lunch. He rounded the corner and walked up to Annabelle�s door. She was at her desk and Saunders was leaning over her, laughing softly about something.
A sliver of ice ran through Tom�s heart and he struggled to keep the jealousy out of his voice and face. �Belle,� he said. Both Annabelle and Saunders looked up. Saunders stood a little too abruptly for Wilkes�s liking, as if he�d been caught with his dick in the steak and kidney pie.
Annabelle�s smile flashed when she looked up and saw him. �Tom!�
Tom walked up to Annabelle, who stood as he approached. They kissed, but something wasn�t right and Tom could feel it instantly � a certain reserve. �Can you get out of here?� he asked.
�For a little while, I guess. Steve?�
�Yeah, sure,� said Saunders, waving her off. �You go. We�re finished here for now.�
�Tom. Let�s get a coffee. We need to talk.�
The cafe a few doors down from the station was a known hangout for NQTV employees. Annabelle avoided it, and led the way around the block. Soon they were sitting in a booth, coffees ordered.
Annabelle�s �we need to talk� line had Tom worried. He was expecting the worst, and he got it. There was no small talk.
�Tom, you don�t want to take up the network offer in Sydney. Let me finish,� she said when he opened his mouth to speak. �I don�t think I�ll be able to say what�s on my mind if you interrupt. I don�t want to go to Sydney, but I don�t want to stay here either, waiting to get a call from your regiment, or a visit, or whatever it is they do when there�s bad news��
�Annabelle, I ��
She held up her hand for him to stop. �You have no idea what it�s like for me when you go. And when you come back, you won�t/can�t tell me where you�ve been. And you won�t/can�t tell me where you�re going. What sort of a life is that for me? You were in Ramallah to kill that terrorist, weren�t you? We got the feed here. I saw you.�
Tom now didn�t know what to say. There was nothing he could say that could take away Annabelle�s fears. So he didn�t say anything.
As they sat in the moment of silence, Annabelle�s chin quivered and her blue eyes filled with water, like the sea ruffled by a cold wind. She pulled the ring from her finger, and left it on the table as she stood. And this time, there were no goodbyes.
Just like that, the engagement was over. Wilkes sat in the coffee shop, stunned like a flash-bang had gone off too close for comfort. He looked at the engagement ring on the formica table, sitting amongst grains of spilled sugar, not knowing what to think or even whether to move.
Annabelle arrived back at her desk somewhat in shock. What had she done? She�d rehearsed what she was going to say over and over again, and knew it had to be short and to the point so she wouldn�t be tempted to changed her mind. They were heading in different directions. In time, she told herself, Tom would realise that too.
�You okay, honey?� asked Saunders popping his head through the door, when he saw her shoulders heaving, head on her forearms.

Camp Echo, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba

The two doctors, Lieutenant Colonels Randy Curtis and Juraj Vojnomirovic, watched the prisoner through a closed-circuit television from the comfort of an air-conditioned control room. A vague whiff of detergent and ether hung in the air, lending the impression that this was a hospital. And indeed it was, of a sort. Extraction was its specialty, not of cancers or malignant organs at the hands of competent surgeons, but of something far harder to isolate and remove: information.
The subject under their watchful observation was strapped into a chair, sensors taped to his head and torso. Bags pregnant with clear fluids hung heavily from posts on either side, feeding cannulae inserted into the ropy cephalic veins in his forearms that were bound to armrests with webbing. The palms of his hands were open like that of a supplicant.
�What do you think, Voj?� asked Curtis, who wore a white coat over combat greens and clutched a clipboard in one hand while he scanned the subject�s vital signs. He ran a pencil down the left hand column, mentally ticking off the physical implications of each observation.
�I think we will turn him inside out and see if he stinks,� said Vojnomirovic with a face utterly immune to the horror to come.
�Well, they all do that, Voj. The good, the bad and the consummately ugly. What I meant was, do you think he�s ready?�
�As ready as he�ll ever be,� said Vojnomirovic, massaging his chin contemplatively. �His vitals are good, and he has reacted well to the sensory deprivation program since he arrived. It�s my turn to be the devil, no?�
�Y�know, Voj, sometimes your enthusiasm scares me. But no, it isn�t your turn.�
�I will toss you for it.�
Curtis felt in his pocket for change and pulled out a quarter. �You call,� he said as he flicked the coin in the air.
�And maybe it is time you moved to supply or something. Heads.�
Curtis caught the coin on the flat of the clipboard and presented the result to Vojnomirovic with a flourish. �Tails. You lose.�
Vojnomirovic shrugged. �Just don�t fuck it up, eh?�
�Jesus, Voj, you can be such a schizy sonofabitch,� said Curtis. �Don�t you turn Baltic on me now.�
Juraj Vojnomirovic had been drafted into the Serbian army that �cleansed� Bosnia, after it had come to someone�s attention that he was a psychiatrist. They put his expertise to good use in the army�s interrogation team. His understanding and application of hallucinogenic drugs, the subject of a paper he�d written, had been far more effective at extracting information from spies and captured officers than the electrodes and smouldering cigarette tips conventionally utilised in such instances; and so his abilities soon came to the attention of Amnesty International and other human rights and United Nations groups. When the world came looking for people to blame for all the hate and loathing that had bubbled to the surface when the war had exhausted itself, Juraj Vojnomirovic�s name was on the list. But he had disappeared. His new employers, the Americans, were keen to remove him from the limelight while they learned from his practical experience.
Curtis leaned over the bench and checked the prisoner�s vitals one more time. Vojnomirovic was absolutely right. This was one mother-fucker they did not want to lose. On arrival, the prisoner had been asked in a civilised, straightforward manner to capitulate � help the good guys fight the evildoers and give straight answers to straight questions � but he had preferred silence. And so he�d been handed over to Curtis and Vojnomirovic. They put him on the standard program of deprivation: denied him sleep, sound, colour, human contact and even solid food for four days and five nights. The treatment had broken down much of the subject�s resistance, his heart rate and blood pressure indicating intense levels of stress. Three to five days were usually more than enough. Still, though, he had not broken, which meant one of three things: one, that his will was strong; two, that he had such heinous secrets lurking within that he was afraid to give them up; three, that he had nothing whatsoever of any value to divulge. The odds were strongly in favour of number two. So now it was time for the next phase: to administer the medicine that would storm his senses like a pack of rabid dogs whipped and beaten to insatiable levels of hatred.
�Okay, Doctor Evil, let�s see what you can do,� said Vojnomirovic. �I think this one is strong. I recommend starting with three hundred micrograms. Perhaps this terrorist would like to see what terror is all about.�
Curtis whistled softly. �Jesus, Voj, remind me never to get on your bad side. See you in � what � four hours?�
�Yes, he should be well and truly softened up by then,� said Vojnomirovic as he opened the door, letting in a wave of cool air freshly spiced with disinfectant that cleared Curtis�s sinuses.
�Hey, when you come back, bring me a cup of coffee, will ya?� Curtis called out to Vojnomirovic�s back as the door closed with a hiss, the rubber soles of his boots squeaking with the sound of a child�s rusty swing as he walked off down the linoleum corridor. Curtis looked at the subject again. The man�s eyelids were heavy and drool hung from his chin. �Wakey, wakey,� Curtis said softly as he touched the keyboard on the laptop in front of him. The command sent a massive dose of EA-1729, otherwise known as lysergic acid diethylamide, or LSD, into the subject�s right radial vein. He then took a seat on a chair and waited for the first signs from the subject that indicated the hounds were at the gate. Kadar Al-Jahani had no idea what day it was or how long he�d been in captivity. His state of mind was such that he even doubted who he was, reality having been ripped from him by his captors. He was initially surprised by how well he�d been treated. There had been interviews and he�d been asked a barrage of questions, the interrogators almost gentlemanly in their approach. Naturally, he had refused to cooperate, erecting walls of silence behind which to hide. These Americans regarded themselves as a humane people, wearing their heightened sense of what it meant to be �civilised� like a badge of arrogance. Surely they were incapable of the sort of torture his countrymen, with no civil rights niceties to adhere to, might have chosen to employ. But the Americans were no fools. What had surprised him were the questions. They obviously knew of his role in the embassy hit, about the gunrunning and, this was most disconcerting, they were aware of his relationship with Duat. How they knew these things was a mystery to him, and it took every ounce of willpower to keep his surprise at their knowledge of his activities from his eyes. But, he observed with immense satisfaction, they knew no details, naively expecting that he would supply them, that he would simply answer their questions. He told them nothing. That had changed their attitude.
They moved him from his original cell to one with walls, floor and ceiling the colour of sun-bleached bone. The cell was utterly silent. There was no night or day. They inserted a catheter in his penis and tubes carried fluids into his forearms. They strapped him to a chair naked and denied him sleep, jolts of electricity hitting the soles of his feet like broken bottles when he dared to close his eyes. And they left him alone with his breathing and his heartbeat.
Kadar Al-Jahani sat in this semi-conscious void where there was no light or dark, no stimulation save for the pain inflicted when sleep almost overcame him. Indeed, he had started to use the electric charges as his last anchors to the physical world when the realisation that he was on the verge of nothingness became too much to bear. And now exhaustion was his enemy. Every fibre of his body craved sleep like an addict denied supply.
The agony of complete dislocation caused tears to flow freely from his eyes and down his cheeks, the drops spattering on his chest and thighs. The sensitivity of his skin had increased a hundredfold and he cried out in alarm at the pain of the droplets hitting his naked nervous system. He believed the noise he made forced the walls to bow outwards, as if they were made of stretched rubber. He blinked with surprise and then he started to shake.
Lieutenant Colonel Randy Curtis heard the subject yell. He checked the monitor and saw the man�s body spasm, straining against the webbing. He appeared to relax momentarily and then the first of the convulsions began. He smiled with professional satisfaction. So far, the subject�s reactions were nothing extraordinary.
The Kadar Al-Jahani that was human had retreated far inside a long tunnel, largely protected from the assault of sensory deprivation the way a rabbit hides from a fox by retreating to the depths of its burrow. But something new was shaking the very foundations of Kadar�s world, something ominous and brutal that the conscious remnant of the man could not grapple with, and he shook violently with fear.
And suddenly Kadar Al-Jahani was back in his body, wrenched from hiding. He blinked. The walls appeared to breathe, expanding and contracting like diaphragms. Kadar felt himself being dragged slowly towards one of the walls with every breath. And then a white mouth pale as death opened in front of him as he drew near, revealing curved serpentine fangs leaking drops of green poison that steamed and hissed when they hit the floor. A blast of fetid air that smelled of eviscerated intestine rolled over him and he urinated with fear, filling the bag. He slammed his eyes shut to keep out the horror. And when he opened them again, he was no longer Kadar Al-Jahani the grown man, but Kadar the small boy, lying in his bed. He looked around frightened, for he knew that something terrible and deeply disturbing had turned the world he had known utterly inside out. He looked at the floor and it moved, a sea of cockroaches roiling and pitching over each other, and the air was full of their clicking sounds as millions of pairs of legs and mandibles thrust and parried.
Kadar Al-Jahani began to cry, for the bed was filling with blood. Somehow he knew what would come next, he felt the movement of the hateful creatures that populated his childhood and adolescent nightmares. Rats. He felt them under his sheets, running up and down, rummaging under his body. One of them ran up on his stomach and sat back on its haunches and laughed, its face not rat-like at all but human. He cried out to his parents for help but his lips had been sewn shut. And then the air was full of strange creatures and people in various stages of decay, floating towards him in the air. He forced his lips open to scream, ripping the stitches from his lips. Blood filled his mouth and it tasted of sand.
Vojnomirovic opened the door and came in backwards, his hands full with cups of coffee and toasted Pop-Tarts.
�Thanks, Voj, I knew you�d come through,� said Curtis, relieving Vojnomirovic of the tarts and one of the cups before its contents spilled. �You�re just in time. I think we may have overdone it here.�
�What�s up?�
Curtis gestured at the monitor and turned up the sound. A primeval howl boomed from the speakers, an agonised sound that might have come from an animal in a trap, the jaws of which had closed on the doomed creature�s shattered limb. The subject�s back was arched in the chair as if infected with tetanus, eyes wide with terror and fear, while blood flowed freely from his mouth, becoming thick red strings that ran down his chin and chest and pooled in his groin.
�Bitten his tongue again, by the looks of things,� said Vojnomirovic.
�We�ve got to start using those rubber protectors,� Curtis said as he munched on a Pop-Tart. �Have a look at his vitals.�
Vojnomirovic didn�t need to glance at the information on screen to see that the subject�s heart was badly stressed. He sipped his coffee contemplatively. �Okay, time for Mr Nice Guy,� he said. �Give it to him.�
Curtis tapped the keystroke on the laptop that would release a large, soothing dose of the barbiturate sodium pentothal into the subject�s bloodstream, rescuing the subject almost instantly from the LSD-induced madness that had become his terrifying reality.
�Okay, I�m ready,� said Vojnomirovic, grabbing a bottle of water off the desk. He opened the door and it hissed closed behind him. A few second later, he appeared on the monitor as a door cracked open in the subject�s cell, coincidentally in the precise spot where Kadar Al-Jahani had seen the white fanged mouth.
The pentothal worked quickly, observed Vojnomirovic as the subject�s muscles began to relax. He was right about the man having bitten his tongue, but fortunately the damage was minor. He could easily have bitten it off and then drowned in his own blood as it gushed into his mouth, and he made a mental note to insist on the rubber mouth guards from here on.
Vojnomirovic watched as Kadar Al-Jahani�s breathing slowed and he slumped in the chair, exhausted. He then released the webbing that held the man�s head to the chair and, in his softest, most soothing voice, said, �Kadar, are you all right? It�s okay�It�s okay�� He put the bottle to the subject�s lips and let the cool water slowly dribble into his mouth. The subject�s red-streaked tongue swept over his lips and his eyes opened. When he saw Vojnomirovic leaning over him, offering him the water, he began to cry.
�Make them stop, make them stop,� he said in Arabic, and then in English, �please��
�Yes, I can make them stop for a little while, Kadar, but only you can make them stop permanently.�
�How�how can I?� he asked thickly, a slick sheet of red mucus covering his lips and chin.
Vojnomirovic wiped the man�s face with a towel. �You can tell them what you know,� he said, offering more water from the bottle. �Start with the embassy in Jakarta. Tell them what happened there.�
�But I don�t know anything. I don�t. Please. I don�t know anything.�
�Well then, I can�t make the dreams stop. I can try, but unless you help me, they won�t listen.�
Somehow, Kadar Al-Jahani had been able to step back out through the white snake�s mouth and shut it behind him, locking out the hideous world beyond that was a ghastly fusion of memory and nightmare. He knew, somehow, that these people induced the frightful pictures, but could they control them at will? The man who had rescued him from the madness was obviously his saviour. Kadar Al-Jahani looked at him briefly and thought he saw a halo, a Christian symbol of holiness, over his head. He wanted to embrace the man like a son would hold his father. But something was not right. There was a price. Information. A voice within Kadar Al-Jahani told him to be wary, careful, that the information he kept within was not to be divulged. The voice belonged to a part of Kadar that was unconvinced that the captors could release the nightmares at will.
Within a few moments, Vojnomirovic knew that the subject had not been broken. He still needed to be convinced that the terror could be unleashed on him at any moment. Kadar Al-Jahani�s own mind would ultimately demolish the will to resist. It was just a matter of time, and dosage. He estimated that this subject would need perhaps two more sessions.
�I cannot help you then, my friend. They,� he said, sweeping his hand towards the wall as if it was a vast audience, �won�t allow it.�
�But I don�t know anything,� said Kadar Al-Jahani, his strength returning with every moment of human contact, his senses drinking it in like the water from the bottle.
�Then I must leave,� said Vojnomirovic dramatically, mixing as much regret into his voice as he could muster. He didn�t like playing Mr Nice Guy. He was much more comfortable in the opposite role, the one Curtis had won on the toss of a coin � Dr Evil � estimating and delivering the cocktail of drugs. But there was a happy aspect to being perceived as a saviour. The subject would eventually tell him everything willingly in a last-ditch attempt to ward off total and complete madness that no longer had to be induced by the EA-1729.
�I must go now, my friend,� said Vojnomirovic.
�No, help me, please,� said Kadar.
This was the bit Vojnomirovic didn�t like. Thankfully the subject was strapped into the chair, otherwise his arms would have been locked around his captor�s knees, begging.
Vojnomirovic slipped out the door and breathed the cool antiseptic air in the corridor that was free of the smell of human waste. The dosage was about right, he concluded, but maybe they should up it just a fraction, say by another twenty-five micrograms. The CIA was impatient, breathing down their necks. Some bitch from the Canberra bureau � wherever that was � was on the phone every other hour demanding an update. He smiled. He�d sure like to get her ass in the chair. He stepped back into the control room and eased the door shut. �Well,� he said to Curtis. �As Shakespeare said, �No more Mr Nice Guy�.�

Manila, Philippines

Jeff Kalas sat in the Restaurant Le Bellevue and watched the lights dance like electric ballerinas across the black waters of Manila Bay. He�d suggested the venue for dinner, the Diamond Hotel�s finest restaurant, because he wanted the event to be an occasion. He�d decided to leave his wife and children. The kids were one or two years away from moving out, and then he�d be stuck living with a stranger, his wife. He realised, since meeting Skye, that he even hated the sound of his wife�s breathing beside him, especially in bed. He had to leave her before he was driven to do something he might regret. And what better time to do the deed than when he was, quite frankly, smitten with another woman. He wondered what Skye would be wearing this night. He hoped it would be the sheer white dress that showed the perfection of her figure and set off the healthy tan of her skin. She�s a beautiful creature, and she�s mine, he said to himself, resisting the temptation to say it aloud. There were a few confessions to make, however. He didn�t think they would get in the way, but this time, he wanted the relationship to be honest and open. Skye deserved that. And more. And when it came to the �and more�, she would have that too. He tapped the small box in his coat pocket.
Kalas sensed that the dynamic in the room had changed slightly. The man sitting at the table opposite was looking over the shoulder of the woman he was having dinner with, oblivious both to her conversation and the view. That, Jeff knew, could only mean one thing. Several other men, and a couple of women too, were watching someone who�d entered the room. He resisted the temptation to look around.
Hands closed over his eyes from behind. �Guess�� said the woman�s voice.
�Umm�Pen�lope Cruz?�
�Oh, do you like her?� said Skye. She let her hands fall away and took the seat beside him. �You know, she�s very short.�
�Yeah, but feisty,� said Jeff as the waiter brought the bottle of vintage Veuve to the table and presented it to him for approval. Jeff nodded. Yes, she was wearing the white dress and her thick caramel hair was free of any clips or bands. It fell around her shoulders and down her back and stopped where her nipples were thinly disguised behind the stretch fabric. It was a hot night and she had chosen not to wear a bra. Even now, after several months, Jeff found it hard not to stare at her, as did every other man in the restaurant.
�Do you know, I love this hotel but I�ve never eaten here,� she said, smiling at Jeff as the waiter poured her a flute of champagne.
�Well, actually, no; I didn�t know that. Good, it�ll be our restaurant, then.�
�Like it�s our pool,� she said.
�Exactly.� Jeff looked at Skye, her brown eyes sparkling like the lights on the water outside, and he thought his heart would burst. Was being so captivated by a woman such a bad thing? He wondered whether, somehow, what he was about to do and say was lacking reason. He knew he was taking a big chance, but this girl was worth it. �Skye, do you love me?�
Skye looked around, a little embarrassed, her smile just a touch wary and different to the carefree one she wore when she first sat down. �Jeff, you know how I feel about you.�
�You haven�t answered my question.�
�Jeff��
�Well?�
�Okay, I love you.�
�Good,� he said. �And now you may have your reward.� He removed his hand from his pocket, placed it on the white damask tablecloth and then took it away, leaving behind a purple velvet box.
�What�s that?� Skye asked, intrigued, expectant, frightened and inquisitive all at the same time. Jeff was married, wasn�t he? This couldn�t be what she thought it might be, could it?
�Well, go on, my little chicken basket�open it?� he said playfully, sitting back in his chair, sipping at the flute.
Skye reached forward. She took the box and held it in the palm of her hand, weighing it. She was scared to open it.
�Oh, for God�s sake, woman. Open it!� he said, rolling his eyes.
Skye flashed him a smile and opened the box. Inside was not what she expected. She removed the stone and held it between her thumb and forefinger, more intrigued than anything else. �What is it?�
�It�s a diamond. An Argyle diamond from Western Australia,� he said with a broad grin. �Uncut, obviously.�
�Obviously.� She turned it over in the light. It looked like a little chunk of dirty, vaguely pink glass. �Jeff, I�I don�t know what to say. It�s beautiful. Why ��
�I�ve left Doreen,� he said, by way of explanation. �I want to be with you.�
Skye found it hard to keep the mixed emotions that swept over her from showing on her face. She was frightened by Jeff�s proclamation, but at the same time excited by it. �Why ��
�Why? For me, for you � us,� he said, leaning forward. �Skye, I want things to be open between us. You�ve asked me a few times what I do for a living, where the money comes from. I want to tell you. Now. There are a few things I want you to know.�
Seven hours later, at four in the morning, Skye sat naked on her bed, knees drawn up to her chin with her arms wrapped around her legs, rocking slightly. They�d had sex, but Skye had only been physically present. Jeff had asked whether something was wrong and Skye had taken the opportunity to tell him that the migraine threatening her all day had finally arrived, as indeed it had, her vision fractured by what appeared to be slivers of brightly coloured glass. Soon the headache would begin, pounding at the back of her brain like a heavy brass knocker rapping impatiently.
At the restaurant, Jeff had eventually gotten around to telling her where his money came from, about the two men at the pool � everything. Everything he knew, at any rate. Skye had listened attentively while inside, in her mind and belly, separate tornadoes whirled and she felt as if she were sitting on the deck of a ship being tossed in a storm rather than on a chair in a four-star restaurant. Jeff laundered money or, more accurately, exported money for people he believed were selling massive amounts of marijuana and heroin in Australia, exchanging millions of dollars for Argyle diamonds, which were easy to slip out of the country. He didn�t appear to realise that he was dealing with terrorists rather than drug barons, and that the money he was siphoning out of Australia was being used to cause violent death and destruction, most likely throughout South East Asia. God, our embassy in Jakarta! And then there were the hundreds or possibly thousands of addicts he was helping to supply with heroin, a drug that would surely kill them. Wasn�t that just as bad? Skye knew that she had important information, a link to their most wanted terrorists, that her employer would have far more than a passing interest in obtaining. If she gave it up, she would be giving Jeff up. He would share the same fate as that of the terrorists. �Oh, Jeff, you are a foolish man,� she said aloud to the raindrops that spattered her window.
Skye slipped off the bed and found her rucksack. The phone number she�d written down was there. She dug around until she found the card. She dropped the bag, and then went back to the bed and resumed the knees-up position with the card beside her. If she called it and spoke to the task force in Sydney, Jeff would not be the only one in a shit storm of trouble. But did she have a choice?

Camp Echo, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba

She had tried to get to hospital, but there was a war on and priority for beds was given to wounded Israeli soldiers, not to migrant Saudi labourers who could well be spies. And so Kadar Al-Jahani had watched his mother die a ghastly death, the umbilical cord wrapped around her neck by the baby she had just given birth to. The infant had somehow come to life and wound it around her throat like a tourniquet and pulled it tight. The sight of this was enough to make Kadar, the little boy watching on, tear the very skin from his face with horror. And so his mother had given birth in the street to the unholy creature. The baby, stillborn, had killed her, and then the rats had come to finish the job. He watched them rip and gnaw at his mother and then feast on the baby�s corpse. The maggots came next, wriggling through their nostrils and eye sockets, singing joyfully as they burrowed through the flesh between skin and bone.
The rats were carrying him now, bearing him along the street, back to his bed. The anguish he felt at seeing the death of his mother took on the colour green. It became a liquid that filled his head and leaked from his nostrils and he began to gag. He couldn�t breathe. Harder and harder he struggled to drag in the oxygen. He was drowning in nothingness. And then it took on the familiar taste of sand, hot and dry and unforgiving. The taste of it filled his mouth, the ever-present grit of the Holy Land.
Curtis and Vojnomirovic watched the subject writhing in the chair. He�d again started babbling a set of numbers and letters. Curtis checked the pad on his desk: �1511472723�. Yep, no change. What did they mean? Voj had no idea either. Were they code for something? Lat and long coords? Maybe it was his AMEX account number and the sucker was feeling guilty about not having paid his account? Of course, the sequence could also be utterly meaningless. He talked plenty about some historical rag head, Khalid bin Wallflower or something. The drugs got inside the mind and, over time, completely cleaned it out. Perhaps this stuff � the numbers and the Khalid bin dude � was just the mind�s equivalent of a dust ball behind the refrigerator. Whatever, extracting information was their job, not making sense of it.
Kadar Al-Jahani�s brainwave patterns shifted and the needle�s frantic activity on the printout told them that he was in the depths of some unspeakable nightmare, and that it was time once more to give him relief. With it came the opportunity for the subject to divest himself of the final secrets eating away at his brain. This subject had been tough but he had cracked, as everyone eventually did. The information he�d given up like rotten pearls, Curtis and Vojnomirovic knew, was exciting their superiors to the point where they actually paid them the occasional visit. Torture, for that�s what they were doing, was never a pleasant thing to witness. One needed a certain amount of callus built up, and Vojnomirovic and Curtis had built up plenty.
�In you go, Voj. This is it, partner. We need the key, the final questions answered.�
�I know, I know,� said Vojnomirovic, somewhat annoyed. He knew exactly what had to be done and didn�t need the apprentice to remind him.
Curtis commanded the release of the pentothal with a tap on his keyboard, as Vojnomirovic squeaked off down the linoleum.
Kadar Al-Jahani�s skin crawled as he watched the boy lying on his bed, the rats tunnelling back and forth under the sheets. He felt himself floating higher above the scene and, as he did so, the anguish and pain seemed to drain away. Several men floated from the walls, C-4 and detonators strapped around their stomachs. Kadar was frightened but pleased. The explosive booster materials would atomise the hell playing out below him and he would finally be released to death and a place for all eternity beside Allah in the garden of paradise. Suddenly, the men exploded with nothing more than loud popping sounds and became round balls of tightly compressed flowers, like dandelions, their heads poking stupidly out the top from collars of petals. Kadar Al-Jahani was overcome with frustration. And then he was back in the chair in the white cell. The walls moved in and out as they breathed slowly, peacefully, yet the tears welled in Kadar�s eyes and began to flow freely down his cheeks. He roared with the pain of the memories, distorted and angry, carried on the backs of insects and rodents. And then he saw the man in the white coat and he knew love the way an acolyte might love God. This man was his saviour, his protector. It was he who kept the dreams at bay, and now Kadar Al-Jahani would do and say anything to please him.
�Kill me,� he begged. �Please kill me. I can�t bear this. Please pity me. I give you my life.� He howled and his chest heaved with the sobs.
�It�s okay. It�s okay,� said Vojnomirovic. �I can make the evil stop, but you must help me.�
�Anything,� said Kadar. �Anything�please.�
�Tell me where Duat is. Where is your comrade? Where is your base? What is the target?� That was it, thought Vojnomirovic, the remaining tantalising details the subject held on to locked deep within. And they desperately needed that information.
The lieutenant colonel looked down at the man and noticed that something was wrong. He was sucking in oxygen, but he seemed in some distress.
�Voj, get back in here quick,� said Curtis through the small white speakers embedded in the corners of the ceiling.
�Take a look at the man�s vitals,� said Curtis when Vojnomirovic came running through the door, his own heart rate shooting way up when he saw the subject�s BP.
�Jesus,� said Vojnomirovic. The man�s systolic and diastolic readings were almost identical. One seventy over one sixty. �He�s about to crash, for Christ�s sake.�
An alarm bell sounded. �Christ,� said Curtis, �there he goes.�
The stress on Kadar�s heart blasted him into a flashback. Suddenly, sand filled his nose and mouth and flooded into his lungs. He could feel his chest moving in and out, heaving, but the sand blocked his airways. He watched himself as a spectator and noted a small explosion in his chest that blew a red hole in his skin, where his heart would be. As his vision started to fade, white worms eating the colour from the picture, a rat poked his snout from the hole in his chest and tested the air, wriggling its long whiskers.
Curtis hit the external alarm and then he and Vojnomirovic left the control room and raced into Kadar Al-Jahani�s cell. Three male army nurses joined them with a crash cart. Vojnomirovic thrust a large pre-prepared hypodermic down, punching the needle through the subject�s rib cage and into his heart. He pressed down on the plunger, releasing the adrenalin. Nothing. Curtis applied the paddles and the subject jerked with the electric charge that hammered into his system. Nothing. Progressively higher shocks were fed to the heart in an attempt to kickstart it again, but it was useless.
�Shit,� said Curtis when he finally stood back and looked at the naked man strapped to the chair, slimy with blood and mucus. �What the fuck went wrong here?�
�I don�t know,� said Vojnomirovic, already feeling the heat that would descend on them, �but we�d better fucking well find out.�

Port Botany, Sydney, Australia

The two Australian Customs officers walked slowly through the corridors between containers stacked as high as five-storey buildings. Daisy went ahead, the slack on her leash played out. The cool breeze quickened as it funnelled down these aisles and, despite the fact that it was late summer, both of the customs investigators were pleased to be wearing caps and windcheaters over their dark blue overalls. Daisy, a labrador � kelpie crossbreed, snuffled from side to side, shoving her snout into various cracks, hunting for the stray molecules of an array of different substances.
There were over a hundred containers on the wharf. On this day, they would try to inspect three, but probably only get through two. One of the agents carried the manifest for the first container to be inspected: 2209LK. The officers were going to make it hard for the wharfies today because this one was buried right in the middle of a stack. That meant getting to it would require other containers to be shifted and restacked. The labourers weren�t keen to cooperate because of the extra work involved. But the customs officers couldn�t care less. �The buggers get paid to move the things around, so what�s the fucking problem?� said Craig in an aside to his older partner when the shift foreman bitched and moaned as he walked off.
The officers and their dog reached the end of the aisle and walked into bright sunshine, a cool breeze blowing the scent of salt and diesel fuel off the waters of the bay. The wharfies were shifting the containers one at a time with an enormous crane that hoisted the steel boxes up under its belly like a giant four-legged squid. It would take another half an hour at least, the agents realised, for the particular container they wanted to inspect to be freed from the stack.
The customs men sat down in the sun, out of the breeze, and soaked up the warmth. Daisy, too, took the opportunity to rest, half lying, half sitting up, her long red tongue waggling as she panted. �What are we looking at again?� asked Robert, older by ten years and a considerable number of beers, all of which seemed to hang precariously over his belt.
Craig handed him the manifest. �Here, check it out.�
Robert pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head. �Okay, we got a whole bunch of pots and furniture. Indoor and outdoor stuff, plus half a dozen snooker tables. Out of Denpasar. Should be pretty straightforward.�
�Sweet,� said Craig.
Robert�s mobile struck up a jaunty rendition of �Jingle Bells�.
�When are you going to change the ring on that phone, man?� Craig shook his head. His partner was a bit of a dag.
�Never. This way, it�s Christmas all year round.� Robert let it play, answering it at the last moment. �Rightee-ho,� he said, speaking into it. The officer hitched the phone back on his belt. �C�mon, ace, they�re ready for us. Jeez, these guys are getting quicker by the day,� Robert said, grunting as he stood. Daisy was making figure eights in her expectation of getting on with it. The two agents walked through the dark aisles of containers and back out again into the sun. The container chosen for inspection had been isolated on the dock. They strolled up to it and met representatives from both the stevedoring company and the shipping line. The various forms were signed and in order, so the container was cracked open. The door swung wide with a rusty groan that rang in the men�s ears.
The agents snapped their flashlights on and strode into the darkness, directing Daisy here and there by tugging on her lead. Daisy surged forward, scampering over, through and under the cargo neatly stacked inside.
�Nice of whoever to leave so much room for us,� said Craig, swinging the flashlight about.
�Yeah.� Robert illuminated the far back end of the container. The air smelled of dry wood and earth. The container would have to be fumigated and any biological nasties eradicated. Daisy snuffled up and down, retracing her steps, but nothing seemed to excite her. They walked to the far end where the air was close and hot, the sun�s power amplified by the metal of the container. The younger man led his dog under a pair of snooker tables. The animal took its time, placing its nose into the cracks and joins, its keen olfactory senses reaching out for the minutest trace of illicit cargo.
�Nice table,� said Craig. �Look at this � solid mahogany. You know, they just walk into the rainforest and cut this shit down. Jesus,� he said, envy interwoven with new-age sensitivity to the environmental implications of such behaviour. �Did I ever tell you my old man was the local snooker champion?�
�Nope.�
�Yeah, used to beat all them rich wankers, the ones who could afford to have a table like this at home. They cost a fortune, these bloody things � and then you�ve got to have a room big enough to put it in. I�ll never earn that sort of money � not doing this shit, anyway.� He leaned under one of the massive tables and shone his torch up onto the underside. �The best ones have slate under the baize,� Craig said.
�Yeah,� said Robert, not really listening. �Looks clean.�
�Only another four hundred containers to go,� Craig said with some aggravation in his voice, the realisation of his future low net worth well and truly under his skin. �C�mon,� he said, �let�s go have some lunch.�

Australian Defence Force HQ, Russell Offices, Canberra, Australia

Gia Ferallo entered the small lecture theatre and found it already crowded. The Australian Defence Force chief, Air Marshal Ted Niven, had called her and her boss, the station director, to the meeting. Ferallo�s superior, however, was in the US, leaving her to carry the can. Ferallo didn�t mind. Responsibility � proving she was capable of handling the job � was good for the career. She took a seat beside the Director-General of ASIS, Graeme Griffin, as Peter Meyer, Director-General of ASIO, Australia�s internal intelligence organisation, walked in with Hugh Greenway, the defence minister. Obviously something serious had developed. Water cooler scuttlebutt said it had something to do with Kadar Al-Jahani. The gathering represented the top military and intelligence personnel in the country � enough brass in the room to cast a couple of cannons. The lights dimmed slightly as Captain Ali Mahisa came in and took a seat, followed by Felix Mortimer from the DIO. There weren�t a lot of pleasantries exchanged, on account of it wasn�t a particularly pleasant occasion.
�Thank you all for coming.� Niven stood in front of his seat and turned to face the gathering. �I believe you all know each other, with a couple of exceptions,� he said with the slightest nod at Gia Ferallo. �This is Captain Ali Mahisa from Indonesian counter-terrorism. He has flown down from Jakarta at short notice to attend this meeting.�
Mahisa rose from his seat partially, then sat back down.
Ferallo smiled a hello at the Indonesian officer.
�Also, the officer at the whiteboard is Colonel Hank Watson, NBC expert from the US Army Chemical Corps. He�ll be liaising with us for the foreseeable future.�
Ferallo was curious. Liaising? NBC � nuclear biological and chemical? She noticed the colonel for the first time off to the left, writing something on a whiteboard, his back to the room. From behind, he was not a particularly standout kind of character: short, pear-shaped, shiny bald head spattered with big brown sun freckles. The colonel stopped scribbling and turned to face the assembly. His face was lined and intelligent. He did not appear to be happy. Ferallo could see that the gathering was about to get some bad news. That, she would later recall, was the understatement of the year.
�A couple of points to set what you�re about to hear in context,� said Niven in a matter-of-fact tone. �As you all know, Kadar Al-Jahani was not killed in Ramallah, but was captured and taken to Guantanamo Bay for questioning. However, he died three days ago while being interrogated. Before he died, though, he cleared up a few questions for us, and left a few others unanswered. We now know, for example, that he and Babu Islam were indeed responsible for the US Embassy bombing.� The former fighter pilot paused to look at his notes and took a deep breath before continuing.
Ferallo smiled faintly. The Australian had sugar-coated it. More accurately, Kadar had died under torture. But there was something else going on here�
�There�s no way to soften this, so I�ll just out with it. Before he died, Kadar Al-Jahani revealed that Babu Islam also has in its possession around twenty litres of VX nerve gas, and the means to deliver it.�
Ferallo blinked in disbelief.
�Jesus Christ,� said someone. The effect of the air marshal�s statement was like a punch in the solar plexus.
�Colonel?� said Niven, motioning to the American officer to take over the briefing.
Watson underlined two very long words on the whiteboard, the squeaking of the felt-tipped pen making the flesh on Ferallo�s arms prickle. �S-2-(diisopropylamino)ethyl O-ethyl methylphosphonothioate,� Watson began, �is otherwise known as VX gas. It�s not the most lethal substance known to man, but close enough not to quibble about it. VX is three hundred times more lethal than phosgene, the nerve agent most commonly used in World War I. It�s odourless, virtually colourless and, unlike some other agents, is an excellent adhesive. Once it lands on a surface, it�s almost impossible to remove.
�The exposure limit for VX is one ten-thousandth of a milligram per cubic metre. Just getting it on your skin is bad enough. Ingest slightly less than you could fit on the head of a pin and, unless you get treatment immediately, you�re dead in a couple of minutes. VX works by binding itself to the enzyme responsible for transmitting signals to the nerves, blocking the signals. Basically, your whole system loses control, goes haywire.
�The symptoms of VX exposure manifest themselves within minutes or hours, depending on the level of exposure. It�s not a nice way to leave the planet,� he said, briefly smiling without humour. �The symptoms include visions, headaches, runny nose, pressure sensitive skin, nausea, vomiting, nightmares, muscle twitches, cramps, involuntary urination and defecation � all the good things � progressing to convulsions and, ultimately, respiratory failure.
�Fortunately, there is an antidote of sorts: a mixture of atropine and diazepam, and another chemical called pralidoxime chloride � all of which are pretty nasty things in themselves. Decontamination wipes and powders are also available.�
�Can I ask a question?�
�Please, er, Ms��
�Gia Ferallo, CIA. Who invented this stuff?�
�The Brits, Ms Ferallo, in 1953. Rumour has it they exchanged the technology with us, the United States, for thermonuclear secrets.�
�Oh,�said Ferallo. She realised that her mouth was open, in shock. It had finally sunk in. They were being given this information for a reason, and it wasn�t to further their general knowledge. This was it, the scenario western governments all over the world had feared for a long time. Niven�s frightening words came back to her: terrorist organisation�twenty litres of VX nerve gas�the means to deliver it.
�A while ago, Hollywood made a film starring VX called The Rock, with Nicolas Cage in the supporting role. You might like to get it out. A lot of the facts were wrong, but the movie got the point across about the toxicity of VX, and it�s quite entertaining,� he said, smiling that brief smile of his before the frown returned.
�Jesus, Spike. How reliable is the source for this?� asked Greenway.
�Very,� said Niven, the muscles in his jaw bunching as he ground his molars.
�Do we know where they got the VX from?� Mortimer asked in a voice devoid of fear � ever the academic.
�There are several likely sources. Exactly where is unknown. Possibly the missing Iraqi cache � a fraction of the stuff that supposedly didn�t exist. And that�s the most frightening option. It means that somewhere out there could be a thousand litres of this agent, and it opens up the feasibility of there being hidden stores of anthrax and botulism � and that it�s all accessible to terrorists. There�s also the possibility that it has come from some other source entirely � Iran�s the most likely suspect given the situation at the moment. But it could have come from Syria. Or from somewhere else in the region. While most countries don�t manufacture these weapons, many countries have small stocks of chemical and biological agents just for study purposes: Egypt, Saudi Arabia�We can�t just point the finger at Iraq. The reality is, we�ll probably never know.�
�What about the delivery mechanism you mentioned? Would that give us an indication of the target?� asked Meyer, who was still trying to get his head around the implications of this news.
�Not really,� said Niven. �If anything, it makes the possible scenarios worse.� He touched a remote button and a screen filled with a picture of some kind of strangelooking aircraft. �They�ve got one of these. It�s a UAV, an acronym for �unmanned aerial vehicle�. A drone, basically. It�s one of ours, or rather, America�s.�
�Great. And where the hell did they get one of those?� asked Meyer, huffing irritably.
�That we do know,� said Niven. �Kadar told us it came from Israel. We�ve checked on that. One did go missing late last year. Shot down and not recovered. The Americans and Israelis believe it was purposely targeted for acquisition.�
�Hang on,� Ferallo said. �You mean the strike in this part of the world has been planned in the Middle East?�
�My area is NBC, not intel,� said Watson.
Ferallo frowned. Thanks.
�Somehow, Kadar Al-Jahani managed to have it packaged and delivered to Babu Islam, somewhere in Indonesia,� Niven said. �We have to assume the UAV is airworthy.�
�And when it�s airworthy, what are the UAV�s capabilities?� asked Meyer.
�That would depend on what kind of damage it sustained when it crashed in Israel, and what sort of expertise is available to the terrorists to repair it. But, in standard trim, it can cruise for twelve hours at seventy-five miles per hour with a payload of around fifty kilos.�
�With a tail wind, it could conceivably have a range in excess of a thousand miles,� said Mortimer, quickly doing the sums.
�Yes,� Niven agreed.
�Is the location of the terrorists� base known?� asked Mortimer.
�No.� Niven looked down at his notes, hoping that the answer might have miraculously appeared amongst them.
�Beautiful,� Meyer said, rolling his eyes. �Were the Americans perhaps a bit too heavy-handed with their interrogation of Al-Jahani?�
�According to the report, Kadar Al-Jahani died from a pulmonary embolism,� said Niven. �He developed a deep vein thrombosis that travelled to his lungs. Basically, he died from suffocation.�
�Tremendous,� Meyer said.
�Look, Peter, getting pissed off is not going to help,� said Niven. �What we need is your brain. For that matter, we need everyone�s brain here. The bottom line is, we�ve got to find BI�s base before they launch their drone.�
�If they haven�t already done so,� the ASIO boss muttered.
�Which brings us to the next question: at what?� Greenway asked, almost afraid to voice it. �What are they going to launch the thing at?�
�We don�t know that either, but we have to think the worst,� Niven said.
�And that is?�
�Darwin.�
There was a sudden intake of breath within the room.
�Jesus,� said Greenway, speaking for everyone.
�How much Indonesian territory is within a radius of a thousand miles of Darwin?� asked Meyer, thinking perhaps that they could work backwards from the target.
�A lot,� Mortimer said.
�After the embassy bombing, the Indonesian army, in conjunction with the police, raided Babu Islam�s known encampment on Java,� said Mahisa in clipped, heavily accented English, repeating the fact for those who weren�t aware of it. �But they had recently moved. Whether they were tipped off, or whether it was part of their plan to move after the bombing, we don�t know. We believe that they moved east � perhaps to Sumbawa or Flores, or maybe even West Papua. All are more remote and, of course, closer to Darwin than their Java base, and most certainly within the drone�s range.�
�Well, that should narrow the search somewhat,� Meyer said.
�Yes, you would think so,� said Mahisa, not picking up on Meyer�s sarcasm, �but these islands are rugged. It would take months to search them. And, of course, they might be somewhere else entirely.�
�The captain is right,� said Niven. �And we don�t know for sure that Darwin�s the target.�
�Christ�so what do we do then?� For the first time in his life, Peter Meyer felt at a loss, helpless.
Colonel Watson cut in. �While I believe it�s prudent not to sit on our hands, I also believe we have some time up our sleeve.�
�Why is that, Colonel?� Meyer asked.
�The weather, sir,� he said, putting the lid on his pen and setting it on the rail of the whiteboard. �VX has never been used to its full potential in war for a number of reasons, treaties banning its use notwithstanding. While it�s often called VX gas it is, in fact, a liquid at room temperature. It needs to be atomised so it can be spread over a maximum area. It�s carried on the wind, and if the wind changes, the droplets go with it. Basically, if you�re not real careful, you can end up killing your own people. At the moment, it�s cyclone season up there. If the terrorists know what they�re doing, and all indications are that they do, there�s no way they�ll launch their bird into those conditions. Even if they aren�t worried about the stuff blowing back on them, they will be careful to get their targeting � wherever it is � right. We do know they�ve only got one shot at it. Now, I�ve talked to a few of your meteorological people, and they say there�s perhaps another two to three weeks of cyclone activity before things calm down. I�d say we�ve got a window there.�
�You a hundred percent sure about that, Colonel?� asked Niven.
The man shrugged. �There are never absolute certainties in life, sir, but I can tell you � as much as I can be certain � that these terrorists won�t launch their weapon until the weather is clear. Unless, of course, they�re pushed.�
�Thanks, Colonel. A little good news, maybe?� Niven said.
The American managed to combine a shrug and a nod in the one movement.
�What about Babu Islam � the group itself? Did Kadar Al-Jahani reveal anything new? Their aims, that sort of thing?� Griffin asked.
�According to the statements taken from him, their ultimate goal is the establishment of an Islamic super state in South East Asia. They are opposed to the Americans, the Australians � any and all infidels. Various Middle Eastern interests funded them initially. Now they are financing themselves through the sale of drugs in Australia. We�re talking millions.�
�Then given their aim of creating this Islamic super state, Jakarta has to be considered a possible target too,� said Griffin.
�Yes,� said Mortimer. �At last, something I agree with.�
�Why Jakarta?� Mahisa asked.
�Your government is a secular one, Captain,� Griffin said. �It�s also considered to be Java-centric, and there are quite a few ethnic, religious and tribal minorities within Indonesia that would cheer loudly if the Javanese city was taught a lesson. Particularly if the spin was that the lesson came from God.�
Mahisa stared blankly. The Australian intelligence man had a good point, and his family was in Jakarta � the possible epicentre for the weapon.
�Do you honestly think they would kill their own people?� asked Meyer, aghast.
�The fact is, we don�t know enough about BI to make the call either way,� Mortimer said. �God knows there are plenty of precedents for it. But we do know that they are fanatics and killers. Who knows what they�re ultimately capable of? I think we�d be irresponsible to ignore it as a target. Darwin, however�I don�t know. I�m not sold on that one.�
�Care to enlighten us as to why not, Mr Mortimer?� asked Meyer dryly.
�At the risk of putting Darwin�s nose out of joint, in my view it�s not a worthy terrorist target. It has no significance politically. What sort of statement would Babu Islam make to the world if it struck Darwin? Other than, perhaps, that we should treat our indigenous population better?�
�What, the deaths of thousands of people, white and black, wouldn�t count?� asked Meyer, continuing the sarcasm theme.
�Okay, Peter, I�ll give you that, but I think Jakarta would be the more likely target,� said Mortimer, keeping the tone in his voice as neutral as possible.
�Christ, we�re talking what, a population of�?� Niven wasn�t exactly sure, but it had to be big.
�Close enough to ten million people,� said Griffin, writing the figure on a pad in front of him and seeing, as he wrote, the horrible consequences of being wrong. When the news was revealed to the people there, the panic in the crowded city would cause almost as much death and destruction as the arrival of the weapon itself.
�Holy shit�� said Meyer.
�I hear what you�re saying about Darwin, Felix, but we can�t take the risk. We�ll have to evacuate the city,� said Niven, the logistics of that within the time frame utterly daunting.
Mortimer nodded. If he was wrong, he wouldn�t want to be held responsible. And if he was right and Darwin wasn�t the target, well, that was the best outcome for Australia.
�Spike, you realise you�re going to have to get the army in there,� said Griffin. �There�ll be panic, riots.�
�What army?� he said, dropping his guard for a moment and sounding just a little despondent. Australia�s forces were committed elsewhere, a long way from home.
�What about stockpiles of NBC protective suits. Are there any?� Ferallo asked.
Niven sucked in his top lip and shook his head slowly. No, there weren�t.
�Perhaps we can help with that,� said Watson. �The US Army�s been pumping them out as a number one priority for several years, since 9/11. If we go through the right channels, we could get a heap brought down here pronto. The same goes for Indonesia.�
�Darwin has a population of around ninety thousand people,� said Mortimer. �And then there�s Jakarta�s millions. How many spare NBC suits do you think you�ve got lying around?�
�Perhaps not that many, sir,� the US Army colonel said quietly.
A picture flashed into Ferallo�s mind. It was the scene in the movie Titanic when the realisation comes that there are insufficient life rafts for the numbers of passengers as the ice-cold waters surge through the lower decks.
�Felix, got anything you�d like to add, or ask?� Niven said. The analyst was frowning at the pad on his knees.
�Not really, no,� he said, looking up and taking the pencil out of his mouth to answer. �But I�d like recordings from Kadar Al-Jahani�s interrogation sessions, if that�s possible. Is there anything that might give us even the slightest clue?�
�No, not really. On several occasions he quoted a number sequence that was first thought to be code for latitude and longitude, but that theory didn�t hold up. Otherwise, nothing. He gave straight answers to straight questions, eventually. And as for recordings, it�s unlikely we�ll get them. But we have transcripts. I have them here for those of you who want them.�
�That sequence could be interesting,� said Griffin. Meyer nodded. Something in the analyst�s manner told Niven that Mortimer probably did have something to say, but not in present company.
�We have two possible targets around fifteen hundred miles apart, and the drone has a range of anywhere between eight hundred and a thousand miles,� said Niven. �If we can�t narrow the target we have no chance whatsoever of finding the terrorist camp. It could, theoretically, be anywhere in the Indonesian archipelago.� To prove the point, he took a felt-tipped pen and drew a big circle around Jakarta and then Darwin. �This,� he said, �is a thousand miles.�
�Shit,� said Meyer.
�Captain Mahisa?� Niven said.
�Yes, sir.�
�Sumbawa and Flores are probably worth searching now. Even though Jakarta is a little outside the range of the drone if BI�s base is on either island, it�s only just outside the range and it�s not unfeasible that the terrorists could have modified the thing.� He breathed heavily. �We could get lucky.�
�Yes, sir,� agreed Mahisa. �I can assure you the TNI will cooperate fully. Those islands are very large, and it would still take some time to cover them completely.�
�Time we don�t have,� Griffin said.
Niven stood. �Okay, people, we need leads. And fast. First and foremost, this battle will be won by brain power. On the surface of it, with Kadar Al-Jahani dead, the trail to BI�s camp would appear to have died with him. But somewhere out there is a scrap of information that will take us straight to Babu Islam�s launch site. There has to be. It�s as simple and as complicated as that.�
Ferallo nodded as if Niven had been speaking to her personally. The information they now had could inject new meaning and relevance into intelligence they already possessed. Before she realised it, the meeting was over and Ferallo was standing. She felt light headed, as if she had vertigo standing at the edge of a precipice. The fact that Australia wasn�t her homeland didn�t lessen her fear or anxiety.
�Can I see you and Graeme for a minute, Spike?� asked Mortimer as Ferallo, Meyer, Mahisa and the US Army colonel all bundled up their notes and walked briskly from the room, each taking a sealed folder marked �First Level Secret� and containing Kadar Al-Jahani�s interrogation transcripts.
�Sure,� said the defence forces chief. Thought so.
�What�s up, mate?� said Griffin, changing chairs for one closer to the DIO man.
�Do you mind if I eat? Didn�t go home this morning, missed breakfast and I�m starving bloody hungry.�
�Me too,� said Griffin. �Might join you.�
Mortimer opened a briefcase and took out a wrinkled brown paper bag with oil stains on it. He removed two slices of stale, buttered bread and sprinkled potato crisps on them, emptied a sachet of tomato sauce onto one slice of bread, and then brought the two slices together.
�On second thoughts�� said Griffin.
�Don�t expect too much from the Americans,� Mortimer said with a mouth full of chips, butter, tomato sauce and stale bread, ignoring the look of horror on Griffin�s face.
�I must say, Felix, you�ve been full of good cheer today,� said Griffin, raising an eyebrow at Niven. Mortimer was known to be a bit of an eccentric. He was forty-seven and apparently still lived with his mum, who, if his lunch was anything to go by, had no positive influence over his diet.
�Why not?� asked Niven, not wanting to waste time. �What�s on your mind?�
�They�ve got the world�s biggest Muslim nation under threat at the same time as one of its staunchest allies � us. The United States won�t be going eenie, meanie, miney, mo, wondering which country they�ll pitch in to help. It�ll be Indonesia first, Australia a distant second.�
�Bullshit,� Niven barked. �We�ve just supported America in Afghanistan, Iraq and West Africa. There has to be some quid pro quo in the relationship.�
�Don�t count on it,� Mortimer said.
�And why not?� Niven folded his arms tightly across his chest.
�I think I know where you�re going with this, Felix,� Griffin said.
�Well then, can you please let me in on it?� said Niven.
�Look, I don�t want to be right about this, Air Marshal, but�we�ve just had two wars within a relatively short period of time perceived by many in the Islamic world to have been religious wars � crusades,� said Mortimer. �All the while, America has been trying to get the message across that it is not anti-Muslim. This little situation of ours will give the US a tailor-made opportunity to make that point. You said it yourself, sir. We�re America�s staunchest ally. If they�re seen to put Indonesia�s welfare above ours, what message will that send to the Islamic world?�
Niven didn�t have to think about it too long. Mortimer was right. Bloody politics.
�We shouldn�t count on too many NBC suits finding their way here either. And any protection they offer us will be token. The carrier battle group that just happens to be in Port Darwin at the moment? It�ll be gone tomorrow, steaming full speed towards Jakarta.�
�What do you think the Americans would do if we invoked our treaty with them � ANZUS?� Griffin asked.
�If they think their national interest lies in offering Indonesia assistance over us, they�ll invoke the Nixon Doctrine.�
Niven snorted: the Nixon Doctrine. Richard Nixon�s administration came up with it when the president was trying to extricate the troops from the war in South Vietnam, and began courting the People�s Republic of China. It was a slippery caveat the Americans could fall back on if a particular treaty didn�t suit its interests of the day. The US had a vast number of defence treaties with nations around the world. The spirit if not the words of these agreements was that America would come to the defence of its allies in time of peril. The Nixon Doctrine allowed the US to send weapons instead of soldiers. Given that an attack on a country was more likely to come from a power with superior numbers of forces the doctrine potentially made a mockery of those treaty obligations. No wonder they called the guy Tricky Dickie.
�The Yanks will give us all kinds of excuses about why they can�t come to our aid, to save themselves face but mostly so as not to destabilise treaty relations they have with other nations. I believe they�ll pull out the battle group currently in our waters. They�ll say their aim is to stop the weapon closer to the launch site so that they can rush in and secure any remaining weapons of mass destruction � assuming there are some left over � before they can be used on other targets.�
Niven knew Mortimer was right. �Shit,� he said quietly.

Tamarama, Sydney, Australia

Annabelle Gilbert stood up against the plate-glass window. The view from her rented apartment presented a northerly aspect of the beach called �Glamorama� by the locals. It was easy to see why. The bodies on their designer-motif towels were all gym toned, well-defined abs and silicon implants � both the men and the women. It was an easy downhill walk to the small crescent of white sand. The sun was shining and it was a beautiful day. She should be out enjoying it, only there was an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. Is this really where I should be?
The salary they paid her was embarrassing and the promises that went with it were, she had to admit, exciting. So why did she feel she�d lost something in the deal? Annabelle Gilbert knew exactly what she�d lost. Or rather, who she�d lost. She told herself repeatedly that she hadn�t given Tom away for the sake of a career move. Only, the reasons for ending her relationship now seemed unimportant. Annabelle had been prepared to live with Tom�s choices before they were engaged, so why not after it?
And then there was Saunders. She knew exactly what he wanted from her, and it had nothing whatsoever to do with her ability to read the news. Still, she�d allowed herself to be seduced by his crap � perhaps because it fed her ego. Naturally, she�d kept her real feelings about Saunders to herself because it was in her interest to do so. It was called playing the game. Annabelle Gilbert gazed out the window at all the self-absorbed people working on their tans and felt utterly alone. It occurred to her that she was fitting right in.

Richmond, Melbourne, Australia

Carrie, an accountant for a large appliance retailer, went to a bash held by their newly appointed advertising agency. There she met Simon, a photographer, who was utterly different to the men she knew, professionally and socially. He was unshaved, unruly and unbelievably sexy. There were vodka shots provided � a first for her normally stuffy employer � and she�d had a couple too many, on purpose. Simon had cocaine in his pocket and eyes that smouldered under a tangled mop of thick black hair. They�d ended up having sex in the toilets � it was a night of firsts for Carrie � his hand covering her mouth as she came, her boss in the cubicle next door.
That was a fortnight ago. She�d hoped he�d call and the previous night, he did. He explained that he was having a dinner party and apologised for the lateness of the invitation. He wanted her to bring her best-looking blonde friend. Apparently, he had a buddy going through a divorce who needed to know that there were other fish in the sea. And he liked blonde fish.
Simon flung open the door. �You look good enough to eat,� he said, running his eyes down the sheath she�d sprayed on. �Come in and have a line, babydoll.� She tasted the cocaine on his tongue as he kissed her. A shudder of excitement passed through her � the memory of their last meeting. He gestured towards a ceramic tile lying on a nearby side table. She touched it. The tile had been heated to keep the small pyramid of white powder heaped on it dry. A generous line had already been separated from this mother lode, and a straw was provided. �Now, that�s what I call a welcome,� she said to herself, picking up the straw. She held her hair back and hoovered the line into a nostril. It tickled the back of her throat and her gums instantly went numb, a shudder running over her scalp, down her spine and into her legs. Simon handed her a flute of champagne, and went back to the kitchen. �Make yourself at home, babydoll. Just got a few final things to do in the kitchen. Although, God knows, the last thing we�ll feel like doing is eating,� he said with a laugh.
Carrie took the opportunity to look around. Simon lived well. His home consisted of two large terraces with the adjoining wall knocked out. It was all open plan: big spaces, high ceilings, pools of halogen lighting. Down one end was a syc, photographer-speak for a big concave egg, surrounded by expensive camera gear � the work space. Up the other end was a chef�s kitchen, all stainless steel and European brand names. A Bang & Olufsen sound system, as much modern sculpture as hi-fi, stood beside a long, low, L-shaped leather couch and a low Balinese coffee table carved with Hindu motifs, design, photographic and fashion magazines scattered artfully about. She looked for the bedroom, a tingling sensation between her legs. Was it the drug or the memory of the party�? She found it at the top of a set of stairs artfully built into a wall; the individual steps had no railing and seemed to hang unsupported in the air.
The bedroom overlooked the studio. On the walls were black and white portraits of beautiful women and various, perfectly proportioned nudes in erotic poses. �Your trophy room?� she called out.
�I don�t see your photo up there yet,� he said quietly, holding her from behind, slipping his hand inside the front of her dress and cupping her breast.
His presence surprised her as she hadn�t heard his footsteps. �Does that mean I haven�t acquired �trophy� status yet?� she said, moving away from him, but wanting instead to turn around, unzip his fly and take him in her mouth � if only to prove that she could be every bit as bad and unpredictable as him.
�We�ll see. We�re going to have a night you and your girlfriend won�t forget. When�s she coming, by the way? And what�s her name? Is she hot?�
�Questions, questions. When�s your friend coming? Is he hot?� she countered.
�Oh, got a call just before you arrived. Problems with the ex. He can�t make it, so�it�ll just be the three of us.� She looked down and saw that an old shearer�s table, the one old piece in the room, had been set for three.
Carrie wanted to believe him, but it felt too set up. Just the three of us� And then the doorbell rang.
�Her name�s Anna,� said Carrie, calling after him as he ran to answer it.
Simon took the steps two at a time and reached the front door, picking up a flute of champagne from the kitchen on the way, before the bell rang again. �Ah, you must be Anna,� he said as she walked in, exchanging her coat for the glass. �Carrie�s here. Now we can par-tay.�
Carrie noted that Anna was wearing her prowling attire: a sheer, backless dress � very short � high-heeled shoes and a long leather coat. �Ooh,� said Anna with a giggle as she stepped lightly into the room, her heels clattering on the parquet floor. �Nice place.�
Carrie could see from Simon�s body language that he was also impressed by what he saw. �I�m told it�s a bit sterile,� he said in an attempt to be dismissive.
�I like it,� said Anna looking around.
�Hello, girlfriend,� Carrie said. She gave her friend a hug and a peck on the cheek. �You�re late.�Anna was always late.
Simon�s mobile rang. �Alright, that must be the courier,� he said, rubbing his hands together before opening the text message. �Yeah, waiting out front.� Carrie glanced at Anna with the slightest wrinkle between her perfectly shaped eyebrows. Courier? Simon grabbed a wad of cash off the kitchen bench and placed his hand on Carrie�s arse as he kissed her. �Back in a second, babydoll,� he said in her ear. �Keep it warm. Give Anna a line.� The door closed behind him, leaving Carrie and Anna on their own.
�He�s cute,� said Anna, putting down her empty flute.
�He�s mine,� said Carrie, half jokingly, narrowing her eyes.
�Did I hear the word �line� mentioned?� Anna said, ignoring the warning.
�There�s something for you on the tile over there.� Carrie pointed at the side table. �Simon�s friend pulled out. Looks like it�s just the three of us.�
Anna picked up the straw and snorted the line in one fluid, practised movement. She dipped a finger in the mound of white powder and then ran it around her gums. She shivered. �Good quality. Oh well, I can think of worse ways to spend an evening.� The Bang & Olufsen changed CDs automatically, swapping blues for Nina Simone as Anna took herself on a tour of the surroundings. Carrie sat on the couch with a fresh glass of champagne, closed her eyes and thought of sex with Simon.
Moments later, a key sounded in the lock and Simon swaggered through the front door holding a little bag of blue-white powder high, in triumph. �Don�t crowd me, ladies,� he said. �There�s enough for all.�
�Do you do portraits, Simon?� Anna called out from the bedroom, admiring the work on the walls.
�No. The pay�s ratshit. Do pack shots mainly, for ad agencies.� He reached into the back of the fridge and pulled out a plastic container. �Carrie,� he said, beckoning her over with a finger. �Check this out.�
Carrie got up off the couch and walked into the kitchen. The bag Simon had collected now sat on the bench. It contained a fine, brilliant white powder. Not coke. It was something else. Simon opened the container. Inside was a plastic bag full of new disposable hypodermic syringes, a small bottle of saline solution, a professional tourniquet and sterilising swabs. The complete kit. �Have you ever done scag, babydoll?� he asked.
Carrie shook her head. �Heroin? No way. Never,� she said emphatically.
�I have,� said Anna, breezing into the kitchen. �It�s amazing.�
�You bitch. You never told me that,� said Carrie, surprised.
�Look, Carrie, all the negative hype about heroin? It�s just bullshit put out to scare people,� Simon said, tapping a measure of powder into a stainless-steel eggcup and adding saline to it.
�It is amazing,� said Anna, repeating herself. �And I knew you�d disapprove. That�s why I never told you.�
�This stuff is first class,� pronounced Simon. �You believe only half of what the dealers tell you, of course � there�s always some sales pitch or other. But this vitamin H looks like the real McCoy,� he said, heating the underside of the eggcup with a lighter flame to cook the solution. �You want to go first, Anna?� said Simon, sucking the fluid into a thin syringe.
�Sure,� she said, holding out her arm. Simon put the syringe between his teeth while he wrapped the tourniquet around her arm just above the elbow joint, and tightened it. He found a vein in the crook of her arm, tapped it, then wiped it with a swab. The injection was administered an instant later while Anna turned away. �Hey, you�re good, honey,� she said. �I didn�t even feel that.�
�Your turn, babydoll,� said Simon, preparing the next hit with a clean hypodermic.
Carrie shook her head. �No way, Jose,� she said, not altogether convincingly. �You okay, Anna?� she asked. Her friend had sagged against the kitchen bench.
�Oh, man,� Anna said, eyes closed, head back, �it�s like I�ve been cold and someone has wrapped a warm blanket around me, but all on the inside. Do yourself a favour��
Carrie didn�t want to, but at the same time she did. The internal battle being fought was between her conservative upbringing and a little girl�s fear of needles, and her desire to �fit in� with Simon. He had cornered her and attacked her weakest link � her desire to be accepted, loved. That, and Carrie wanted sex with him, badly. �Okay,� she said, turning her head away and holding out an arm. �Do it to me, baby, uh-huh, uh-huh.�
�You can bet on that,� he said.
Carrie felt the pressure of the tourniquet and the swab, followed by the lightest pinprick. And then the drug followed, flowing through her system, sweeping away her cares and inhibitions like debris on a flood tide. She opened her eyes after what seemed only a minute. Anna and Simon were naked. Anna was now lying back on the kitchen bench, legs up in the air as Simon fucked her. Carrie mentally shrugged and let her dress fall from her shoulders. My turn, sugar� The photos on Simon�s bedroom wall swam into her mind and she realised that the women were all like her and Anna � salt and pepper � and that the women were photographed in pairs. This was Simon�s thing, sex with two women at the same time, the m�nage � trois. Ordinarily, a realisation such as this would have propelled her indignantly to the front door. But that part of her brain had been banished to a faraway land. Carrie looked at Anna and Simon and decided they were the two most beautiful people in the world, and that she wanted them both inside her. She moved behind Simon, and hugged him and held his cock as he thrust into her best friend. He turned and kissed her.
The flood continued to rise within Carrie until it arrived in her throat and began to swell. Her temperature soared, a white-hot burning within, melting her core. A certain sensation told her Simon was now fucking her from behind, but she couldn�t feel anything. Carrie looked down on Anna and saw that she hadn�t moved off the kitchen bench. Anna�s stomach heaved and the vomit, mostly champagne, erupted from her lips. Carrie staggered, unable to keep her legs under her, collapsing to the floor.
Simon knew something was seriously wrong. The courier had warned him about the stuff�s purity. But they all lied about their gear, didn�t they, to increase the anticipation and the price? Anna�s eyes were open, blank and staring, and the puking had stopped. Oh shit, oh shit. Simon hesitated for a few minutes, trying to think of an alternative to ringing the emergency number on the phone, thinking of the police, his career, about everything, in fact, except about the two naked women dying from an overdose in his designer kitchen.

Australian Federal Police HQ, Canberra, Australia

Federal Agent Jenny Tadzic knew something majorly wrong was going on. The reports from the various state police forces up and down the east coast were deeply concerning. There was a large batch of killer heroin on the streets and people were dropping like flies � schoolteachers, solicitors, executives. It was times like this that Tadzic could see just how pervasive heroin was. It had infiltrated all levels of society, from the top down and the bottom up. She rifled through the folders, picked one at random and skimmed it. Two women dead in a photographer�s studio. The women were well off, pretty, everything going for them. Why? Why get hooked into mainlining smack? Doctors, builders, journalists were dying from hotshots alongside the homeless and other long-time users. And Tadzic had absolutely nothing with which to counter the menace. Her department � the whole organisation � was out-gunned and outmanoeuvred. Eventually the supply would dry up and the deaths would stop, but in the meantime the drug was cutting a swath through the community as effectively as a new virus. She closed the reports and sat back in her chair, overwhelmed by a feeling of utter helplessness.
And then there was the whole Angie thing. The girl had seemingly disappeared off the planet, as had her boyfriend. The DEA still hadn�t found their man either. The world was a shitful place.

Flores, Indonesia

The Sword of Allah waited at the end of the runway. Hendra had calculated that the runway itself was too short for the drone, when fully loaded with its payload and fuel, to gain enough ground speed for takeoff unless the breeze was fresh and exactly onshore. That, Hendra had warned, would be a rare occurrence indeed, due to a number of factors he�d learned since becoming a meteorological expert. But Hendra also promised those factors were a minor setback.
Duat took him at his word. Had the man not developed an electronic brain for the drone that made it fly as if an invisible pilot was at the controls? That in itself was miraculous. Duat cast his eye over the aircraft as Hendra and his young assistant wheeled it from the hangar. The Sword of Allah was considerably larger than any of the aircraft Hendra had been testing to date. And it was certainly in far better shape now than when it had arrived in a box crate from Latakia, Syria. It had been delivered in pieces, the whole roughly cut up with a saw. Looking at it now, that was difficult to believe. What had Hendra said? He�d used carbon fibre and Kevlar obtained from shipwrights in Denpasar to rebuild the wing�s mainspar and fuselage. He said he�d avoided using aircraft technology so as to keep the questions to a minimum.
Duat ran his fingertips lightly over a wing. He could barely feel the join. �Hendra, you are a wizard,� he said. �Babu Islam owes you a great debt.�
�Thank you, Emir.�
�May Allah reward you amply.�
Hendra smiled. For the moment, appreciation from Duat was reward enough.
A catapult had been rigged up using a spare outboard motor and it had yet to be tested on the drone itself. A sleigh on skids had been used to determine the loads it was capable of dragging and that had certainly been promising. But a test with the Sword of Allah itself? That had had to be postponed a number of times due to monsoonal activity, but a break in the weather saw the morning dawn with a grey slate sky that turned blue as the orange ball of the sun climbed out of the sea.
The test Hendra was conducting, he�d explained, would not provide all the answers because the Sword of Allah would not be weighed down with its payload or full fuel tanks. If it took off fully loaded, Hendra calculated that it would not then have enough runway on which to land before ploughing into the rocks at the far end. The test was merely to investigate the effectiveness of the catapult, and the drone�s stability as it accelerated down the runway.
Duat had listened to all this and his appreciation transformed into impatience. The suicide squads were trained, Abd�al Mohammed al Rahim had prepared the canisters for insertion in the drone and all, except for the drone itself, was ready. How much more time would Hendra need? And there was a worrisome development within the encampment. A sickness was spreading. Duat himself was having trouble keeping food down. Rahim was no longer capable of work, and his assistant had taken to bed. Indeed, Rahim had become a slave to the white powder and it was doubtful that he would live beyond another two weeks, a race underway between the drug and the cancers that had spread throughout his body, each vying to end his life. But most disturbing of all was the growing certainty that it was only a matter of time before the authorities discovered the location of the encampment.
It had been a couple of weeks since the news media in Australia and the US had announced that the CIA had hunted down the man suspected of being the principal planner behind the US Embassy bombing, Kadar Al-Jahani. Duat thanked Allah that Kadar had been killed rather than taken prisoner and interrogated. But then Duat had seen his own face on news broadcasts linking him with Kadar and the embassy bombing. Duat had laughed at the likeness, making light of his notoriety for the benefit of the men but, privately, he was more than a little concerned. Time was running out. The question was, did they have weeks, days or hours? He�d checked the bank accounts via the Internet. If the infidels were close, they would be frozen. To Duat�s relief, he still had access to them, although there appeared to be considerably less money in them than he�d thought. The money from the heroin sales was being deposited. Perhaps their banker in Sydney was getting greedy. If so, he would have to be killed and a replacement found.
The sound of the outboard motor screaming at full power and the noisy spooling of the cable onto a drum brought Duat abruptly back to the present. He looked down the runway. The Sword of Allah was accelerating quickly and then, suddenly, it appeared to go almost straight up like a missile. The cable fizzed as it snaked through a metal guide and, when the drone was overhead, Hendra yelled, �Now!� Unang flicked a lever that set the motor�s gearbox to neutral. The sudden release of tension on the cable allowed its hook to release from the drone. The aircraft�s Rotax engine was now on its own. Through a remote control box, Hendra set the aircraft on a slow turn over the water and lined it up on the runway. The test was a success.
�Hendra, we launch in two weeks. Pray for a break in the weather,� Duat said, turning away. Convulsions gripped his stomach. He stumbled into the scrub and vomited.

Central Intelligence Agency, Australia bureau, US Embassy, Canberra

�Well, how does the seed grow, my friend?�
�(static)�a sapling that grows daily. Soon it will be a large tree that bears fruit�(static)�
�(static)�heard all this before�(static)�will be edible? There have been attempts in the past to cultivate this area profitably�(static)�
�(static)�and so is the climate today. Also, as you know, caring for the tree as it grows takes money�(static)�
�Allah be praised.�
�As I said, there would be a lot of money to be made�(static)�expert banker in Sydney��

Ferallo read through the transcript from Kadar Al-Jahani�s meeting in Rome. It was redolent with double meaning, especially now with the benefit of hindsight. But a trail to the terrorists� encampment still eluded them. Where were these bastards hiding? The men Kadar had met with at the coffee shop had all died in the battle in which Kadar had been captured. The phone on Ferallo�s desk rang. She picked it up impatiently. �I�m sorry but didn�t I ask to have my calls held?�I know, everyone says they�re important�Okay, okay, put her through. Sorry, before you go, what�s her name? Skye Reinhardt? And she�s from the Manila bureau, you say?�
* * *
Jenny Tadzic�s internal alarm bells were ringing loud and clear. Angie was now long overdue. Foreign Affairs confirmed that she had entered Thailand � which Tadzic knew anyway because of the postcards � but could not confirm that she had departed Thailand. Tadzic�s suspicion that Angie had crossed illegally into Myanmar via one of the innumerable drug trails and trekked to General Trip�s fields had hardened into firm belief. If she was right, Angie was dead.
But that was not her only worry. Reports were still coming in from police forces up and down the east coast that even more of the killer heroin had flooded the market. The death toll from it was frighteningly high, and increasing. Word on the street was that the heroin had been dumped in Australia, which also brought the cost of a hit way down and increased the market penetration. Someone obviously wanted to make a quick buck. Tests revealed that this heroin had unbelievably high levels of purity, up around seventy to eighty percent compared to the usual twenty percent. This made it lethal, addicts unwittingly giving themselves massive, deadly doses. Customs had no idea how the drug was getting in because, as one particularly testy agent had told her, �If we knew how it was getting in, we�d bloody stop it, wouldn�t we?� Tadzic had to admit, she was getting desperate. The phone rang. �Hello, Jenny Tadzic, T triple C.� The voice down the line was unfamiliar.
�Hello, Jenny. We�ve met. Gia Ferallo, CIA,� said the voice through the phone.
�Yes, Ms Ferallo. I remember. How goes it?�
�Good. Call me Gia. I hate the �Miz� thing � sounds like it�s short for �miserable�. What are you doing tomorrow morning? Care to spend the day up in Sydney?�
Tadzic listened intently for the next five minutes, without saying a word. When she finally hung up, her palms were sweating and her heart was beating against her ribs. This was the break they�d been praying for.

Sydney, Australia

The royal suite at the Shangri-La on Sydney Harbour suited Jeff Kalas�s idea of the idyllic lifestyle: luxury, exclusivity, and service. The bedroom was vast, three times the size of any he had slept in before, and beautifully furnished in the modern, comfortable style. A huge plate-glass window filled with the golden light of the sun�s first rays, and it framed the arch of the Sydney Harbour Bridge rearing up like a rampant steel monster. He lay on the vast bed and stretched out, feeling like a king.
The suite was deliciously quiet. No screaming at recalcitrant teenagers to get up and get dressed. No mutt to walk. No wife to avoid. Being single was absolute bliss. The blast of a horn from a large cruise ship departing the quay below managed to penetrate the room�s soundproofing.
Kalas had walked out on his family after eighteen years of marriage, taking nothing. What did he care? He could buy anything he wanted now, anyway. Just to reassure himself that his life had finally changed for the better, Kalas reached under his bed, pulled out the PowerBook, and pressed the on button. He had configured the laptop to automatically connect to the Internet. This new wireless chip set was worth it, he told himself. And then he laughed out loud. Worth it? The vast sums of money he had recently acquired had utterly repositioned his sense of worth. Hardship was a thing of the past.
The appropriate icon began flashing, indicating connection. He keyed in the site he wanted to visit: First Lucerne. A few more keystrokes and Kalas was reviewing his account balance. He started to quietly hum a children�s song, one he used to sing to his when they were little: The king was in the counting-house counting out his money. The queen was in the parlour, eating bread and honey�He gave a sigh of satisfaction when all those beautiful zeros materialised. He flipped the lid down on the laptop, sending the computer to sleep, and slid it back under the bed.
His bag was packed. All he had to do was shower, have breakfast and then catch the Philippine Airlines flight to Manila. He closed his eyes and conjured a picture of Skye in a state of suitable undress. He smiled to himself. Life and love were now as one. He was the luckiest man he knew.
The doorbell rang. It was loud, installed to be responded to rather than ignored. The sound ripped him out of his daydream. �Okay, okay,� he said, annoyed. He swung his legs off the bed and put his arms into the thick terry towelling robe provided. Somehow, they�d managed to embroider his initials � what did they call that, his �monogram�? � onto the pocket. The doorbell rang again, impatiently. �Coming, coming,� he said as he walked past the grand piano and ran his finger down the keys.
Kalas looked through the peephole. He saw a young, Italian-looking woman in a maid�s outfit. She was standing behind a tray covered with various silver domes.
�Room service,� she said.
Kalas hadn�t ordered anything, but he shrugged that off. Perhaps breakfast came with the room and he hadn�t been told. �Okay, hang on,� he said. He tied the robe to cover his nakedness. If the waitress was pretty � and he suspected she was but the lens in the peephole distorted the view � perhaps he�d ask her to have breakfast with him? In the jacuzzi. He smiled at his own bravado. It was amazing what five mill� and counting could do for a man�s confidence, he told himself.
He turned the handle slightly, clicking off the lock, and suddenly the door rushed at him like a runaway refrigerator. The impact smashed his nose and catapulted him back into the room, where he landed with a thud on the floor. The air was punched out of his lungs and he clutched at his throat, choking for breath. Kalas opened his eyes and blinked at the collection of black-masked bug-eyes hovering over him. Muzzles and underslung torches of Heckler & Koch MP-5 machine pistols waved small circles above the bleeding mass of his nose. Knees firmly planted on his chest were making it impossible for him to recover his breath. Another three black-clad soldiers jumped over him and quickly checked the suite.
�Clear!� The call was repeated as each room was found to be empty.
�Area secured,� said the leader of the squad, the black muzzles remaining trained on Kalas�s frightened, bloody face.
Gia Ferallo stepped through the door. She removed the French maid�s bonnet from her hair and loosened the belt cinched tight around her narrow waist. While the antiterrorist squad was AFP, Federal Agent Tadzic�s men, the official arrest was made by a couple of ASIO agents gladly provided by the D-G himself, Peter Meyer. ASIO, the agency charged with handling terror threats inside Australia, had been given the power to hold people thought to have links to terrorists or terrorist organisations for up to seven days without charging them. They�d need that time to sort out exactly what Kalas was up to, and take him out of circulation. The ASIO men came through the door and slapped the cuffs on the financier. �Jeff Kalas, you are held on suspicion of having terrorist links. You will be detained for a period of no greater than seven days pending the laying of charges. You may have a lawyer present and so��
Yadda, yadda, thought Ferallo. What counted was that they had the bastard. He was the best lead, perhaps their only lead, to Duat and the weapon.
Federal Agent Tadzic, the officer in charge, stepped through the door behind Ferallo. �So this is what a financier of terrorism looks like?� she said. Kalas lay at their feet, the robe up around his waist, white buttocks sitting in a puddle of yellow urine.
* * *
Annabelle was alone in her apartment, having a night at home. She had a shower and sat on her couch with a glass of wine and turned on the TV. The prime minister�s department had rung the network in the morning and requested time for an urgent broadcast. The time they requested was six o�clock. Prime time. News time. No one knew what it was about, although the network head of news had been ferreting about all day checking sources in Canberra, trying to find out. The best he could manage was that the news was going to be bad. But that was a given. A PM never made an all-station broadcast out of the blue unless an unbelievable sporting milestone had been achieved, or something dire was in the wind.
It was unseasonably cold and rainy outside. Annabelle sat on the couch in her dressing gown with her drink and waited for a mindless quiz show to come to an end. The unspoken fear within her was that the PM was about to announce a military catastrophe, and that somehow Tom would be amongst the victims. Her imagination had been playing with that thought all day. She went home early, sick. How had she allowed her relationship with Tom to implode? The engagement was off, she�d terminated it, handed back the ring. She�d told him that it was his job she couldn�t cope with. She�d also told him she didn�t want to go to Sydney. And that was a lie. In fact, she did want to go. Was that the real reason for the end of their relationship? Her selfishness? How quickly the emptiness of that choice had hit her. Was the career � her career � so important it transcended everything else? Was reading the news in Sydney such a pinnacle that she was prepared to sacrifice everything � even the man she loved � to gain it? Or did she just miss Tom so much she was blaming herself for the break-up?
And then there was Saunders. They had been on their way to a charity benefit when Saunders stopped at his apartment, claiming he wanted to dash up and get his chequebook. He asked her to come up rather than remain in the car. A thunderstorm was about to break and Annabelle hadn�t wanted to sit alone in the car in an innercity neighbourhood she knew nothing about. Big mistake. She should have taken her chances with the weather and the muggers. She�d used the bathroom and when she came out, Saunders was sitting on the couch, naked, with his erection in hand. She�d laughed at him and asked simply, �What are you doing?� To which he�d said, �What does it look like, sweetie? Time to pay your dues.� Sweetie?! Annabelle had laughed at him again, picked up her coat and walked out. Things had been strained at the station ever since. She�d even heard Saunders refer to her as a �hick�. Rumours about their evening together had swept the station and it was only then that Annabelle realised how truly unpopular Saunders was. He�d tried the same stunt with most of the women at the network at one time or another.
�Don�t worry, honey,� said one of the other women Saunders had failed to score with. �There�ll be a new female employee along next week and he�ll forget about you the moment she walks through the front door. And besides, his ego�s so big that in a month he�ll remember the incident differently � that you�d come across and that he was awesome.� They�d both laughed about that. Apparently, being cornered by Saunders was something of an initiation rite. The women in the office had been waiting to see how she�d handle it before warming to her, and she�d come through with flying colours. Sydney was one tough town.
On the television set in front of her, the game show host flashed an impossibly white set of teeth at the camera as the plump contestant, who looked like she was smuggling pillows under her tight sweater, bounced up on stage and squeezed into the new car she�d just won. The credits rolled, the theme music played, and then a cut was made to the network�s logo. A voice said, �The six o�clock news will be presented after the prime minister�s address to the nation.� The logo remained on screen for several pregnant seconds before being replaced by the head and shoulders of Prime Minister William Blight.
Annabelle Gilbert wasn�t sure what she thought about Blight. He was a larrikin, a former heavy drinker who had, at one time, been a union boss on the waterfront. She hadn�t heard any off-putting rumours about him, which was unusual for a politician, but she didn�t trust him � not wholly, anyway. Was it possible for a truly good man to become the prime minister in modern politics when so much of their personality was manufactured and moulded by spin doctors? Answer: no. Blight seemed to buck that belief to some extent, but when it came down to it, Annabelle guessed she just didn�t trust politicians.
She examined his face. It was deeply lined. He was a harried man and looked like he�d aged ten years since coming to power at the last election, only a year ago. It was an honest face, though � craggy and avuncular at the same time. Annabelle turned the volume up and prepared herself for the worst.
�People of Australia,� he began. �Recent intelligence has come to light indicating a threat to our country and our way of life. This intelligence is not by any means certain but my government � in all good conscience � could not take the risk of keeping it quiet for reasons that will quickly become apparent.
�A terrorist group known as Babu Islam, hiding within the Indonesian archipelago, has in its possession an unknown quantity of a deadly nerve agent called VX. They also, according to our sources, have a drone � an unmanned plane � capable of delivering this weapon of mass destruction to a target that � again � is unknown to us at this time.
�We believe it is quite possible, however, that the terrorists are capable of reaching our northern population centres. As such, we have declared a state of emergency and have instructed the legislature of the Northern Territory, along with the Australian Defence Force, to begin the evacuation of Darwin forthwith.�
Annabelle Gilbert, like the overwhelming majority of Australians watching their TV sets, listened in utter disbelief. She realised her mouth was open, literally gaping. There had to be some mistake. Surely it was a hoax?
��Indonesia is also at risk, with several population centres � including Jakarta, a city of ten million souls � a possible target, and the president of that country is making a similar broadcast to his people at this time.
�Again, I stress to you, our knowledge of the precise details of the terrorists� cowardly and brutal plans are uncertain. What is certain, however, is that action must be taken immediately to prevent what could be a human tragedy on a monumental scale.
�I urge those of you in the southern regions of Australia who have friends or relatives in Darwin to open your house to them. We are calling now on the true Australian spirit of helping one another. Those of you who do not have friends or relatives in Darwin but would like to assist, we will, within the next few hours, have a billeting register set up.
�The Australian Defence Force, in conjunction with our American allies, will be distributing limited numbers of protective clothing called NBC suits, at several dispersal sites in and around Darwin. The location of those sites will be announced within the hour. The people of Darwin, you are already seeing an increased presence of the ADF on your streets. The soldiers will be there to set up field hospitals and decontamination centres, as well as assisting the police to keep the evacuation orderly.
�I will also take this opportunity to ask all people who are current members of the Army Reserve to report to your units.
�If, for whatever reason, you are unable to leave Darwin, there are a number of preventative measures you can take to protect yourself against VX, and over the course of the next twenty-four hours, we�ll be relying on the television networks and newspapers to provide this information.�
The remainder of the prime minister�s address only dimly penetrated Annabelle Gilbert�s shock. The network�s normal programming returned and the anchor, whom she�d only met once, appeared to be visibly shaken. Producers and researchers would be on the phones and the Internet, frantically chasing down further information on VX gas, Babu Islam, unmanned drones and, of course, the reaction of the people in Darwin and Jakarta to the news of this latest terrorist threat. Annabelle stared at the television as her home phone, mobile and pager rang and beeped away in the background. Eventually, she picked up the mobile.
�Annabelle, hi. Steve Saunders,� said the voice down the line.
�Steve,� she said distantly, her mind still grappling with the prime minister�s words.
�Are you watching TV?�
�Yes.�
�So you saw the prime minister�s speech?�
�Yes.�
�It�s chaos down here at the network,� he said.
�I thought it might be.�
�Listen, Belle, we�ve got an assignment for you.�
�Sorry?� An assignment? Annabelle wasn�t a reporter, she was an anchor, and Saunders� words threw her.
�Yeah, I�ve spoken to management and it�s kind of your area.�
�What is?�
�The north. We�d like you to be on the spot.�
�Pardon?�
�Darwin. You leave tomorrow.�

Australian Defence Force HQ, Russell Offices, Canberra, Australia

The transmission was cut, freezing the frame on Warrant Officer Wilkes for an instant, leaving Niven, Griffin, Greenway, Mortimer and Hardcastle to consider the operation they�d just approved on the fly. If it went wrong, Wilkes and Monroe were dead men walking. And all their careers would be finished. �If you go with this plan you could be sending these people to their deaths,� said Mortimer, stating the obvious. He got up off the couch in Niven�s office and poured himself a glass of water. �And what about the legal implications?�
The Australian defence force commander nodded slowly. There was no time and therefore few other options. Revise that, he said to himself � there were no other options.
Griffin had already considered the legals. �There�s no way we�d be able to get any cooperation from Myanmar or Thailand within the time frame.�
�So you�re saying we have to go, and worry about the consequences afterwards?� asked Greenway.
�Minister, I�m just saying that if we are going to go through with this, we�ll have to toss all niceties out the window.�
�What about the plan itself, Spike? Do you think it has a snowball�s chance in hell of coming off?� Greenway asked.
�It�s risky and the timing is critical but, yes, Hugh, I think it has a good chance. And at the moment, it�s not like we�re besieged with alternatives,� said Niven. The strategy had largely come from Hardcastle with some interesting refinements from Wilkes. �Colonel?�
�Wilkes�s choice of ordnance is a touch of class, but the problem, as with any mission planned in five minutes with people who don�t have the appropriate training, is that the risk of failure compounds. Bottom line? Despite a crucial part of the plan coming from Wilkes, his lack of experience in this kind of warfare again makes him the weak link.� The colonel massaged his chin. After a moment he added, �But with a lot of luck and good timing?� A shrug finished his view on the matter.
�Is anyone else available?� asked Niven.
�No, sir.�
�Well it�s academic then, isn�t it, because the alternative is turning our backs on the one solid lead to Duat.�
�Then we�d better get onto the Americans PDQ,� said Hardcastle. �Last time I checked we didn�t have any AGM-154Ds in our inventory.�
Greenway turned to Mortimer. �What are your thoughts on that, Felix? The Americans? What do you think their response will be?�
�I think they�ll play ball, Minister. We all heard the president�s recent state of the union address. It fits with the bit about the front line of freedom being wherever evildoers ply their trade and all that. General Trip is one mother of an evildoer and, as you say, he�s our only potential lead to the whereabouts of the WMD.�
Greenway nodded.
�And we know we have the support of the CIA,� added Griffin.
�That leaves Tadzic,� said Mortimer. �What about her?� The AFP federal agent had submitted a separate report on the Myanmar drug lord on issues unconnected with Duat. Or maybe they were related at a level they hadn�t even considered. Mortimer didn�t believe in coincidences, only connections. One just had to root them out.
�We could consider letting her go in on the second phase,� said Griffin. �But we�d be putting her in harm�s way.�
�Tadzic�s a big girl, Graeme,� said the air marshal. �She�s on the team because we value her experience.�
�With respect, sir, before you make a final decision, I think you should put it to Wilkes first,� Hardcastle said.
�Yep,� said the CDF. That went without saying.
Griffin wasn�t so sure that letting Tadzic accompany Wilkes and Monroe was the right decision, and he had an uncomfortable churn in the pit of his stomach. General Trip was a study in infamy, wanted all over the world, a drug lord and a murderer, responsible for countless deaths and a universe of misery. There was nothing sexist about his reluctance to let her go. Why put people at risk unnecessarily?
�Anyone turned up anything on those numbers Kadar Al-Jahani kept babbling about?� asked Mortimer.
�No,� said Niven. �We�re banking on them not being significant.�
Perhaps that wasn�t so smart, thought Mortimer. They had to mean something. He�d read the interrogation transcripts and they featured often enough throughout. He knew the series off by heart now: 1511472723. Everyone had hoped the numbers were some kind of code for the whereabouts of the Babu Islam encampment, but Mortimer considered that unlikely. And indeed it proved to be a dead end. The sequence remained a mystery. He�d even pulled out his Scrabble set one evening and played with the letters till dawn to see what he could come up with. But, of course, it was a ridiculous idea: were the first two digits one and five or fifteen? If the numbers represented scores for letters then the one could be an a, e, i, l, n, o, r, s, t or u. It couldn�t be fifteen unless the value was five and the letter � which would have to be a k � was sitting on a triple word score. And what language would Kadar Al-Jahani use? Arabic or English? He apparently spoke French and a smattering of Bahasa too. The sequence mightn�t even be a word but something infinitely more obscure � like a part number or something. The Scrabble thing was a pointless exercise. A whole bunch of nothing there, as he knew it would be before he started. Yet on some level, he believed he was getting close. Even just raising it again with Niven brought the answer nearer in a way he couldn�t put his finger on. And then there was the Sword of Allah guy, the general Khalid bin Al-Waleed mentioned through Kadar�s interrogation transcripts. He�d done a little research and knew a lot about the general�s deeds now, and again he felt this was significant but in a way his conscious mind couldn�t identify. And was the significance of the general connected to the number sequence or to something else?
Yes, the sequence had troubled everyone, but it had led nowhere � at least, nowhere that meant anything to anyone. And yet, Mortimer believed it was the key to this madness.
�What do you think, Hugh?� asked Niven. The Minister for Defence, Hugh Greenway, was a farmer with no military experience; despite that, the CDFs� confidence in the man�s judgment was growing by the day. And, of course, the prime minister relied heavily on his views when it came to military matters.
�I think it�s time I briefed the PM,� Greenway said, standing. �My recommendation? We go. He may need to speak to the governor-general.�

Flores, Indonesia

The cancers had aged him, accelerating him towards death. Rahim noted for the first time that his fingers had become little more than brown twigs, the skin a dry and papery bark, the hands of a very old man. He noticed this as he stroked Etti�s hair while they lay in bed. Etti�s body was still warm but it would not stay that way for long. Rahim ran his hand along the skin of her back. A large red bruise covered her shoulderblade. He circled its extremities, tracing it with his fingers. Etti�s skin had a flaccid quality about it. She was gone. The malignant agent had somehow escaped its cage and Rahim had realised too late to administer the antidote. The encampment had lacked an incinerator with which to dispose of the exposed test animals. That had been a serious oversight. Instead they�d buried the animals deep in the earth in plastic bags. There was a slight chance this had not been an effective method of sealing the carcasses and the agent had somehow escaped into the ground water. Perhaps if he had spent less time riding the stallion, he thought. With Etti�s passing the last flickering warmth in his existence had been extinguished. His work was finished, Kadar had been captured and killed, and Etti was now growing cold. Rahim�s last reasons for drawing breath were gone and so living had ceased to be worth the effort.
Rahim pressed the needle to his skin and watched it penetrate with a feeling of erotic detachment, like a voyeur at a peepshow. The stallion was his final love and this would be the final act of lovemaking. He pressed down on the plunger and watched the ejaculation depart from the cylinder. He felt it surge through his system, up his arm, through his shoulder and heart, pumping up through his neck. The drug stormed his brain and slammed the door on all pain, both physical and mental, and when Rahim opened his eyes again, he had that feeling of d�j� vu.
* * *
It was the smell, that familiar smell. It rose into his nostrils and he vomited. He�d been placed on a mountain of bodies the collective stench of which was unbearable. His eyes gradually gained their focus, as did his mind. The grey walls of the city rose from the silt plain before him. Men dressed in animal skins and leather raced about on horseback. Something was up.
Another pile of bodies was being heaped on the ground beside him, brought by a steady stream of carts from the encampment beyond. There was a distinctive rumble. Rahim turned his head slightly to see what was making the sound and the reality of the situation suddenly became apparent. The trebuchet was wheeled to the raised earthworks in front of Rahim by a team of soldiers and horses, and Rahim began to cry. Other trebuchets were being positioned so that a line of them formed a crescent beyond the walls of the city. Rahim knew this place all too well: Caffa. The trebuchets were positioned and engineers secured their wheels with chocks and stakes driven into the muddy earth. Rahim tried to change the view and, with it, his part in this play, but for some reason he was unable to do so. He was no longer in control of his dreaming. Frighteningly, it was in control of him.
The engineers turned the large spoked wheels that brought the massive arms of the trebuchets back to their stops. There was a moment of consideration as the machines were sighted to the city�s battlements. And then the loading of the ammunition began as the machines were heaped with flesh infected by the swelling disease. Most were dead but some, like Rahim, were still alive, unable to protest loudly enough that they still drew breath. A parade of generals trotted down the line, the Khan amongst them. Behind the Khan and his council rode a man on a lame mount. The man looked familiar. It was himself. But how could that be? Rahim wondered.
The Khan said something to one of the men with him and the response was a clear note blown on a ram�s horn hung around his neck. A mighty crash thundered in front of Rahim as the trebuchet�s arm swung through its movement and slammed into its stop. A tangle of arms and legs flew into the sky. The knot separated into individual men tumbling and spinning slowly as they reached the top of the parabola and began to fall. The elevation on the catapult servicing the mountain of bodies on which Rahim was dumped had been short and its load smashed against the grey parapets, the bodies falling to the ground like dolls thrown by angry children.
A rousing cheer went up from the thousands of the Khan�s men who�d come to watch the spectacle, thrilled to have the boredom of the siege broken by something so novel.
The weight was lifted from his back and suddenly Rahim was dragged off the mountain of corpses. He was thrown into the cup on the end of the trebuchet�s arm, his nose and mouth pressed hard against the suppurating black swelling on another man�s neck. An instant later, there was a sickening acceleration and then�silence. Rahim opened his eyes and watched the earth drop away and he could see the entire line of catapults and the sea of tents that stretched away into the distance. He spun slowly in the air, weightless for an instant, before beginning the fall. He watched with morbid interest as time slowed with the approaching grey stonework of the city�s inner walls. There was fascination on the faces of the people of Caffa, almost wonderment at this rain of people. Was this some extraordinary new way of storming the city? Were these Mongols fools? The answers were, of course, yes to the first and no to the second. Rahim�s head drove down onto stone steps, cracking as an egg might, spilling its red and grey yoke.
Rahim saw this in the brief instant before death ended for all time his ability to observe anything.
* * *
Duat heard the news on the radio first, the short-wave signal swinging in and out of reception, but what he heard quickened his pulse. Babu Islam�VX�weapon of mass destruction�Jakarta or Darwin� He confirmed it on the Internet and then on satellite television. There was mass hysteria at Jakarta�s railway stations and surrounding airports as people climbed over each other to leave the city. There had been shootings and riots, and one 747 had exploded when a man, maddened at having been denied a seat on a plane out of the city, had somehow managed to drive a van onto the apron and crashed it into the jumbo as it refuelled. The United States donated two hundred thousand NBC suits to the city � all the spares they had � a number totally inadequate to protect the population. There had been many casualties and deaths at one dispersion centre when stocks of the protective suits had run out.
Duat shrugged off any responsibility for the victims of the violence. The Prophet is preferable for the believers even to their own selves. The quote from the Qur�an came back to him easily. The people of Jakarta, if they truly loved Mohammed, should rejoice. They had been granted the opportunity to give their lives for the creation of a state dedicated to Allah�s greater glory. There were similar reports from Australia of death and mayhem evoked by the prospect of a VX attack on Darwin. And that was certainly good news.
But how, he wondered, did the authorities know that Babu Islam possessed VX and the drone? What else did they know that they were keeping to themselves? Did they know the location of the encampment? The time to act was now, and not just because the security of the group�s plans might possibly be in the process of breaking down. Several men and women had recently died of the mysterious disease. Many more were sick. Rahim, the only man in the encampment with even rudimentary medical knowledge, had himself died of a heroin overdose. And now Hitu Hendra was seriously ill and the whole plan was at risk of unravelling. The encampment would have to be abandoned and the sooner the better. He walked to Hendra�s hut and found the man sitting in the shade of a tree, sweat pouring from skin turned the grey of rotting meat. A foul stench rose from him.
�I am sorry for the smell, Emir,� he said when he saw Duat�s hand cover his nose. �I no longer have the energy to keep myself clean.�
�Can I help you up, Hitu?� asked Duat, deeply concerned for the success of his plans when he saw the man�s deteriorating condition.
�Yes. If I sit down too long I fall sleep and then the nightmares come.�
That frightened Duat, for he too had started having the most frightful dreams, something others had complained of as the sickness overcame them, and he was also finding it increasingly difficult to keep food down.
Duat held Hendra under an arm and helped him to his feet. He was light and his skin felt waxy, turning blue with bruising under his fingers as he watched. �The weapon must be launched against the infidels now, Hitu. We have no time left.�
Hendra managed a nod. The pressure of Duat�s fingers hurt his skin, but without the support to help him stand he knew he would collapse. �The weather is improving,� he said. Duat noticed that a stack of printed meteorological reports was wedged under his other arm. �I believe the conditions we want will be with us the day after tomorrow. Allahu Akbar.�
�Allahu Akbar,� said Duat, lifting a ladle from a bucket of water to the man�s lips. God is great.

Nam Sa River, Myanmar

The US Blackhawk, cleared through Thai airspace, landed Warrant Officer Tom Wilkes and Lance Corporal Gary Ellis on a remote hilltop just inside the northern Thai border with Myanmar. Monroe had wanted to �tag along�, but Wilkes had vetoed it. Their partnership in Israel was a temporary one and Wilkes was no longer seconded to the CIA. This particular leg of the mission required stealth, something that seemed to go against the American�s grain. Commander Niven had shrugged when Monroe had complained. �Sorry, but the call is Warrant Officer Wilkes�s,� he�d said. Monroe was pissed about it but Wilkes was sure the friendship would survive.
Wilkes and Ellis crossed into Myanmar just after sunset, when the air had cooled appreciably and smelled of rain and composting humus, of decay and regeneration. They made good time to the planned observation point twenty-five klicks inside Myanmar, because most of it�d been spent on the back of an elephant, the animal�s swaying flanks rustling the grasses and leaves with a slow four/four beat.
�American, American,� the old elephant handler had said when Wilkes and Ellis bailed him up a handful of klicks into their trek. After his initial surprise at seeing two heavily armed soldiers from the West, the man had smiled with a mouth full of glistening black teeth and said, �Rocky, Rocky,� and jabbed and hooked at the air. American? Well, it was close enough so Wilkes let it pass and, besides, he�d be paying with US dollars, the universal lubricant. He brought out a fistful of greenbacks and struck a deal on the spot.
There was not much to do on the elephant and it gave Wilkes time to reflect. Despite everything going on, his mind kept wandering back to Annabelle. He still couldn�t understand how they�d managed to hit the wall so hard. They�d talked a couple of times on the phone but the conversations had been strained. She�d moved to Sydney and, as usual, he was somewhere he couldn�t reveal. The fact that Belle was in Sydney was good, and bad. Townsville wasn�t under threat but, probably irrationally, he felt better about her being further away from Darwin.
Wilkes and Ellis arrived within two kilometres of the observation hill with time to spare. Their handler readily accepted an additional cash bonus, and somehow Wilkes managed to convey that there�d be more to come if he could keep the pachyderm�s motor running and take them back to the border before sunrise.
The night swallowed the elephant as it turned noisily, snorting through its trunk, and headed back down the trail, the handler waving at the soldiers and tapping the beast�s ears with a stick. Wilkes and Ellis both verified the time. The moon would rise above the hills at 0446, so there were plenty of hours of complete darkness to use as cover as they completed their tasks. Wilkes heard a coughing sound carried on the faint breeze. �Tiger,� he said just above a whisper.
�I know,� said Ellis, who had a brief flash of himself hanging helplessly from the mouth of a large cat as it trotted proudly off to its cubs, and he shuddered. Eating a bullet was one thing, becoming an animal�s dinner was something else entirely, and he gave the pistol grip of his silenced M4 an involuntary squeeze to reassure himself.
Wilkes picked up on Ellis�s nervousness. �It�d be more scared of you than you are of it,� he said.
�I doubt it, boss,� said Ellis smiling, his teeth almost fluorescent against his painted, camouflaged skin. He adjusted the NVG�s harness over his head, tightening it, and switched on the unit�s remote light source. One eye filled with green daylight, the jungle trail ahead now clearly illuminated and defined.
�Let�s move,� said Wilkes.
Ellis nodded.
They made their way cautiously to the ridgeline, listening for human sounds. The hills were densely covered in vegetation. They climbed the face of a lone hill too steep and rocky for the jungle to get a footing. Once climbed, the vantage point offered a clear line of sight across the valley. Wilkes breathed in the still night air and considered the changing role of Special Forces. Spotting for laser-guided munitions had become their raison d��tre. In World War II, a commando had had to physically attach explosives to the target, set the fuse and, once the thing had gone off, try to get as far away as possible before the enemy found him and fried his arse. It hadn�t changed much in Wilkes�s father�s day, a lance corporal in the SAS in Vietnam. Those men set the benchmark. They were masters of stealth, bushcraft and evasion. They had to be. Just as in World War II, they had to snuggle up to the target, blow it up and then vamoose through territory the enemy knew intimately.
The laser had changed all that. It created a hot spot that could be projected on a target up to four kilometres away. The explosive charge, instead of being affixed by a soldier, was dropped from an aircraft. A sensor in the nose of the bomb locked onto the hot spot and, in the majority of cases, bingo, scratched the target. The soldier still had to hightail it out after the damage was done because the laser had to paint the target right up until the ordnance did the job, but at least he had a head start. That was Gulf War I technology.
The ground-based laser target designator, and other systems like it, advanced the game even further. Satellites orbiting miles overhead were now in the loop, guiding the explosives package to the target. This allowed the user to slip in and out quietly, and be back in the Jason recliner rocker watching telly when things went boom.
�Boss?�
�Sorry, mate. Daydreaming,� said Wilkes.
Ellis took up a position on an overhang above and behind Wilkes and kept his senses honed, a round up the spout of his M4. Wilkes removed the GLTD from his pack and mated it with the tripod. He switched the power on and adjusted the legs of the tripod until the digital readout confirmed that the system was level. The GLTD illuminated the field of view in the familiar bright green of light enhancement. Wilkes centred the green dot on the intended target and confirmed the fact with the touch of a pad. This activated the device�s sensitive laser, which measured and recorded the target�s elevation, latitude and longitude to within fractions of seconds. He touched another pad, saving the information for later transmission. Finally, he used the GLTD to take an infrared image of the target, also for transmission. Wilkes signalled to Ellis that he was done, and then quickly dismantled and repacked the GLTD. Wilkes climbed up to Ellis and gave the signal to move. �The place is deserted,� said Ellis.
�Local festival,� Wilkes said.
�I hope for their sake they don�t return to work early.�
They quietly retraced their steps down the ridge and crossed the valley, where Wilkes made two more recordings on the GLTD.
An hour later, they were back on top of the elephant heading south, parting the jungle like a blunt-nosed barge through water, the musty smell of the animal�s hide mingling with the tang of sweat-soaked leather and the handler�s body odour.

Manila, Philippines

Yet another four-way videoconference was underway between Skye Reinhardt and her bureau chief, that ambitious bitch Ferallo in Australia, and the D-G himself in Langley. So far, all they�d done was confiscate her passport, but Skye knew it was just the beginning. The CIA was considering what to do with her, and it was not an organisation known for its understanding and sympathy towards employees with questionable allegiances.
�Sir,� she said, addressing the video image transmitted from Langley, Virginia, �as soon as Jeff confessed to me what he was up to, I came forward. Till then, I had nothing but suspicions.�
�But you saw him with two known terrorists � you said you recognised them � so it was more than just suspicions,� said Ferallo. �And what did you talk about for the two and a half months that you were seeing him?�
Reinhardt was getting tired of the same questions over and over, and she was especially tired of Ferallo. Maybe a frank admission would get the woman off her back. �Who talked? Mostly, we fucked,� she said.
�So what you�re saying is that you put your sex drive ahead of your country,� Ferallo countered coolly.
�Okay, let�s go over what he told you, Ms Reinhardt,� said the D-G, scowling impatiently, the interplay between Ferallo and Reinhardt clearly giving him the shits. �I�ll just remind you that you have not been charged. Whether we do so or not depends on your cooperation.�
�Yes, sir,� said Skye meekly.
�Now, again please, Ms Reinhardt, tell us what you know about Jeff Kalas.�
Skye sucked in a breath and tried not to let it sound like exasperation. �We met at a hotel, the Manila Diamond. I recognised the two men he was sitting with. They left, and I decided to, well, get to know Jeff. Why? Because I�m CIA and I was Johnny on the spot.�
Ferallo rolled her eyes. Intelligence work was not a place for romantics looking for adventure. How the hell did the psychs let this girl through? she wondered.
�We quickly settled into a relationship. He often flew to Manila and we�d go out. I always tried to steer the conversation round to his job, what he did to earn all the cash he was continually splashing about. All he�d say was that he was in money, as in finance,� Reinhardt said, using her fingers to indicate that this was a quote. �I swear that�s all he said until last week. Then it all came out. He told me he�d left his wife, wanted to live with me, and that he worked for two men who made a lot of money in Australia. And he admitted that he thought it was probably by selling drugs. He was helping them get that money out of the country. He�d buy diamonds legally � uncut ones from Western Australia, like the one I�ve handed over to you,� she said, raising her eyebrows to indicate her bureau chief sitting next to her. �Jeff told me it was a short-term operation. He hoped to export close to two hundred million dollars� worth of these diamonds within three months and that would be the end of it. He said the job was around half done. The whole operation was possible, he said, because by the time the tax department in Australia woke up to themselves, both the money and Jeff would be offshore and gone for good.�
The Manila bureau chief, Gia Ferallo and the head of the CIA in Langley all nodded. At the fifth or six telling, Reinhardt�s story hadn�t changed one iota.
Diamonds to the value of five million dollars had been recovered from Kalas, who�d caved in to questioning even before real pressure had been applied. The scam was sweet and simple. He bought a shelf company, opened a bank account and immediately started depositing large amounts of cash and withdrawing similarly large amounts through company cheques made out to reputable diamond wholesalers. As the deposited amounts were over ten thousand dollars � well over, in fact � by law the bank would have to report these transactions to the Australian Tax Office. The ATO, in turn, would query them as a matter of protocol when Kalas�s company lodged its first quarterly Business Activity Statement. Only that statement would never be made. The penny would drop eventually at the ATO that something was seriously wrong. But by then the horse, known as Jeff Kalas, would have bolted.
In Manila, Kalas simply deposited the majority of the diamonds in a safety deposit box registered to one General Trip, golden triangle drug lord. Kalas then traded his diamonds, roughly twelve percent of the total, exchanging them for US dollars, which he deposited in a First Lucerne account. The D-G shook his head at the greed that motivated some people. The fact was, and the D-G was mindful of this, they would never have caught the criminal if it wasn�t for this Reinhardt woman. Ferallo knew that, and so did the Manila office. And because of her, they had their only hard lead to Duat. For the moment, the D-G had no idea what to do with her, except to ask her to go over her story again.

Diego Garcia, Indian Ocean

�Pig one, behind Jaguar on short final line-up,� instructed the tower.
Lieutenant Pete Crawford ran his eye along the eight temperature gauges monitoring the Pratt and Whitney TF33-P-3/103 turbofans, and found them to be in the green. He glanced up as the Royal Air Force Jaguar�s main gear kissed the threshold markers, flashing through their landing lights. Crawford then followed it down the threekilometre runway until it disappeared into the night. Diego Garcia was a British possession but they shared it with the Americans. The Brits were fair pilots and everyone got on well enough. They loved their �pints�, as they called them. Hell, aside from the odd pint, there wasn�t much else to do on the tiny island, unless you liked to fish, which Crawford didn�t.
�Okay, Pete, let�s get this show on the road,� said Colonel Zeke Chapman, the aircraft�s commander sitting on his left, bringing Crawford out of his daydream.
�Roger that, sir,� said Crawford.
The two men eased the throttle levers between them forward and the engine note rose to a shriek. The B-52 moved off the holding marks and swung onto the runway.
�Pig one. Lining up behind the Jaguar,� said Crawford.
�Pig one, you are cleared for takeoff.�
�Pig one,� said Crawford automatically, repeating the aircraft�s callsign, confirming that the clearance was received.
Crawford and Chapman pushed the throttles forward to the stops, harnessing the turbofans� full one hundred and thirty-six thousand pounds of thrust. The Big Ugly Fat Fucker, or BUFF as the type was affectionately known, quickly gathered speed, its massive tyres thumping into the runway�s section joints, slowly at first and then faster as it roared along, eating up the broken centre line. There was a full load of fuel aboard but the bomb bays were empty. The digits on the air speed indicator climbed rapidly, all-up weight around one hundred and fifty thousand kilograms and well within the aircraft�s maximum for takeoff.
�Rotate,� said Chapman when one hundred and forty-five knots was indicated on the multifunction glass screen.
Crawford pulled back on the wheel and the aircraft�s nose rose off the pavement. The air speed continued to climb as the main gear left the earth and the colonel pulled up on the lever, retracting it. �Flaps, twenty-five,� Crawford said. This was the perfect training flight. �Flaps, ten,� he said, retracting them further. A seven-and-a-half-hour turnaround with a delivery in the middle.
�Pig one, turning left,� said the colonel to the tower as they climbed through a thousand feet. He nodded at Crawford who put the aircraft into a gentle thirty-five degree turn. Standard departure procedure. They�d fly down the runway�s dead side for ten miles, gaining altitude, then set a course for the north-east.
�Flaps zero,� said Crawford. The long actuating screws whined until a gentle bump transmitted through the airframe signified that the flaps were seated snugly at their stops; a warning light on the instrument panel winked off and confirmed the fact.
�Like spreading peanut butter, Pete,� said the electronic warfare officer, a captain, sitting behind them.
�Yes, sir,� said Crawford over his shoulder as he again verified fuel pressures and engine temps. All normal. He then cycled through the various modes displayed by the cockpit screens, mentally ticking off the information presented. As the aircraft climbed through ten thousand feet, a bright orange rind appeared, marking the edge of the world, a band of fire in the sea. They were flying at an oblique angle towards the sun, at a ground speed of six hundred and fifty miles an hour. It would rise above the edge of the world within minutes � much sooner than if they were back on DG. Crawford was happy to be sitting between night and day with a long flight ahead of him. As a matter of interest, he called up the weapons stores on the interface shared with the radar navigator sitting on the lower deck. The display revealed that the stores were empty except for three joint stand-off weapons � JSOWs � occupying external pods under the wings.
�Heading one-four-three climbing to flight level threefive zero,� said the voice of the navigator in his �phones.
�Do it manual, son,� the colonel said to Crawford. �Feel what it�s like to fondle a forty-year-old mistress.�
Crawford kept the BUFF�s flight management computer out of the loop and flew the aircraft onto the navigator�s course, marvelling again at what a sweet old girl the B-52 was.

Nam Sa River, Myanmar

The BK-117 Eurocopter had civilian markings and was flying a logged civilian flight plan but, being part of the CIA�s air wing, the aircraft was not exactly what it seemed. It had been modified. If the situation called for it, a Browning .50 calibre machine gun hidden away in a floor locker could be lifted out, mounted on a sling and fired through the side opening by the co-pilot. But apart from the Browning, Wilkes, Monroe and Federal Agent Jenny Tadzic were going in unarmed. Wilkes and Monroe were uncomfortable about it but that had been a condition of entry stipulated by their host.
�There comes a point when you have to shrug and say, �What the fuck?� � Wilkes had said to Atticus when the discussion became heated. The what-the-fuck point had definitely been reached and Wilkes was in charge, so that was that. Their safety was in the lap of the gods � that and good timing. At least they had the Browning. As far as Wilkes was concerned, worse than being unarmed was that they were wearing civilian clothes rather than fatigues � jeans and T-shirts. It was like going to work naked.
The jungle slid by underneath in a series of ridgelines that stretched towards the horizon, a green sea with mountainous waves. The landscape had a familiarity about it. It reminded Wilkes of jungles from North Queensland to West Papua to Vietnam; different borders, customs, governments and problems, all of which meant nothing to this giant living band of greenery.
The helo made a course change that Wilkes felt in the muscles of his neck, to bring it low and slow over the targeted cultivated field. It was still deserted and Wilkes breathed a sigh of relief. The aircraft swung around to the right and descended into a narrow valley. The ground rose slowly to meet them as the valley broadened. And suddenly they scudded low over a vast walled compound crowned by an extraordinary building that reminded Wilkes of a Hollywood-style Roman villa: Jed Clampett�s house from The Beverly Hillbillies. He smiled at that, and began to quietly whistle the show�s theme song.
The rotors beat the air with a thump as the helo climbed into a hundred and eighty degree turn and decelerated. Goddam chopper pilots. Wilkes had never met one that didn�t like making an entrance. The helo flared and then lowered gradually onto its skids. Wilkes and Monroe hopped out, followed by Tadzic. They quickly made their way beyond the flickering circle carved by the helo�s rotors. The pilot gave them the thumbs up and then the helo was gone, climbing rapidly towards the ridge above the valley and then dropping behind it.
�Welcome to my humble house.�
Wilkes, Monroe and Tadzic turned. The greeting came from a fat man with heavily rouged cheeks dressed in jungle greens. He was sitting atop a magnificent white horse chewing at its bit. A couple of Humvees squealed to a halt behind the horse, bristling with soldiers armed with a variety of weapons. The men swarmed out of the vehicles shouting and yelling as they ran. The soldiers snatched Wilkes�s backpack and then forced the three of them onto their stomachs and patted them down for weapons.

Ten miles due south of Thai � Myanmar border, 35 000 feet

The navigator reconfirmed the airway�s clearance with the flight deck. Lieutenant Pete Crawford wondered if the Thais would be so happy to wave them through if they knew that this little BUFF was not a commercial flight as indicated by the flight plan and transponder emissions.
The B-52 was in position, just inside the maximum range of the joint stand-off weapons cradled under the bomber�s wing. �Fly present heading,� said the navigator sitting on the lower deck. The colonel gave Crawford the nod.
Down on the lower flight deck, the radar navigator confirmed that the azimuth, elevation and coordinates downloaded into the missiles� systems prior to takeoff tallied with those held on her computers. She keyed in the appropriate strokes and saw that the information was a match. No further advice had been received amending or aborting the mission from either Diego Garcia or a man-in-the-loop down on the ground. A quick scan of the system�s defensive avionics told her that no missile tracking radars had locked on to their aircraft and that electronic countermeasures were therefore unnecessary. The radar navigator knew this would be the case but it paid to stay sharp. She armed the missile, informed the flight deck that a ten-second countdown was in progress, and the JSOW designated number one on her offensive avionics display dropped from its pylon. �Fox one,� she said in a flat, matter-of-fact tone.
As the AGM-154D dropped away from the B-52, its wings flipped out and locked in position, the small turbofan catching as the airflow through its fan blades turned over the compressor unit like a vehicle jumpstarting down a hill. The missile verified its position in relation to the general target area through an onboard GPS integrated with an inertial navigation system. The INS altered the JSOW�s course four degrees to the left, allowing for wind drift, and the aircraft accelerated into a shallow dive.
Sixty seconds later the radar nav announced the departure of the second AGM-154D, �Fox one,� and another sixty seconds after that, a third: �Fox one.�
Lieutenant Pete Crawford was intrigued. Here they were up in northern Thailand cruising towards Myanmar and three live JSOWs had just been released. Where were the missiles going? What was their target? All the information fed into the missile systems was coded so not even the radar nav had any real idea. Guesses, yes, but nothing certain. The rumour was that they were in support of a covert Special Forces op aimed at toppling the military regime there. Crawford doubted that. What difference would three little missiles make? He shrugged and let the thought go. �We�re just the pizza delivery boy,� he�d heard the colonel say once. �The only difference is, we always deliver hot.�
�Okay, the sows have been taken to market, so let�s get this little piggy home,� said Colonel Zeke Chapman. �By the way, Pete, you�re doing a fine job. Wake me up on final.�
�Wilco, sir.� The whole thing had been too easy, thought Crawford as he watched his commander sit back in his chair and place a fishing magazine over his face. All temps and pressures normal. A walk in the park.

Nam Sa River, Myanmar

�I must apologise for the rough treatment, but we�re not used to the CIA dropping in,� said General Trip.
Tadzic, Wilkes and Monroe were lifted off the ground and restrained by more than a dozen heavily armed soldiers. A couple of the men were rummaging through Wilkes�s backpack. They lifted out the satellite vone and the tactical radio beacon, examined them cursorily, then returned them to the pack and passed it to the general.
�We have a proposition we�d like to discuss with you,�said Monroe, not wanting to delay proceedings unnecessarily.
�Certainly,� said the general, his horse now chewing on its bridle. �Always happy to thrash out an agreement with the United States of America. Indeed, I�m flattered. Perhaps you�d like to come to my pad? We can sit on the veranda out of the sun and sip something cool.�
�Thank you, General,� said Monroe.
�Please,� said the general, gesturing at one of the Humvees. He climbed down from his horse, handed the reins to a soldier, and then took a seat in the vehicle � his customary one, up behind the mounted machine gun.
�First of all, General, we�d like to thank you for agreeing to this meeting,� said Monroe as the vehicle headed towards the villa barely fifty metres away.
�Yes, well, I have to admit I was intrigued,�the general said.
�Do you think I could have my backpack returned?� asked Wilkes.
�No need to be impatient, Mr�?�
�Warrant Officer Wilkes.�
�Ah, a military man. And by the accent, I�d say Australian. Special Forces, no doubt.�
�No doubt,� Wilkes said.
�I see,� he said, eyeing Wilkes warily. �And you, madam?�
�AFP.�
�So, let me get this straight,� said the general as they pulled up to the sweeping stairs of the absurd villa. �CIA, SAS and Australian Federal Police. An interesting cocktail.�
Soldiers, all of whom appeared tense and nervous, surrounded the general�s Humvee. A guard of six escorted Tadzic, Monroe and Wilkes into the house. The general led the way, his fat legs taking small, effeminate steps. Monroe eyed his watch and glanced at Wilkes, who gave a barely perceptible nod.
�Please sit,� he said to his guests when they arrived at a balcony overlooking the ornate garden. The guards withdrew when the general gave them a staccato order. �Well now, what�s this about?� he asked, leaning back in his seat.
�Well, I could say world peace, but I�ll break it down for you further so there�s no misunderstanding,� said Monroe. �Let�s talk about your continued survival.�
�Ah, I see,� said the general, frowning. �Brave words indeed from a man deep inside � what do you Americans call it? Injun country?�
�General, you surprise me. You should know we Americans never go anywhere without a big stick.�
The first of the JSOWs arrived in the target area and switched to imaging infrared seeker, comparing the chosen target with the photo stored in its preset memory. The target successfully confirmed by the IIR, it banked steeply left. Four seconds later, half a dozen of the general�s soldiers on patrol gawked as the missile flew past them up the valley floor. Loaded with a BLU-11/B variant of the Mk 82 five hundred pound general-purpose bomb, it slammed into the general�s land-based Phalanx system and turned it instantly into scrap metal.
The sudden massive explosion shook the villa and a fireball rolled skywards from the wall that ringed it. The Phalanx�s munitions then began to cook off, a battery of smaller explosions within the firestorm banging away like lethal popcorn. The general leapt to his feet and shouted something at the soldiers, who rushed pointlessly from other buildings in the compound like ants from a nest poked with a stick.
Wilkes smiled and quietly said, ��five, four, three, two��
Tadzic, better prepared this time, squeezed her hands against her ears.
The second JSOW made its presence known. It was loaded with four anti-armour BLU-108/B sub-munitions that released six projectiles each. With nothing other than the heat signature of the first missile�s hit to zero in on, their impact was concentrated at the fire raging at the base of the thick perimeter wall. Clustered in this small area, their explosively formed shaped charges easily defeated the general�s prized reactive armour and, with a series of earshattering eruptions, created a gaping breach.
The thunderous detonations were followed by multiple shock waves that rolled through the villa�s foundations and up through the floor, bouncing the chairs Monroe, Wilkes, Tadzic and the general were seated on.
�This is you, your doing!� the general leapt up and screamed accusingly at Monroe, Wilkes and Tadzic. �I will have you killed!�
�If you wish to stay in business, General Trip, you will sit down and you will shut the fuck up,� said Monroe, trying hard to keep the grin off his face.
General Trip removed an H&K pistol from a holster beside him and pointed it, shaking with anger, at Monroe.
�If you don�t do as I ask, we will start destroying your crops,� Monroe said calmly.
�And you will be dead,� screamed the general, cocking the weapon.
�You are being attacked by precision guided missiles launched from a B-52 bomber orbiting in Myanmar airspace,� said Monroe, not too far from the truth and enjoying himself. �Your government has sold you out. We are the only ones who can stop the attack. If you kill us, the assault will go on until you have nothing left.�
�You are lying,� he said, unsettled by Monroe�s confidence.
The third JSOW, containing a hundred and forty-five BLU-97/B bomblets, scattered its cargo over a heavily cultivated field. The devices detonated when they hit the ground, their cases fragmenting into metal splinters that cut swaths through the ordered rows of mature poppies. An instant later, the zirconium contained within each bomblet ignited and combined in a raging firestorm that immolated the entire hillside.
A large, black mushroom of smoke rose from the valley beyond. The general�s mouth dropped open when he saw the cloud forked with red and orange snakes rising above the ridge, the heat from it washing over them a handful of seconds after the sound.
�What do you want?� he said, lowering the pistol and then letting it clatter to the floor.
�We want to find one of your customers,� said Monroe. �You can help us.�
�I have seen the news. I know who you want.� The general sat heavily. �Make it stop.�
�I need my radio, in the backpack,� Wilkes said.
The general raised his hand and the pack was returned. Wilkes removed the TACBE, a short-range transceiver, and turned it on, thumbing the send button with a prearranged signal to the helo.
�We also want any prisoners, any drug enforcement people you might have detained, released immediately,� said Tadzic.
Monroe and Wilkes both turned to look at the police officer. What the hell was this all about? The helo was now on the way and they had one foot out of this place. They had what they came for. Monroe shot Wilkes an angry glance. Wilkes gave an imperceptible shrug that said, �Go with it�. They had no choice now, anyway.
�I don�t have any prisoners,� said the general a little too quickly.
�Well, that�s unfortunate,� said Monroe, playing along with Tadzic�s surprise demand even though he wasn�t really sure where it was going, �because we have plenty more missiles.�
Twelve minutes later, three very sick people were delivered on stretchers and laid on the manicured lawn in front of the villa: one woman and two men. All three looked closer to the dead than to the living, covered in filth with fat green flies circling lazily around them. �That fucking bastard,� said Tadzic as she knelt beside the stretcher and wiped the woman�s face. Her eyelids cracked open. The pupils were dilated, with no response behind them.
�They all your people?� asked Wilkes.
�The woman is AFP, a researcher. She�s mine. One of these men � I�m not sure which � is her boyfriend. The other, I think, is an American, a DEA agent who�s been missing six months,� said Tadzic, rage building within her.
�They�re lucky to be alive,� Monroe said, a little bewildered. He�d intended to give Tadzic both barrels, but her brazen demand had yielded results.
�Your researcher is even luckier to have you for a boss,� said Wilkes, and he meant it. The federal agent was tough and resourceful. She�d done what she had to do. He�d have preferred it if Tadzic had brought him into her confidence over the hostages, but he understood why she didn�t. Perhaps she thought he wouldn�t allow the mission�s focus to be split. Tadzic had never worked with him before and therefore didn�t know what to expect. Maybe next time, if there were a next time, she�d know better.
The thump of helicopter blades rose above the erratic explosions of burning ammunition still cooking. Wilkes called up the helo on the TACBE and redirected it to land on the villa�s forecourt.
�You know,� said Tadzic as she watched soldiers rushing about in an uncoordinated panic, �we�ve got unconfirmed rumours that the general here buys young girls � some as young as six years old � from the local villages. Then, when he�s finished soiling their little bodies as they reach puberty, he puts them to work in the drug factories. Only, most of the girls don�t last long. By then, they�re heavy users and full of shame. They overdose or find some other way to kick off.�
As if on cue, three very young girls, children, ran from the house screaming.
�Nice,� said Monroe. �Maybe we should fix his little red wagon while we�re here.�
�I feel the same way, Atticus, but ��
�Come on, Tom. Jesus, look at the people on the ground here,� he said, waving a hand at the stretchered hostages. �If ever someone deserved to chew on a bullet it�s this guy. He ��
A sudden loud bang beside Atticus�s head made him duck and spin. �Jesus!�
�My thought exactly, Atticus,� said Tadzic, a curl of grey smoke rising from the muzzle of the gun in her outstretched hand. It was the general�s H&K. She dropped it on the ground and kicked it away.
Wilkes saw the general fall. He caught the bullet with his throat and began to die slowly, his blood bubbling away, surprise and fear in his eyes. A man caught him as he fell, a man with a very bald, shiny head, who laid him on the grass as purple blood gurgled from his lips and the wounds on either side of his neck. When the bald man realised the general was dying, he began to pat him down. He then shot the general point blank in the head with a revolver and took his polished riding boots.
�Obviously much loved by his people,� observed Wilkes.
�Federal Agent,� said Monroe, rubbing his ear, �if it�s not a personal question, are you married?�
There was the slightest of smiles on Tadzic�s lips.
Capping the drug lord annoyed Wilkes, but the milk was spilt. If Canberra or Langley superiors wanted more information from Trip in the future � well, too bad, because it had now gone with him to the grave.
The helo sideslipped towards them through a column of black smoke and flared into a hover half a metre above the grass, the co-pilot now wearing body armour and sitting up behind the Browning removed from its hiding place.
�Shit,� said Tadzic, shaking her head as they carefully lifted the inert bodies into the helo.
�What�s up?� Wilkes asked.
�We didn�t get Trip to tell us how the terrorists were smuggling the heroin into Australia.�
�Would he have known? He was the wholesaler,� Wilkes said.
�Yes, he was, but you can bet an arsehole like General Trip would�ve made it his business to find out,� said Tadzic, grunting as she helped Wilkes lift the last stretcher into the Eurocopter. �It might even have been a network he personally set up and controlled.� A bullet passed close to her head, the air crackling, and buried itself in the helo�s airframe. Three more rounds fizzed by too close for comfort. Time to leave � the party was definitely over.
Tadzic took the co-pilot�s offered hand and he pulled her in. Monroe and Wilkes jumped onto the aircraft�s skids as the helo left the ground. The Eurocopter accelerated and climbed with a steep nose-down attitude. Several groups of soldiers began firing up at them. A couple of rounds pinged off the skids where Monroe and Wilkes had been standing. The Browning issued a reply, the co-pilot swinging the heavy machine gun in an arc towards the ground, showering Tadzic and Wilkes with hot brass casings.
The helo climbed over the ridge then slipped behind it, putting the hill between them and the anger of the general�s encampment. Wilkes pulled the scrap of paper from his top pocket, the lat and long coords scribbled on it in the general�s own hand. He passed the paper to the co-pilot. �Better get these off,� he said, yelling over the noise of the twin jet engines and the whirling blades above.
Federal Agent Tadzic looked down at the three people at her feet and examined her feelings. She was angry and elated at the same time; angry with herself for giving in to the desire for revenge, but she had to admit that removing Trip from the gene pool was the most satisfying moment of her fifteen-year career as a federal agent.

Flores, Indonesia

Duat rolled out of bed and vomited into the bucket on the floor. He hadn�t been able to keep anything down, but then neither had anyone else in the encampment. His eyes were hot and dry, and his joints ached as if they�d been pinned together with rusty screws. Sleep brought terrors he had never thought possible, full of his own blood and dismemberment and decay.
�Duat, we have been poisoned.�
Duat looked up from the bucket. Hendra leaned against the door, the skin on his face a pale green colour, his eyes red coals deep within black sockets.
�Come,� he said, breathing hard, his reserves of energy severely taxed by the thirty-metre walk from his own hut.
Duat climbed to his feet, swaying, fighting the feeling that he would black out at any moment. He followed Hendra to his quarters, stopping once to vomit a mixture of bile and blood onto the well-worn dirt path. Duat again steadied himself on a post that supported a wide veranda the carpenters had built for Hendra under which to house the group�s extensive communications suite, and plan the development and flight of the Sword of Allah. Cooling fans hummed incessantly within a wide array of high-powered PCs, printers and decoders. Daily meteorological forecasts hung limp in the moist tropical air charting the progress of weather systems across the Indian Ocean, and Timor and Arafura seas. Several television monitors permanently tuned to various news services, their volume controls set to mute, featured presenters mouthing silently on screen. �Look,� said Hendra, pointing to a computer screen. Duat found it difficult to focus on the small writing, translating the English in his head into more intelligible Bahasa, the language of Indonesia. He realised after digesting several lines that his own condition was being described. He scrolled the page to the top of the screen and read aloud, �Symptoms of VX poisoning. How?�
�I don�t know how it has happened. We must search Rahim�s house,� Hendra said. �There is an antidote.�
Duat and Hendra supported each other on the walk to Rahim�s abode. It had been set furthest away for safety reasons. The distance was only a hundred metres but Duat wondered whether he would have the strength to make it.
Rahim and his assistant had been amongst the first to die, at a time when there were still enough people to see to their cremation. Hendra staggered to Rahim�s workbench. The implements of addiction lay here and there and, for a brief moment, Duat envied him his painless death. Hendra pulled the drawers out one by one, looking for something. He then went to the fridge. Its motor thrummed softly � it still worked � but a padlock secured the door closed.
Hendra went back to the benchtop and took the pistol lying there. He checked that it was loaded and off safety and, turning his head away, fired at the lock. The deafening sound of it discharging in the confined space had a physical quality that nearly made Duat pass out. Hendra swung the door open and found what he was looking for, a clear plastic bag containing two hypodermic syringes. Clearly written in red lettering on each was the word �Atropine�.
Hendra had no idea where the hypodermic should be administered. The Internet sites he�d trawled had not provided that level of detail. He passed one of the hypodermics to Duat and then drove the needle through the fabric of his pants, deep into his thigh muscle, then pressed down on the plunger. Duat followed his example. Both men collapsed on the floor, exhausted by their exertions.

Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia

Getting a seat on a plane to Darwin was relatively easy. There weren�t a lot of tourists heading that way. Qantas was being used to ferry support troops north and the television network pulled in favours. Leaving might prove difficult, however, if the scenes at Darwin airport were anything to go by. Half a dozen soldiers dressed in full combat gear, toting submachine guns and assault rifles, escorted Annabelle Gilbert and her crew through arrivals. The reason for the security was obvious, because the airport was crammed with thousands of people shouting and screaming and pushing each other, on the knife edge of a riot that could turn nasty at any moment.
Gilbert and company were rushed to a bus outside the building inside a tortoise of armed soldiers with bayonets fixed. Three light armoured vehicles guarded the bus itself, soldiers behind their machine guns.
�You must be the television people,� said a man with major�s pips embroidered in black on his epaulettes at the top of the bus�s steps. He knew the answer to the question, because he didn�t wait for confirmation. �Step forward into the bus.� No �please�. All business.
A female soldier in a camouflage chemical warfare suit, the hood and mask flapping around between her shoulderblades, held out a green package and motioned to Annabelle to accept it. On top of the package was a pair of heavy rubberised gloves and boots.
�One size fits all. Your condition of entry into Darwin is predicated on each of you wearing this suit at all times.�
�Even in bed?� asked the producer, Barry Weaver.
�At all times, sir.�
�Think of it as a big condom, Baz,� said the cameraman as he received his suit.
�And while we�re on the subject of sleeping arrangements, I�m not sure what you�ve planned, but I will tell you what�s happening.� The major was in the habit of giving the orders, and of having them obeyed.
�Five/7 Battalion is in control of the city. We have set up a forward command centre at the Novotel on the Esplanade.�
�That�s okay,� said Weaver in an aside. �It�s five stars.�
�Put your suits on now,� said the major.
Outside, the sky was black and low, and raindrops began to hammer on the roof of the bus as if they�d been shot from a gun. Annabelle stepped into the NBC suit and pulled the hood over her head. �That�s not going to do much for your hair and make-up,� said Weaver. �But hey, I�m a lights-off guy anyway.�
�You know, Barry, somehow that doesn�t surprise me.� Any assertions Saunders had made about this assignment being good for her career had dissolved when Annabelle found out Weaver would be her producer, as ANTV was utilising NQTV resources. Rumour had it that he was given the most dangerous assignments not so much because he was good, but because everyone disliked him and hoped he might meet with an accident.
The confines in the bus were close. The floor was slick with water as soldiers squeezed in and around them, the air thick, sludgy with moisture. Annabelle wanted to be a long way away from Darwin and this assignment. The NBC suit made her sweat and soon she was as drenched as if she was standing outside in the rain. She thought about Tom, wondered where he was and hoped he was all right. Before leaving Sydney, Annabelle had used all her contacts at the squadron to try to find out where he was. As expected, she�d met with the army�s silence. All they�d been prepared to say was that he was �on the job�. Her intuition told her that Tom was involved somehow in the current situation with the terrorist VX threat. That frightened her but also gave her a feeling of reassurance. If anyone could ruin the bastards� party, it was Tom. Annabelle wondered whether she was starting to see things from a different perspective � Tom�s. The world had changed forever and no one was truly safe anymore. Being a civilian was no guarantee of security. Indeed, it probably placed you more squarely in the crosshairs of those prepared to make their point at any cost. This, after all, was war, twenty-first century style.
The only difference between her and Tom was that Tom faced these people down. Didn�t that increase his safety rather than lessen it? Not turning his back on the beast? Knowing the direction the bullet would come from? Hang on a second, do I want to be married to someone who wears a target? Annabelle Gilbert wondered whether her unresolved feelings about Tom were making her hormonal. The mood swings were playing havoc with her usual equilibrium. The fact was, she�d given Tom an ultimatum: to stay in the army or be with her. She realised that if the positions had been reversed and he�d said as much to her, she�d have told him to stuff off.
The major handed around sealed plastic bags and instructed Annabelle and the crew on their contents and the use thereof.
�The pack I�ve given you contains a hypodermic syringe containing an antidote to VX contamination.� He opened a bag and pulled out a large hypodermic. �Depending on the level of contact, you will have enough time to administer it. Inject it into the muscle on your arm, thigh or buttock.� He placed the tip of the protected needle on the relevant parts of his own body to reinforce the demonstration.
�The wipes in the bag should be used if you come in direct contact with VX. Just wipe it off, seal the used towels in the bag, then administer the antidote and get to the nearest decontamination centre.� He put the bag down.
�Now, you cannot pass freely around the city. It�s dangerous. You need an escort. The army is providing you with a driver and liaison officer � me � plus an armed escort. My presence will make things as easy as possible for you. My name is Major Short.�
�As in sentence structure,� said Weaver smiling conspiratorially at Annabelle, who rolled her eyes.
�Why do we need an armed escort?� asked Annabelle.
�For protection.�
Annabelle thought his answer seemed somewhat evasive but let it rest for the moment, in the spirit of cooperation.
�Can we go back a bit?� asked the cameraman.
�Yes.�
�Why can�t we just use the antidote now?�
�Everyone asks that,� said Short, cracking the barest of smiles. �Because it�s a poison, not a vaccine, is why. It neutralises the VX and the VX neutralises it. Administer it now and it could kill you.�
�Sorta like a yin and yang thang,� Weaver suggested, not taking all this terribly seriously. �
�How will we know if there�s VX in the air?� asked Annabelle, giving Weaver the �please behave� look.
�Believe me, you�ll hear the sirens. Also, if you have a mobile phone, you�ll get a message sent to your screen.�
�Are there any updates on the situation?�
�Nothing official, Ms Gilbert. I�m told we�re pretty safe as long as the monsoon�s active.�
Annabelle had the impression Short was the type who always played it by the book. The khaki-blooded type.
Weaver took out a notepad and pencil. �Any places that are off limits, where we can�t shoot?�
�Plenty, sir, starting with the airport here.�
�What?�
�That�s right, sir. The airport is a restricted area � no pictures.�
�What? We can�t show people the scene here at the airport? Why the hell not?� Annabelle didn�t like being told she couldn�t do something, especially when there didn�t appear to be a good reason.
�Orders.�
�But it�s just the airport,� said Annabelle.
The major shrugged.
�Obviously, Canberra doesn�t want the rest of the country to see the panic up here,� said Weaver. �Is that true?� Annabelle couldn�t believe what she was hearing.
�I don�t know the reason for the restriction, miss.�
A small mountain of discarded possessions was forming in the car park. Evacuees were allowed twenty kilos each of personal items, the limit rigidly enforced on departure. Armed soldiers patrolled the mountain to discourage looters, but people were still picking over it, diving in when the troopers turned their backs. The sight of a fullsize upright piano that had somehow come to rest halfway up the mound intrigued Annabelle.
She heard Weaver say, �You�re kidding yourselves. Trying to censor this? Hasn�t anyone told you people about personal video cameras, phone cameras? This sort of stuff gets out, for Christ�s sake.�
�Okay, then,� said the major, growing impatient. �So what�s first on the list? Where do you want to go?�
Annabelle saw that they�d get nowhere if they wanted to stay at the airport. And in truth, this was her first paid reporting job. She�d gone straight from university to the anchor�s desk and was feeling out of her depth. �I�d like to drive around, get a feel for the situation.�
�Sure. Let�s get a feel for the girlie bar situation. Are they restricted?� Weaver was angry. The people in the bus looked at him as if he�d said the c-word in church during a lull in the service. Indeed, there was a sudden and eerie silence. Something had changed. It was the rain beating on the roof of the bus. It had ceased and the setting sun was throwing shafts of light clean through the cloud cover. Despite the heat and humidity, a chill turned Annabelle�s skin to gooseflesh �we�re pretty safe as long as the monsoon�s active.
The arrival of the sunshine was accompanied by the sudden staccato bark of an automatic weapon followed by the screams of women and children. �What now?� said the major, bending to look out the heavily fogged windows and wiping a section clear with his hand. A fat young soldier with a baby face clattered heavily up the bus�s stairs, rocking the whole vehicle. �Major, we�ve got a problem here,� he said, with red cheeks his grandmother would have been proud of.
�What?� asked the major, grabbing his Steyr.
�The crowd�s charging the departure lounge, sir. And the military museum, sir. It�s been looted.�
�Shit,� the major said as he left the bus, the young soldier following.
�What�s the problem?� said one of the soldiers in the bus to another, loud enough to be overheard. �The war museum � it�s just old Second World War stuff, isn�t it?�
�Yeah,� replied his comrade, �plus a whole heap of weapons from the old government weapons buy-back program are held there � AR-10s, shotguns, MP-5s, Rugers, Armalite AR-50s��
�You�re kidding. Civilians had that stuff?�
�Yeah, they were at war with the crocodiles.�
Someone chuckled.
The bus rocked again as Baby Face made a return appearance. �Excuse me, miss?� Annabelle turned. �If you TV people would follow me? I�ll take you into town. To the Novotel. Something�s come up and the major�s asked me to step in. Grab your gear and we�ll go now.�
�Novotel. I�ve never stayed at a Novotel. They have a bar there, don�t they?� Weaver asked no one in particular. With the restrictions in place, he sensed Darwin was a dead end, a nothing story, and he was already putting it down as another dopey assignment dreamed up by some network nancy. �Novotel, Novotel. It sounds like some Seventh Day Adventist hotel concept.� He knew that wasn�t the case, but if he couldn�t do his job, at least he could keep himself amused by giving the authorities a dose of the shits.
Baby Face, Annabelle, Weaver and the cameraman stepped out into the humid sunshine, between two of the light armoured vehicles, and onto the asphalt of the airport parking lot. The sun was rapidly burning a very big and dangerous hole in the cloudbank. Beyond the concrete barricades ringing the bus, a mass of humanity swirled, trying to get into the airport terminal. A steady stream of Qantas jets and Hercules C-130s were taking off and landing, and the air smelled of body odour, steamed bitumen and kerosene.
�What was the shooting about, General?� asked Weaver, now doing his best to get up as many noses as possible.
The big kid didn�t bite. �I�m a lance corporal, sir,� he said politely.
�Sorry.�
�It sounded like a couple of Steyrs, sir � our rifles. A few shots were fired in the air earlier today when the crowd got nasty. The volley got their attention all right but the slugs came back to earth. Killed one person, wounded another. We�re under strict orders not to let that happen again.�
�Can we report that?� asked Annabelle.
�Anything you want to report will have to be written up first and submitted for approval,� said Baby Face, his cheeks wobbling as he spoke, his words overwhelmed by the noise of a 747 flying low overhead. Annabelle looked up as it passed and wondered how much damage a few randomly fired bullets could do to a 747, and instantly purged the thought from her brain lest thinking it actually made it happen.
�So, who�s doing the crowd control?� Weaver asked.
�Mostly 5/7 Battalion, part of the regular army brigade posted hereabouts. And we�ve got a company of Army Reserves. Weekend warriors, and some of them aren�t as disciplined as they should be.�
The army had a compound within the airport parking lot for its vehicles, the space kept free of the citizenry by more concrete bollards and armed troopers. Baby Face walked up to one of the Land Rovers and opened the rear hatch. The cameraman and Weaver hoisted the battered aluminium boxes that carried their laptops, two satellite vones and a satellite fax and colour printer into the available space, and threw their backpacks plus Annabelle�s on top.
Only two news crews were permitted inside the restricted area in and around Darwin, ANTV and the national broadcaster, the ABC. The ABC had the full outside broadcast truck, but the satellite vone and peripherals could do everything the truck could do, only the vone pictures were degraded somewhat. Weaver, as producer, the Man in Charge, was fine with that because it gave their reports a more dangerous, in-the-war-zone look. Annabelle took the front passenger seat beside the lance corporal while Weaver and the cameraman sat behind. �Do you want the air-con on, miss?� said the soldier.
�Yes, thanks.�
�Got any Billy Joel?� said Weaver.
Annabelle turned to look behind her and give Weaver a smile. She didn�t think much of his taste in music but she was warming to his fuck-you attitude, if only because he spread it around with equal and unfettered favour. She also noticed the Land Rover on their tail, on account of the truck�s grille was almost in the back seat. �I think we�re being followed,� she said.
�Armed escort, miss.�
�Yeah, so what do we need one of those for, again? I mean, we only have to beat off one other network and we don�t need guns for that.�
�Looters mainly, sir. There were quite a few gangs on the streets before the army moved in.�
�And now?� asked Annabelle.
�Mostly under control now.�
Weaver had been around long enough to know that �mostly� meant mostly not. He shrugged, letting it pass. Maybe they�d get a good story from Darwin after all.
A burst of noise came through the radio speakers. It sounded only vaguely reminiscent of English. �What are they saying?� Annabelle asked.
�ARCOM wants all PUBCOMs to present at DARCON asap.�
�Right,� said Annabelle.
�I think the lady means can we hear the translation,� Weaver said from the back seat.
�Pardon, miss. We hear the acronyms so much, they sound kinda normal after a while. Army Command wants all public communications � you guys, basically � to come to Darwin Control now, if not sooner.�
�So DARCON is the Novotel?� Annabelle asked.
�That�s right. You know, the Seventh Day Adventist retreat?� said Weaver, keeping himself entertained.
�Yes, miss.� The soldier addressed himself to Annabelle, ignoring Weaver.
The two-car convoy crawled cautiously along the highway, which had become a barely moving snarl of trucks, utes and four-by-fours heading south beneath a pall of black diesel smoke. Here and there, brawls had broken out involving sometimes up to a dozen people, due to perceived slights induced by alcohol. There were police cars amongst the confusion, but they were clearly overwhelmed by the task at hand. The cameraman had a micro digital recorder in his hand, committing the exodus to hard disk.
�Annabelle, I prepared these notes for you on the plane up. A bit on the history of Darwin, background, that sort of thing,� said Weaver, with his producer�s hat back on. Annabelle Gilbert had to be properly briefed before she stood in front of the camera. �Might be worth skimming before we meet DARCON the ARCON, great warrior from the outer galaxy of somewhere or other. We�ll file straight after, when we know what they�ll let us say.�
�Okay,� said Annabelle, flicking through the five-page summary.
�Also, I reckon a good backdrop might be the deck gun of the USS Peary, with Port Darwin behind it. It�s all in there,� he said, motioning at the report. �The Peary sank when Darwin was bombed in the last war.�
Annabelle Gilbert put the brief down. It was good and thorough. The background it contained would form the basis of all her reports.
�And, as chance would have it, the USS Peary monument is virtually across the road from our Adventist friends at the Novotel.�
Annabelle knew Tom didn�t like Barry Weaver. He�d called the producer a pain in the butt. And indeed, he wasn�t well liked by the staff around the office. She suddenly realised that the only people Weaver got on with were the people he�d worked with out in the field, where it really counted. The longer she spent with him on this assignment, the more she could see why. He was still a sleaze, albeit one with a blunt charm. Barry Weaver would be something � another thing � she and Tom would have to agree to disagree on. The thought of Tom swung her mood from tough reporter to pathetic glob of wet tissue paper. Wherever you are, Tom, I hope you�re okay�

Flores, Indonesia

Duat and Hendra both woke from a sleep filled with horrors, yet some of their strength had returned. They wandered through the encampment by torchlight noticing for the first time the stench of death hanging in the night air. It seemed that many people had died, either from the poison, or from a self-administered bullet when the madness from the VX-induced dreams became too much to bear. The suicide squads had been virtually annihilated. No one remained in any fit state to take Babu Islam�s message beyond the encampment. Hendra�s young prot�g�, Unang, had also died, but he�d lived long enough to see his whole family perish in the frightening nightmarish way common to VX exposure.
Duat and Hendra returned to Rahim�s quarters to conduct a thorough search in the hope of finding more antidote, but there was none. They turned next to the Internet in a quest for additional supplies but, in an irony that escaped neither himself nor Hendra, all available stocks of atropine appeared to have been cornered by the Indonesian and Australian governments as they waited for the terrorist weapon to burst over their cities.
Duat sat behind a computer terminal and tried to order his mind. If he were to survive, he knew that he must leave the encampment as soon as possible because neither he nor Hendra were aware of the source of the poisoning. More than likely it was in something widely distributed throughout the encampment � the water, the rice, or possibly even the air itself. The drums that contained the VX were stored in Rahim�s quarters. They had examined them and their seals appeared to be intact. It was a mystery. Perhaps Rahim himself had accidentally poisoned the encampment, the white powder having dulled his oncesharp mind.
After several mistakes Duat finally managed to control his fingers well enough to tap the correct Internet address into the bar. The site flashed onto the screen. He keyed in his personal identity code, the number of his favourite Sura from the Qur�an. The screen went blank momentarily before returning. Duat blinked at what he saw. Surely not? He re-entered his code, refreshing the screen in the process, and received the same response. He read the words that flashed red in French, Italian and English across the page: �Account terminated. Contact bank administration.� Duat swallowed as the implications of this dawned on him. The account had been closed, the funds frozen. How could that be? Only one other person knew his account number, the Australian financier. That could only mean one thing: that the infidel had been captured and had talked. Duat realised then how much damage the sickness that had descended on the camp had caused. For almost a week he had lain in his bed, not caring about the world, and that was time he would never win back. If the capture of Kalas was anything to go by, much had probably happened that he should have been aware of. He connected to CNN.com and tapped �Kalas� into the site search engine. The headlines told him the worst: �Raid nabs terrorist moneyman�, and then, �Terrorist financier cracks�. Duat disconnected from the server, his heart racing. How long did they have? A day? Hours?
�Duat, good news at last,� said Hendra, folding a meteorological printout on the bench. �Allah has given us a break in the weather.�
�Then we must launch,� said Duat. �Now.�

Bangkok, Thailand

Warrant Officer Tom Wilkes felt as if he were on some wild theme park ride with a never-ending ticket. After Myanmar, the Eurocopter had flown them to Bangkok, where Jenny Tadzic had disembarked with the agents they�d rescued from General Trip�s holiday camp. There, a Royal Australian Air Force C-130 was waiting for him and Monroe on the apron, its turboprops spinning and a clearance to take off granted. The LM stood on the aircraft�s ramp motioning them to get a hurry on. Wilkes and Monroe jogged over.
�Hey, boss, s�up?� Lance Corporal Gary Ellis walked down the ramp towards them, grinning.
�What the hell are you doing here?� said Wilkes, just a touch confused.
�Hey, that�s the kind of welcome I was getting from the missus just before we called it quits,� Ellis yelled over the noise of the Herc�s spinning props. �The rest of our blokes are in Jakarta, waiting for us.�
�Jakarta?� Wilkes was surprised, and curious. �What gives?�
�Those coordinates you sent back from Myanmar, boss. Someone in Canberra had the bright idea to put us on standby in case you turned up with the goods. We�ve been hanging out for a few days with the Kopassus. Do you know a Captain Mahisa? I hope so, �cause he says he knows you.�
The LM motioned the men to take their seats on the bench that ran down the plane�s fuselage, and buckle in.
�The coordinates put the terrorist digs on the southern end of Flores. That means the target is more likely to be Darwin. Jakarta falls outside the drone�s standard range. Just. But the terrorists could have modified the thing, so no one�s taking any chances. Also, the weather looks like it�s going to come good any day now, and you know what that means�People are shitting themselves like you wouldn�t believe.�
�So what are we doing about it?�
�Kick freckle, boss. A dawn HALO drop. Like, in half a dozen hours.�
�Bullshit,� said Wilkes in disbelief.
�Nah, fair dinkum.�
Ellis talked Wilkes and Monroe through the essentials of the planned high altitude low opening parachute insertion. They�d be jumping out the back of an Indonesian C-130 with the Kopassus, possibly men from the same battalion Wilkes and his men had fought against less than six months ago � Ellis had been reluctant to enquire. The irony of the partnership Wilkes found hard to shake. But that was the world they were living in: today�s enemy, tomorrow�s best bud. He felt the scar on his cheek and snorted. A Kopassus bullet had given it to him. He�d completely forgotten about it, probably because the scar had stopped itching and he hadn�t been in front of too many mirrors recently. Wounds heal � just like relationships. The Hercules accelerated down the runway with the usual deafening, high-pitched scream transferred into its passengers� earholes. Wilkes sat back, squashed plugs into his ears and closed his eyes.
�Hey, sleeping beauty. Rise and shine,� said Atticus Monroe what seemed like only seconds later, shaking Wilkes roughly.
�What?� said Wilkes, momentarily disoriented.
The slight nose-up attitude of the C-130 lowered along with a drop in the engine note. They�d begun to descend.

Flores, Indonesia

Hendra and Duat hurried to prepare the Sword of Allah for launch. The sky overhead was an infinite black. A night launch was something Hendra hadn�t prepared himself for and he began to think only of what might go wrong. He fired up the generator while Duat opened the double doors. Halogen lights blazed over the drone, chasing away the shadows. The aircraft was painted a flat pale grey and seemed to absorb the light, trapping it so that its surfaces and edges were poorly defined.
Duat ran his fingers across the nose, and again admired the seamless repairs carried out by Hendra on the damaged wing and fuselage. The moment had finally arrived, Duat said to himself, mixed emotions jostling for ascendency. Somehow, the group�s isolation, together with the death of Kadar Al-Jahani and the poisoning of the encampment, had subtly changed Duat�s sense of purpose. The weapon had begun as a tool that would rally Indonesia�s faithful and awaken them to their duty. But now, Duat just wanted revenge for his own failure. The coordinated strategy devised by himself and Kadar was in tatters, poisoned by circumstances and VX contamination. The Sword of Allah at his fingertips was all that remained. He would unsheathe it and plunge it into the heart of the unbelievers.
Hendra directed Duat to a drum of aviation fuel carefully sealed against moisture, and showed him how to use the hand pump.
�How far will it fly?� Duat asked as he worked the pump.
�The propeller is slightly longer than standard and I have increased the size of its fuel tanks. It will fly a little faster than it did before, and a lot further. With the wind as it is predicted, around one thousand four hundred miles.� Hendra took the updated weather forecast from his back pocket and spread it out on the bench.
Duat raised his eyebrows. One thousand four hundred miles was a very long way indeed. He looked at the world map hung on the wall and found the scale. The additional fuel load, he saw, gave them a phenomenal range of possible targets.
Hendra read the METFOR a second time to make sure he wasn�t mistaken. Indications were that conditions looked like they�d remain stable for the following thirty-six hours, but weather was fickle, he reminded himself, and the forecast was nothing more than that � a prediction of what might happen, not a statement of fact about what would actually come to pass. He shrugged. There was nothing that could be done about it, anyway. With the boy�s death, reprogramming the Gameboy chip was not an option, although small alterations allowing for wind direction could be made in the location of the waypoints, downloaded to the UAV�s guidance system from a laptop.
Hendra felt a pang of sympathy for those in the target area. The encampment had probably suffered only a mild exposure to the nerve agent. The pain, suffering and death that would result downwind of an airburst of VX was something he now felt that he could relate to. And the truth at that instant was that Hendra wished he�d never become involved in this cause. He�d allowed himself to be persuaded. And the group had needed him at a time when a sense of usefulness after his discharge from the air force was what he craved most. He had no wife and no children and, now that the air force was no longer his home, no family. What also troubled Hendra was where God fitted into this. He could identify his own purpose or lack of it, but what about God�s? Was he, Hendra, really God�s instrument as Duat had told him? Or was he just Duat�s? The project with the Prowler drone had absorbed him completely, given his life meaning and direction, and now the time had come to let it loose so that it could rob the lives of possibly thousands of innocent people. But he had come this far and if he did not see it through, then what had been the point?
Duat opened the hatch on the top of the drone�s fuselage and looked in. He saw a mass of wires attached to the moulded blocks of explosive that encased the epoxy chemical containers. �Hendra, how will this work?� he asked.
�It�s simple,� said Hendra, the question refocusing him on the task at hand. �The drone will hug the waves until it nears the target. It will then climb to a height of five thousand feet. When it reaches this altitude, a switch activated by low pressure will close the circuit, allowing current to pass to the detonators triggering the explosives. These will crush the four epoxy canisters that hold the inert components of the VX in separate halves, mixing and atomising them at the same time. A deadly cloud will be formed on the wind. As it slowly drops to earth, it will kill everything in its path.�
Duat couldn�t help himself. He smiled. Hendra�s description had a certainty about it that Duat found rewarding. Babu Islam would make a final dramatic statement on Allah�s behalf that the world would not soon forget. He closed the hatch, secured it and began pumping fuel into the tank.
�Emir, has the target changed?� asked Hendra, looking up from the laptop.
Duat had considered doing just that, especially given the news of the drone�s extended range. The news media carrying the panic from Jakarta and Darwin had certainly given him some interesting ideas. He shook his head. �No, it remains as planned.� Duat had also given some thought to life after the weapon was launched. Kadar Al-Jahani had decided on the target in conjunction with himself and their supporters in the Holy Land. The influence and friendship of those supporters might have to be called on again, and soon.
Hendra keyed in the final lat and long coords. According to the METFOR, a ten-knot sou�easter was running at ten thousand feet, still ten knots at five thousand feet, but reducing to light and variable winds at one thousand feet. The chances of rain in the area were less than twenty-five percent. Acceptable odds. But there was a problem. Rahim had died before providing him with an accurate descent rate for the atomised droplets of VX. If the cloud took five hours to fall to earth, the toxic miasma at ground level would be vast. It could have a front anywhere between ten and fifty miles wide. It was truly an awesome weapon. Hendra synchronised the Gameboy/ GPS with the laptop, transferring the information. He then verified it and, satisfied, disconnected the PC. He then reinserted the guidance system into the drone and changed all the on-board batteries for new ones. Hendra also checked the engine�s oil level, the alternator belt for wear, and drained a measure of fuel from the drone�s tanks. Satisfied that there was no water contamination, he moved around the aircraft and examined its control surfaces and checked that the towrope was properly attached. Finally, he turned on the remote pilot station and moved the miniature joysticks in their wells. The drone�s ailerons, elevator and rudder responded appropriately.
Duat watched, interested, and realised how lucky Babu Islam was to have had this man walk into the encampment.
Hendra moved around the plane for a final inspection and made sure the wheels were chocked. He stopped at the engine in the rear and slowly turned over the propeller, passing each blade from hand to hand. Then, with one circular motion, he gave the propeller a downward flick. The engine caught immediately and settled into a smooth burble that ricocheted off the walls. The drone appeared to hunker down on its chocks briefly, eager to move. The sound of a loud smash behind him made Hendra turn. He watched Duat pick up the laptop and again throw it down on the paved floor, the second blow shattering the plastic case and the components within. Hendra turned back to the drone. He�d finished with the laptop, anyway.
�Emir, it is time,� he said, shouting over the noise of the engine. �Help me move it forward.�
Hendra positioned Duat to hold one wingtip before removing the chocks. He then walked around the front of the drone, across to the other wingtip, and they wheeled the plane forward slowly until it cleared the shed. Hendra disappeared briefly back inside. He flicked a switch and, suddenly, a row of lights on either side of the short strip winked on.
�Emir,� he said in Duat�s ear when he returned, breathing hard, �you must hold the drone secure here while I ready the catapult. Just keep hold of this one wingtip. I will rev the engine once, briefly. That will be your signal to let go.�
Duat nodded at the instructions as Hendra turned and walked down the strip between the ground lights, the remote piloting box under his arm.
Just fifty metres later, Hendra felt like he was about to pass out. He was weak from exposure to the VX, from the lack of food and sleep, and he hadn�t been able to keep down any water. He was exhausted, undernourished and dehydrated. Duat had found them cans of fruit to eat � the only food in the camp that could be guaranteed safe from VX contamination. The fruit and the juice had helped enormously, but both men were still weak.
Hendra tried to walk faster but his legs wouldn�t obey. By the time he reached the catapult motor two hundred metres down the runway, he was struggling not to collapse. He leaned on the catapult drum, sweating profusely, and tried to catch his breath. The launch would be difficult and he would need his wits about him. Hendra placed the remote box on the ground and readied the catapult. His palms, also, were greasy and slick. The launch was the drone�s most critical moment. If he got it wrong, the plane would crash and now, loaded with explosives, full fuel tanks and VX�Hendra put the consequences of a failed launch out of his mind and tried to focus on getting it right. The trouble was, there were still unknowns. Test launches when fully loaded had never been conducted for fear of crashing the drone and disabling it permanently.
Hendra licked the sweat off his lips and wiped his arm across his eyes. There was no right or wrong, just life or death. His fate was in the hands of God. Hendra picked up the remote pilot box and goosed the throttle briefly, the signal for Duat to let go and stand clear. He then wound the throttle that controlled the catapult�s outboard motor to the stops. The cable sprang taut as the drum quickly gathered speed. Hendra set the throttle on the remote box to half speed. As he fed in some elevator the cable rose off the ground and began to point at the sky, increasing its angle. Hendra put the elevator to the neutral position.
When Hendra estimated that the drone was overhead, he snicked the gearshift lever to the neutral position. The sudden elimination of drag caused the motor to race quickly to its rev limit, whereupon it cut out as it was supposed to do, stalling with a coughing, spluttering sound like that of a man drowning. The cable dropped to the ground.
And then Hendra was rewarded by the sound of the drone�s Rotax humming sweetly in the still night air as it passed seventy metres above him. The light from several stars was briefly extinguished as the plane, settling into its pre-programmed flight, flew directly overhead. He switched off the remote control box and the Sword of Allah�s pre-programmed guidance system, his guidance system, took over. If Hendra had had the energy, he would have jumped for joy. Instead, he collapsed on the ground, panting.
Duat�s heart had been in his mouth. The plane�s motor had revved briefly and so he�d let the wingtip go as instructed. And then suddenly it appeared to have been snatched forward and swallowed by the night. He lost sight of it until it climbed into the sky, going straight up and a little to the right, its shape silhouetted against the faint echoes of light from the stars. As the hum of the drone�s engine faded into the starlight, Duat was left in the middle of the runway, a man without love, bereft of conscience and purpose, penniless, alone and haunted by hideous dreams. He walked down the strip, panting and nauseous. There was still much to do. When he reached Hendra, the man was on his knees, vomiting. �Allah will point the way now,� said Duat.
Hendra answered with a heave as his stomach contracted, expelling the canned fruit. Duat�s stomach convulsed too but he managed by force of will not to join Hendra on the ground. Instead, he pulled the pistol from his pocket and placed the muzzle lightly against the back of Hendra�s skull. Hendra swayed, too weak to do anything about what would happen next. �Emir �� he said, the word cut short by an explosion that removed the back of his skull and deposited it on the ground between his knees.

Jakarta, Indonesia

Wilkes, Ellis and Monroe arrived at the brightly lit hangar as a man concluded a semi-official address to the Indonesian soldiers. The first thing Wilkes noticed about those soldiers was their red berets: they were Kopassus.
�I think that�s the Indonesian Minister of Defence,� said Monroe.
�Nah,� said Ellis. �A politician prepared to drag his arse out of bed at sparrow�s fart, and no TV camera to witness it?� He shook his head doubtfully.
�Hey, boss!� It was more of a loud whisper than a shout, and the voice was familiar. Wilkes walked inside the hangar and saw the rest of his troop standing in a group away from the Indonesians. Wilkes nodded a greeting to his men � Littlemore, Beck, Morgan, Robson, Coombs and Ferris. They�d been listening attentively, politely, to the politician, despite the fact that none of them understood Bahasa. Then the minister turned to the Australians and said in accented English, �I am here on behalf of our president to tell you that all Indonesia thanks you for your assistance and wishes you well. Our prayers go with you. May Allah watch over you and bring you back to your homes and loved ones safely,� he said, bowing slightly.
Wilkes saluted the minister, and especially the man�s sentiment. He then went up to the nearest Indonesian soldier and shook his hand. If there was any tension between the two groups of men from two very different countries, it dissolved at that moment.
Captain Mahisa pushed his way through the group and clapped Wilkes on the shoulder as the minister climbed into a long black car and departed. �Pleased to have you with us, Tom. What do you say�? We shall kick some butt?�
�Captain Mahisa!� said Wilkes, happy to see a familiar face amongst the Indonesians. The captain looked in far better spirits than the last time they�d met. �Actually, no, we don�t say things like that. But our American friend here does. Do you remember Atticus Monroe? From our first meeting in Canberra?� Monroe saluted the captain.
�That�s right, yes,� said Mahisa, brow knotted as he called on his memory. �CIA, isn�t it?�
�Yes, sir,� said Monroe with a grin.
�Atticus has been making the tea and running errands for us lately, Captain. We call it work experience. Anyway, I�m sure he�ll prove useful on this mission too,� said Wilkes, laughing when he saw Monroe appeared to be lost for words. For once.
Wilkes noticed a whiteboard full of numbers and squiggles in black and red pen. �We missed the briefing,� he said to Mahisa. �Can you fill us in?�
�Certainly,� said Mahisa.
�Do we have any intel on the camp?� asked Wilkes. �Aside from its position.�
�No, unfortunately, nothing,� answered Mahisa. �The terrorists could number anywhere from twenty to two hundred persons. There hasn�t been time for an overflight. Our job is to hold the ground until the navy arrives. There are three ships on the way there now, along with a US carrier battle group. The first of these vessels should arrive zero-seven-thirty this morning. We can safely assume the terrorists will be heavily armed and we know they have VX. Do they have the means to use it against us?� Mahisa shrugged. �We don�t know that either. All we can do is expect the worst and take precautions.�
The �precautions� Captain Mahisa referred to was the wearing of a joint service lightweight integrated suit technology or JSLIST. It was a two-piece suit designed for US forces that, together with its M40 gasmask, multipurpose overboots and rubber gloves, gave the wearer twenty-four-hour protection against liquid and vapour chemical agents. Mahisa looked uncomfortable in it, the sweat soaking his hair and running into his eyes.
�What are our numbers?� asked Wilkes.
�I have thirty men.�
Jesus, is that all? Wilkes had nine, including himself and Atticus Monroe. Depending on the terrorists, their commitment and readiness, it could get ugly. He remembered the gun battle in Ramallah and his sphincter tightened involuntarily. Men like this did not capitulate readily.
�What�s the objective?� asked Wilkes.
Mahisa could sense Wilkes�s unease. The situation was far from ideal. �Secure the VX, stop the launch of the drone and, if possible, capture this man. Duat.� The captain passed Wilkes a laser print of the terrorist, one of a stack being handed around. It was a face already burned into his memory. The eyes, the gold tooth.
�And if we�re too late?�
�Confirm the destination of the weapon.�
�Prisoners?� Monroe asked.
�Yes, if we can. But if we can�t�� Mahisa shrugged. Taking prisoners was not a priority. �You and your men are proficient with HALO drops?�
�Yes,� said Wilkes, who glanced at Monroe nodding confidently. He�d forgotten to ask whether Atticus was proficient on the jump when Ellis had first informed them of it. Wilkes was sceptical about his proficiency but there was no way the American would miss out on the drop. Mahisa led them across to the whiteboard covered in figures, the captain�s movement restricted by the JSLIST suit so that he appeared to walk like a robot. A HALO insertion would minimise time in the air over the target, but there was a catch. Unfortunately the bad guys might be able to hear their chutes popping open. That wasn�t so good.
�Your men have already been briefed, Tom,� said Mahisa as he picked up a marker pen and faced the board.
�Okay,� said Wilkes.
�We�ll be exiting at eighteen thousand feet above mean sea level,� he said, underlining the figure in red. �The weather people tell us that wind speed at exit altitude is twenty knots, becoming light and variable on the ground. At a hundred and twenty knots indicated air speed, we�ll have a forward throw of around three hundred metres.�
�What�s the OA?� asked Wilkes, studying the figures.
�Our opening altitude is three thousand five hundred feet. You and your men will exit last. Your OA is up to you. Your chutes have a mean descent rate of around fifteen feet per second.�
�Yeah, but with all the gear we�ll be carrying, it�ll be more like twenty feet per second.�
�So you�ll be dropping slightly faster than my men,� said Mahisa.
Wilkes nodded.
Mahisa considered that and then continued. �Give us six seconds to exit. How you get your people on the ground is your business.�
Wilkes and his men had done this so many times before, he didn�t need to think about it too hard. He did not, however, want to be anywhere near the Indonesians. He hadn�t trained with these Kopassus and had no idea of their capabilities. �We�ll follow four seconds later and exit in a packet. We�ll open at four thousand five hundred. I�ve had a look at your nav boards. They�re different to the ones we use,� Wilkes said politely. In fact, they seemed downright primitive. �You happy with them?� The navigation board strapped to a man�s chest housed a variety of electrical, magnetic and pressure instruments enabling the jumper to �fly blind� and still hit the target zone. Jumping out the back of a plane at night required some deft in-flight manoeuvring when under the parachute canopy, more so if it was a HAHO jump, a high altitude high opening jump, and a particular landing spot was to be reached with certainty. But in this instance, it should be a pretty simple exercise. There were no waypoints to hit on the descent and the winds were predictable. Wilkes decided not to carry a nav board, and would rely instead on the altimeter strapped to his wrist and the occasional stickybeak through his NVGs.
�Compared to your system, ours is a bit old fashioned, but it works,� Mahisa said, jealously casting his eye over the high tech Australian nav board lying on a parachute container.
�What about oxygen?�
�Inbound, connect to the aircraft�s oxygen system. Three minutes out, the red jump lights at the rear hatch will give us the signal and we�ll switch to bottled oxygen.�
Wilkes nodded. SOP.
Mahisa put down the pen and vented his JSLIST suit, pulling it in and out at the neck like a bellows to circulate the air inside it. �I notice your men have orange chemlights and reflective strips on their helmet and parachute container. We use green. Just follow us in,� said Mahisa. �The terrorists must have a runway of some considerable length if they are intending to launch a drone. We�ll be making for that if we can pick it out.�
�So will the terrorists,� Wilkes observed.
�Yes. The enemy might hear our chutes open, even if they can�t see us. And if they have sophisticated radar, they�ll be able to pick us up long before we exit.�
Well, thought Wilkes, Mahisa was living up to his first impression of the man. He was an honest, straight talker. Frankly, there were better ways to approach the camp. It was right on the sea. A submarine insertion would have been the safest method for the attacking force, but there was no time. They had to go in hard and fast with guns blazing, and hope to demoralise the enemy.
�Okay, so we�re on the ground. What next? We�ve got different comms to you and your people, we speak a different language, our signals and training are foreign.� All this was Wilkes�s major concern. This op had been thought up by politicians and cobbled together at the last minute. There were real operational considerations that appeared to have been overlooked, such as how were the two groups of soldiers going to take this camp without whacking each other in the confusion on the ground?
�My men will head into the encampment�s centre to disorient the terrorists� command HQ and, hopefully, discourage any organised defence. I was thinking that your men could secure the landing strip itself and work around the perimeter of the encampment.�
�Okay, but how do we prevent blue on blue?� said Wilkes, his major concern.
�Do not advance into the centre of the encampment until after first light,� said Mahisa. �And then, enter the camp only on my command and by a route marked with chemlights. I�ll need your tactical radio frequency so that I can brief you on developments in the camp itself.�
Wilkes took the marker pen and wrote his frequency in large numerals on the whiteboard. All that sounded reasonable, he thought. Mahisa�s plan would keep the Kopassus and the SAS separate until they could be integrated without anyone getting trigger-happy.
One of the Kopassus men interrupted the briefing and handed Mahisa three JSLIST suits. The captain passed them to Wilkes, Monroe and Ellis.
�What�s our time at the DIP?� asked Monroe.
Wilkes raised an eyebrow. �What�s a DIP?�
�Hey, I thought you were experienced jumpers,� said Monroe. �Are you sure you amateurs know what you�re doing? A DIP is a desired impact point.�
�Oh, you mean time on target,� said Wilkes, smiling.
�Whatever,� said Monroe, waving a hand dismissively.
Despite the hard time he was giving Monroe, Wilkes had heard the term DIP before. It was American. If Atticus knew the jargon, did that mean he also knew how to HALO jump? It didn�t matter, anyway. Wilkes had long since given up telling Atticus what he could and couldn�t do.
�We should hit the target at zero five four zero,� said Mahisa.
�Sunrise is�?� asked Monroe.
�Zero six hundred.�
�Perfect,� said Wilkes, forgetting about Monroe�s experience or his lack of it. �We�ll be coming out of the night sky, with just enough light to see by.� But then, maybe it wasn�t so perfect. If the navy arrived at zero seven thirty, the ground battle would be more than an hour and a half old. A lot could happen in that time, and if it was still going on, most of what was going on would be bad.
�Can we count on any air support?� Wilkes asked.
�No.� Mahisa shook his head. �No one wants the VX accidentally atomised by a stray dumb bomb.�
Fabulous, thought Wilkes.
�Any other questions?� asked Mahisa.
Wilkes shook his head. Actually, he had a barrage of them, but Mahisa wouldn�t be able to provide any answers. Mostly, the questions concerned what resistance they�d be meeting at the encampment and those answers were in the laps of the gods.
Perhaps the same questions were also buzzing around Mahisa�s brain because he said, �Tom, if you�ll excuse me. There�s something I want to do before we go.� He hesitated and then said, �You should know that the God of Islam is not the God of the men we go to fight. Theirs is a manmade abomination created to justify the evil in their black hearts. Do you believe in God, Tom?�
Wilkes shook his head. �No.� A straight answer to a straight question.
�Then you are an infidel. That, to the vast majority of Muslims, means that you are a non-believer. It doesn�t make you my enemy. But I feel sorry for you; that you have been denied His love and His wisdom. Maybe, one day, you will see the light, my friend, and I hope that light is the God of Mohammed, may His name be praised.� Mahisa put his hand on Wilkes�s shoulder.
�Maybe,� said Wilkes with a smile. He watched the captain join his men at prayer, laying small rugs on the hard concrete floor.
Watching the soldiers face Mecca and commune with the God of Islam touched Wilkes in an odd way. Even if they were wearing JSLIST suits, the sight gave him an inkling of hope, like the small crack of light that escapes from a closed door. He was proud to serve with these men and for a moment he felt that he was one of them.
* * *
The interior of the Indonesian air force C-130 was even noisier than the Australian version, and the sweat that had poured out of Wilkes when on the ground in the JSLIST suit had become cold and clammy now with the temperature one degree at eighteen thousand feet. All the men were wearing helmets and oxygen masks not unlike those worn by pilots, a necessity for clear thinking above altitudes of fourteen thousand feet above mean sea level, unless one had time to become accustomed to it. The helmets and masks and the noise of the turboprops prohibited conversation. Occasional hand signals were exchanged but the isolation left each man alone with his thoughts.
Wilkes tried to think about the jump ahead rather than allowing his mind to wander over the situations that could face them on the ground. HALO jumps were potentially dangerous, especially when there were so many men jumping in a relatively small block of night sky, all heading to the one destination.
He looked across at the row of men sitting opposite. In the JSLIST suits and with their tac radios off, Wilkes didn�t know who was who. That anonymity would amplify once they landed. They�d be working independently of the Indonesians because of the language barrier. The Kopassus were also on a different radio frequency. Add the twilight to the communications separation, and the fact that they were expecting fierce resistance�well, fuckups were guaranteed�Jesus, concentrate on the JUMP!
Wilkes got his mind back on track by again checking over his gear. His preferred weapon, the 5.56mm Minimi light machine gun, hung from his side by its strap and was secured by the parachute harness. Wilkes�s usual insurance policy, the cut-down Remington 870 pump, modified in the garage and loaded with heavy #4 buckshot, was attached to his right leg with Velcro strips, barrel pointing down towards his boot. Wilkes also carried half a dozen M36A2 frag grenades that weren�t at all kind to humans. His oxy bottles were attached to his parachute harness, and readily accessible. He moved his hands carefully over his kit, accounting for various items and making sure the lot was secure. The oxy mask prevented him from looking down, but he couldn�t do without it and that was that. His gloved hand told him his ripcord was in place and weapons secured. He looked at the altimeter strapped to his wrist: still bang on eighteen thousand feet AMSL. He ran the coordinates of the target area through his mind together with remembered wind speeds and forward throw details.
Across the other side of the plane lined up on pulldown seats, Wilkes could see that his men were going through similar routines, touching gear with their hands, mentally ticking it off. Lance Corporal Ellis and Troopers Littlemore, Robson, Beck, Morgan, Coombs and Ferris carried the usual assortment of weaponry: Minimis, M4A2 carbines with the underslung M203 grenade launchers, Heckler & Koch MP5SD nine millimetre submachine guns, H&K sidearms and M36A2 frag grenades. For once, Atticus was happy to fit right in, and strapped to his parachute harness was a plain, ordinary Minimi. Maybe that was the best way to distinguish between his men and Mahisa�s: by the weapons they carried. The primary Indonesian weapon appeared to be the American M16A1 and the locally made FNC80s, a type of M16 lookalike.
Canberra had wanted this to be a joint exercise � Australians and Indonesians working together � and Jakarta had agreed, perhaps because the threat to the two nations was equally split. Wilkes could see the logic but the practice worried him. He turned his tac radio on briefly and, through his earpiece, heard Atticus Monroe humming a tune: ��oh, when the saints go marchin� in�� Well, at least someone was happy about things, thought Wilkes.
* * *
The interior white overhead lights had been replaced by a dull, blood-red glow so that the soldiers� night vision wouldn�t be impaired. The flight from Jakarta to the exit point was a mercifully quick one and red parachute jump lights beside the rear hatch lit up the back of the plane. Three minutes to exit. All the men jacked out of the aircraft�s oxygen system and switched to their portable bottles. The ubiquitous roar from the C-130�s turboprops became a high-pitched scream as the plane�s rear ramp lowered on its hydraulic struts. The smell of burnt AV-TUR, exhaust from the turboprops, found its way into Wilkes�s oxygen mask. It was a smell Wilkes had always liked: the perfume of action. He watched Captain Mahisa stand, illuminated by the red glow, and move to the back of the ramp. All the soldiers stood. The temperature inside the aircraft had dropped below zero. The green jump lights suddenly began to flash and a large number of men stepped into the void behind the ramp and disappeared � no speeches, no fanfare, no bullshit. A second later, the remaining Kopassus fell into the blackness.
Wilkes counted to four as he walked to the back of the ramp and turned. His men were right behind him in a tight knot. He grabbed the shoulder straps of the two men facing him, and the three of them fell away from the aircraft. The rest of his men followed a second later. Wilkes and the two men beside him quickly assumed the high arch position and stabilised their descent. No one somersaulted or jumped off with a pike and half-twist, the usual horseplay. None of his men had jumped in a JSLIST suit and there was a concern that the hood, even though heavily taped out of the way, might somehow catch their slipstream and act as a sail, flipping and rolling them out of control with disastrous results.
Wilkes looked up and watched the black shadow of the C-130 diminish as he fell away from it. He saw his remaining men drop from the back of the plane, Ellis the last to leave. The men separated quickly, controlling their respective flight paths, heading away at right angles to each other and then lining up with the aircraft�s track. The airflow buffeted Wilkes like a hundred small fists as he shot through nine thousand feet, chasing the minute glowing bars of green chemlights winking faintly below.
Fifteen seconds later, Wilkes glanced at his altimeter. He counted off another ten seconds before pulling the ripcord. He felt the buffet as the airflow pulled his drag chute clear of the parachute container and then�BANG. It was as if a massive hand had reached down from above and wrenched his harness. He looked up and was reassured to see a patch of stars obliterated by the canopy deployed overhead. A vague premonition of dawn, the faintest green glow, gathered on the horizon to Wilkes�s right. The wrist altimeter read four thousand feet. Bottled oxygen was no longer required, so Wilkes tore off his helmet and oxy mask and attached them to the parachute harness on his side. The green chemlights of the Kopassus below were closer, and brighter, a set of glowing dashes that led all the way to the ground. By now, the first of the Indonesians would have touched down and bundled their chutes and unclipped their parachute containers, leaving the lot where they landed.
With some difficulty, Wilkes reached behind him and pulled on the hood of the JSLIST suit. It came away after several tugs. He jammed the hood into his parachute harness and then grabbed hold of the parachute�s risers. The two men he�d jumped with were slightly above and beside him. Good training. Although he couldn�t see them, he knew the rest of his men were also just where they should be.
The ground lay approximately a thousand feet below, as black as a blacksmith�s anvil and every bit as unforgiving. He located the pair of NVGs attached to his belt with Velcro straps and released it. Slipping the unit�s harness over his head, he flipped the lenses down in front of his eyes. The blackness under his feet suddenly became two pools of green light with the terrorist encampment plainly visible. He could see the Kopassus landing beneath him, flaring their rectangular parachute canopies above the airstrip. There didn�t appear to be any gun battles going on, which could only mean that, somehow, they�d managed that most vital of tactical advantages � surprise. But that, surely, would not last too much longer.
Wilkes slipped off the NVGs. He didn�t want to land with the unit in front of his eyes because if he hit the ground heavily, the device could get smashed into his face, blinding him. Also, there was the threat of VX and, with the terrorists� camp getting closer by the second, it was time to put the JSLIST�s hood on. He hung the NVGs back on his belt and pulled out the hood with its incorporated gasmask and slipped it over his head. The smell of the rubber, charcoal and sweat filled his nostrils.
Now almost overhead of the target area, the fluorescent strips on the soldiers landing below had formed a spiral invisible from the ground. And then he saw the airstrip itself in the dim first light of the pre-dawn, a light scab of grey on the skin of the earth. The camp was barely visible but he could still make it out, off to the right of the strip. It was big, easily capable of housing more than two hundred men and, from this altitude, well laid out � like a proper military compound. As he drifted closer, the huts became clearer. They appeared to be mostly built from some kind of sheeting with corrugated steel roofing � demountables � and the whole operation was obviously well funded.
The strip lay directly below him. Wilkes was the first of the Australians to land. Small piles of discarded equipment dotted the ground like gopher holes. The Indonesian soldiers were still hurriedly gathering in their chutes while others were running at a crouch towards the encampment. And then the ground suddenly appeared to accelerate towards him. Wilkes bent his legs and flared the chute four metres above the rolled, hard-packed dirt of the strip. He hit the earth, legs bent, and his breath was punched out of him.
Wilkes stood quickly and gathered in his parachute as the air left its foils and it began to roll sideways. When it was in his arms, he dropped the bundle at his feet, released the harness and also let the parachute container fall to the ground along with the oxygen bottles, face mask and helmet. With the parachute released, his Minimi was freed. Time to gather his men amongst the moving grey shapes. Get this show on the road. He made the hand signal for �on me�. A group of beings that looked more like insects than men quickly formed up around him.
�Sound off,� said Wilkes through the tac radio.
�Ellis.�
�Monroe.�
�Robson.�
�Coombs.�
�Morgan.�
�Beck.�
�Littlemore.�
�Ferris.�
�Any problems?� asked Wilkes.
�Yeah,� said Littlemore. �Who�s Monroe?�
�Okay,� said Wilkes, ignoring Littlemore. �Just to recap,
Atticus stay with me. Littlemore, you too. Ellis, take Beck and Ferris and check out that shed at the end of the runway, then work around the back of the camp. Robson, Morgan, Coombs, take the shoreline. Keep me up to speed on what you find. When you�ve done that, reassemble here.� The distinctive sound of an FNC on full automatic rattled through the morning. �Let�s move it.�
Mahisa and his Kopassus squadron had a few minutes� head start and the assault on the encampment should have been in full swing by now, but things were strangely still. Except for the burst of fire from the FNC, the place was as quiet as a grave.
�Let�s rock,� said Monroe.
�Yeah, sure�� Wilkes replied, distracted. There was something odd.
The three parties separated, leaving Wilkes, Monroe and Littlemore amongst the piles of discarded gear. Wilkes tucked low and ran a short way along a well-worn path illuminated with green chemlights that snaked towards the huts, Monroe and Littlemore behind, careful not to spook the Kopassus who were conducting hut-to-hut searches. He watched a couple of paratroopers drag two men from a hut by their hair. The terrorists appeared to be alive, but barely. Both of them were gripping their stomachs, rolled into tight balls.
�Jesus, boss,� said Littlemore, �are you getting that smell or is my filter fucked?�
�Could be. You�re not supposed to smell anything through these,� said Monroe. �Maybe you got one of the faulty ones � a dud.�
�Lucky me.�
There was an incredible stillness. A camp like this full of terrorists would be on high alert. There should be lead and tracer flying all over the place. And something else strange; there were no animals, no dogs or cats wandering around.
Several men in JSLIST suits appeared at the head of the track that began where the first of the huts were erected. They were walking towards Wilkes, Monroe and Littlemore, their rifles sweeping through the arc. It occurred to Wilkes that they could be terrorists. If there was VX in the air, there was a good chance the bad guys would also be wearing chemical warfare suits. Wilkes gave the hand signal for his men to go into a crouch. He took a bead on the man leading the group but rested his finger on the trigger guard, prepared to wait until the last possible moment. This kind of potential friendly fire incident was exactly what he�d been concerned about.
�Tom, is that you?�
�Captain?�
The men heading down the trail stopped and the man in front lifted his weapon above his head. Wilkes, Monroe and Littlemore did the same. The moment of potential blue on blue vanished, and the men lowered their weapons and walked towards each other. When the two groups met, Captain Mahisa handed his weapon to a subordinate and began waving an instrument through the air. �The air is clear of VX,� he said. He then ran his finger down the JSLIST�s front rubber seal and peeled off the top half of his suit. �But it smells like��
��like death,� said Wilkes, following Mahisa�s lead, removing his hood and sampling the air.
Several Kopassus ran down the path to Mahisa and talked excitedly.
�Nearly everyone here is dead,� said the captain, �and the ones that aren�t are very sick.�
�Until we find out exactly what�s going on here, we�d better keep these things on,� said Wilkes. He felt like he was wearing a mobile sauna. Mahisa agreed and they reluctantly pulled the JSLIST hoods back over their sweat-sodden heads.
The first rays of the sun crossed the horizon and illuminated the clear blue sky, yet a chill remained over the camp � the final breath exhaled by the dead.
�Boss!� Wilkes turned and saw three men jogging awkwardly towards them from the direction of the airstrip, encumbered by their suits. It was Ellis, Beck and Ferris. �The drone,� said Ellis. �It�s gone � launched. And recently too, by the look of things.� They presented Wilkes and Mahisa with a fistful of Polaroid photos showing the drone and various people standing beside it. Wilkes and Mahisa recognised Duat instantly. Something in Arabic was painted on the plane�s nose. �We found this in the shed at the end of the runway,� Ellis said, holding up the remains of a laptop. �Battery and hard drive are still warm. We also found a man killed � a cap in the head. Been dead less than an hour by the looks of him � no rigor and only a few ants and flies. He�s one of the men in the photos.� He selected one of the Polaroids and said, �This guy.� The picture showed the drone with Duat, a man and a boy � all smiling. �The wound was not self-administered, unless he was a contortionist. The shed was the drone�s hangar. There�s fuel, wheel tracks and this,� he said, handing him a sheet of paper. �Check out the date, boss.�
Wilkes examined the paper. �Shit!� he said. It was a METFOR. And for the following twenty-four hours. How much had they missed the bloody thing by? �It�s got to be Darwin then,� he said, looking up.
�Can you be sure about that?� asked Mahisa urgently, joining them. �What about Jakarta?�
Wilkes handed him the sheet. Mahisa didn�t need the significance of the data explained. He would have been familiar with METFORs, accurate meteorological forecasts that covered a given time and area. Knowing the wind speed and direction are critical when you�re about to spread chemical weapons over a particular area. And the area covered by this METFOR was the island of Flores, the islands to the west of West Papua, and the north of Australia, including Darwin. The fact that Jakarta wasn�t included eliminated it categorically. �That is great news,� he said, placing a gloved hand on Wilkes�s padded shoulder. �Not about Darwin�� he added quickly.
�Tom, excuse me. I must get a message off. I am truly sorry but I must radio my superiors immediately.� Mahisa turned excitedly and chatted with a subordinate, who then ran off to shout at the men handling the unit�s communications. Wilkes understood the captain�s relief. His family lived in Jakarta � wife, three children, mother, father, sisters, brothers; the whole extended family. The panic that had hit the Indonesian city in the wake of the news that a deadly nerve agent could be on its way had already caused much death and destruction there.
The SAS soldiers followed the Kopassus back along the chemlit pathway towards the encampment.
�Tom, James and I are going to join an Indon patrol and have a look around,� said Atticus in Wilkes�s earpiece. �You cool with that?�
Wilkes turned and nodded. �Just make sure you�re home before dark and don�t talk to strangers.�
�Okay, Mom,� said Monroe.
Five men split from the main group and headed off in the direction of the beach.
The number of Indonesian troops milling about in the centre of the encampment was starting to swell as the men completed their sweeps. From the body language alone it was evident that most were bewildered by what they had seen. Wilkes, like everyone else, was in the dark about what had happened here and, not understanding Bahasa, he was not party to any intelligence gathered by Mahisa�s men. Altogether, not a particularly ideal situation. But what Wilkes and his troop did know was disturbing enough: that the drone had been launched but the cavalry had arrived too late to save the day, and that within a short period of time, an Australian city would have the dubious honour of being the first in the western world to host the arrival of a weapon of mass destruction.
Two of Mahisa�s men pushed through the gathering knot of soldiers and presented something to their CO � a couple of empty syringes. Wilkes couldn�t hear what was being said, and nor would he have been able to understand it if he could, but the men were excited about something.
�Tom, we have located the VX!� Wilkes heard Mahisa say, his voice cracking through the static in his earpiece. �There are two drums, two halves of the agent probably, plus what may have been a third mixing drum. And then there are these,� he said, the empty syringes presented on his gloved palm. The word �Atropine� was stencilled in red on the syringes. �From these, would it be reasonable to assume one, possibly two people in the camp knew they had been poisoned by the agent?�
�So then we should have a couple of comparatively healthy terrorists lurking around someplace,� said Wilkes.
�Unless one of them was the man who appears to have been whacked,� said Ellis. �He�s in the photos with Duat. Do you reckon he could have been the brains behind the UAV?�
�Possible.� The same thought had occurred to Wilkes. If the terrorists believed they were about to get pounced on, silencing the man who could tip off the enemy on the drone�s flight plan made plenty of sense. �What about Duat? Has he turned up yet?�
�Negative, boss,� Ellis said. �We haven�t found him. Can�t speak for the Indons.�
�Us neither,� said Mahisa. �Perhaps he wasn�t here?�
�Or he left in a hurry �cause the party was turning to shit,� said the voice of Atticus Monroe. �We found their armoury. You won�t believe how many explosives these people have. Enough to prosecute a small war. Something odd�a couple of heavy cases of something have been dragged down to the waterline. Recent, too. The tide hasn�t washed away any of the tracks. There�s one boat there � they probably had another.�
�Looks like we got ourselves a fugitive, boss,� Ellis said, trying and failing to imitate Tommy Lee Jones�s southern drawl.
�Great,� said Wilkes. Duat could certainly have helped them with their enquiries, but it appeared he�d given himself the antidote and scarpered, leaving them to deal with a drone loaded with VX winging its merry way to Darwin.
�Boss.� It was Littlemore�s voice in his earpiece. �Come have a look at this. Walk to the first intersection and take your first left. Found their comms suite.�
Three minutes later, Wilkes, Monroe, Mahisa, several Kopassus and most of Wilkes�s troop were standing on a veranda groaning with enough technology to monitor a moon shot. Much of it, however, had been smashed. �Any of this junk work?� Wilkes picked up the remains of a CPU and tossed it back onto the bench.
�Give me a minute, boss,� said Littlemore. It was impossible to tell who was who under the JSLIST suit, but the voice at least was unmistakable. Wilkes pictured Littlemore�s flame-red hair matted against his skull under the suit�s hood. Now that the sun was up, the temperature inside the chemical warfare suits had soared. �Most of it�s trashed, boss. I�d say someone guessed we were coming and tossed a few grenades in here.�
The hope was that there�d be information lying around that would help locate the drone, but it was a faint hope.
�Anyone for a game of snooker?� It was Morgan. �Look what we found under the corner pocket.� He and Robson stepped up on the veranda and one of the men tossed a brick made from epoxy resin on the bench. A corner had been knocked off and white powder crumbled from it. �They make the tables and sandwich these between layers of slate. I don�t reckon the stuff in the middle is lemon sherbet, either,� he said.
�Jesus,� said Wilkes. The heroin. This was Jenny Tadzic�s big unanswered question. The encampment was an epicentre for the export of death and destruction � guns to Papua New Guinea, drugs to the streets of Sydney and Melbourne and, soon, nerve agent to Darwin. At least evacuation in the northern city was well underway.
Littlemore had started up one of the electrical generators that powered the suite and was fiddling with various remotes. �About the only thing working is the telly, believe it or not.� He turned it on. The set took a few seconds to warm up. �Jesus, boss,� he said when the picture materialised. �I think you�d better come and have a look at this.�
Wilkes crossed to the monitor and his heart leapt into his mouth. Standing in front of the camera on the empty streets of Darwin was the last person he expected to see there.

Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia

Annabelle Gilbert felt like one of the little ducks that go back and forth in a shooting gallery. There was potentially a WMD on its way and yet here she was, waiting for it to arrive. What the hell am I doing in this place? She lay in the unfamiliar bed struggling in vain for the release of sleep, and just succeeded in pulling out the sheets and making things even more uncomfortable as she tossed and turned. The heat had a lot to do with her inability to get comfortable. Something had happened to the hotel�s air-con and the mercury had begun to rise immediately thereafter. The blokes had been unable to fix it quickly and the hotel maintenance staff had long since gone south, so the technicians gave up trying, lest they do permanent damage to the system. The windows in all the rooms had been taped up and covered with plastic sheeting. A small, noisy fan pushed close, fetid air around the room, clicking noisily as it swept from left to right. �Five star, my arse,� she said quietly.
Annabelle took her mind back to the previous day � the airport, the NBC suit, the chaos and then utter stillness of Darwin itself. At the briefing downstairs in the dining room, the army had actually been pretty decent about things. The restrictions had been waived on reporting the scenes at the airport, for example. The army had taken on board Weaver�s point about personal video cameras. They�d basically been given the run of the place, except for the military establishments, which was fair enough. Lance Corporal B. Face � whose real name was Victor Kidde, though his friends called him Billy � and the armed escort had been their constant companions for the day. But the attached security was a waste of time and manpower because Darwin was a ghost town. The place was truly creepy. A city with absolutely no people in it was a depressing, spooky place. There were no cars, no sounds, no movement at all. It was just like one of those mock towns built in the fifties by the American army to destroy with its A-bombs. Woolworths had been utterly cleaned out, stripped bare. The windows were broken and the shelves had mostly been ripped down. Anything in the way of food had been taken, clothes, even the mannequins had walked, although some of these had been torn apart and were lying broken in the road, arms outstretched like people calling for help. Annabelle shook her head. Her imagination was working overtime. Sleep was going to be impossible.
Against the rules, her NBC suit hung in the shower recess. It wasn�t against the rules to put it in the shower. Taking it off was the issue. She could see it hanging there, with the hood and gasmask looking like something ghastly and alive, and only vaguely human. She was supposed to be wearing it to bed but, fuck that, thought Annabelle. She was sweating enough as it was and wasn�t looking forward to putting it on in the morning. It�d be like climbing into a wet rubber glove.
Congratulations, she said to herself as she got up and paced the room in the dark � you wanted to kick your career on to the next level, and instead you�ve given yourself a major kick in the guts. A bigger pay packet and a capricious boss out for revenge because she wouldn�t come across now replaced the man she loved. And she was no longer the anchor. Sure, she might recover that position but she had a fair idea what she�d have to surrender to secure it. This wasn�t how it was meant to be. She�d once been in control, but now she�d lost it. Completely. And what about Tom? She�d moved to another city. Without even telling him. What signal had that sent? She had completely fucking blown it.
But it wasn�t all her fault, was it? Hadn�t he been just plain stubborn? Hadn�t he always placed the regiment above her? The more she thought along these lines, the more indignant she became, the mood pendulum swinging to the other extreme. Was it fair of him to expect her to wait at home while he dodged bullets in some unknown hellhole? No, it wasn�t. What if they had kids? The selfish bastard! Before Annabelle became too indignant, the competing voice in her head reminded her that he hadn�t asked her to give up anything, that the person making all the demands had been her. And what did she expect? That Tom would just chuck in his career and follow her to Sydney because she was�Annabelle Gilbert, anchorwoman? She knew she didn�t want a lap-dog. Tom had strength, he was his own person. She had always loved that about him, so what had changed? Why had the appearance of a ring on her finger so radically altered her outlook? Tom would make adjustments to his life as they were needed, wouldn�t he? Maybe it was just ego � her ego � that had been the wedge driving them apart. Admit it. When it comes right down to it, girlfriend, you just don�t want to marry a soldier, even if that soldier is Tom. Before she�d met him, Annabelle had always seen herself ending up partnered to a professional, someone like a lawyer or a doctor, whose life dovetailed neatly with her own aspirations. Maybe you�re doing Tom a favour. Time will just amplify our differences, our disappointments. Finally, Annabelle gave up the struggle and fell into the arms of a fitful sleep, but an instant later, the alarm clock beside her bed buzzed telling her that it was time to wake up. She lay in bed, trying very hard to think about absolutely nothing, but failed. They had to file after breakfast and she still hadn�t written the piece. �Dammit,� she said to the darkness. She got up, switched on the sidetable light, and sat down on the bed with her laptop.
* * *
Weaver and the cameraman met Annabelle in the hotel lobby, its windows and doors taped and sealed with plastic sheeting like those in the rooms. Army types rushed through on unknown errands. The level of anxiety had reduced a little from the previous day so Annabelle guessed that nothing noteworthy had happened overnight. Weaver confirmed that. He�d been up for an hour and looked fresh, for once. �All the hookers have left town,� he said unashamedly. �So I went to bed early. What was I going to do, knock on Vicky Virgin�s door?�
Annabelle shrugged. She was in no mood for banter.
Weaver handed her an aluminium foil tray. �Breakfast,� he said, �courtesy of the army. I�ve had mine, and if I was you I�d save myself for lunch.�
Annabelle took a peek inside and smelled the contents, and decided to take the producer�s advice.
�Yeah, I think our union would have something to say about that,� he said when he saw the look on her face. �The army has decided the city is secure so they�re moving most of the men onto the highway and the airport to help the police. That means we�ve lost our armed shadow, but Billy the Kid is going to stay with us.� On cue, the large boy in a chemical suit with the hood and mask hanging down his back walked through the door.
Greetings were exchanged and Weaver said, �Are you familiar with a cartoon character called Baby Huey?�
�No,� said Billy the Kid, looking puzzled.
Annabelle wasn�t either and so had no idea what Weaver found so amusing.
�Okay, let�s go to work,� Weaver said. �Annabelle? Have you written anything for me to look over?�
�Yeah,� she said, handing him a couple of sheets of printout.
�That�s good,� he said as he read. �Some nice touches. We�d better hurry if we want to do this.� He fluttered the paper in his hand.
Twenty minutes later, Annabelle Gilbert was framed in the camera lens so that the gun of the USS Peary was in the near background, the emerald waters of Port Darwin beyond. The network wanted the piece live. No second chances to get it right. Annabelle finished the rehearsal as the grey bow of an American frigate, the last remaining ship of the USS Constellation�s battle group that had begun leaving the port several days before, came into view.
Weaver gave her the countdown and, on a silent �one�, Annabelle Gilbert went live into the homes of millions.
�It�s a beautiful tropical morning in Darwin, just like it was almost sixty-two years ago to the day when, at five minutes past ten in the morning, one hundred and eightyeight aircraft of the Imperial Japanese Navy brought the Second World War to this spot, dropping more bombs on Port Darwin than they did on Pearl Harbor, sinking nine ships and killing more than one hundred and seventy people. The gun behind me is all that remains of the USS Peary, a destroyer sunk on that fateful morning killing ninety-one seamen.
�Back then, Australia was taken by surprise, but not today as we await the arrival of a different kind of war in our skies, a war in some ways even more brutal than that global conflict of the last century.
�A spokesman for the Australian Army confirmed the estimate late yesterday that more than ten thousand people remain in the city, refusing to evacuate. Many are local Aborigines. Few of those remaining have the protection provided by one of these, a nuclear biological chemical or NBC suit, supplies of which are scarce.�
The picture changed as the cameraman swung his camera around to show Weaver and Billy the Kid, both of whom were wearing the full NBC suit with the hood and gasmask over their heads. Annabelle also wore hers, but the hood and gasmask hung behind her back.
�Ever since the threat of the VX-laden drone became known, the local television station has been running programs on how to turn a house into a chemical shelter, sealing the doors with plastic sheeting and tape. As expected, most hardware and department stores have run out of these materials, as well as plastic garbage bags and stocks of bleach, said to be an effective VX neutralising agent.
�The early riots and looting touched off by the news of the impending terrorist strike have stopped, largely due to a significant army presence on the streets here��
Two RAAF F/A-18 fighters suddenly ripped through the air overhead, cutting a low arc over the city, heading out towards the sea. As the thunder from their turbines rolling around the harbour receded, Annabelle went on with her report, departing from the script to make the flypast appear part of the show.
�And as you might expect, the RAAF has every available plane in the sky searching for the terrorists� drone, hoping to shoot it down before it arrives.�
Weaver appreciated the adlib with a thumbs up.
�So now Darwin waits, holding its breath, while the ghosts of that fateful day in nineteen forty-two judge our present. For this is a conflict Australia will fight on its own, as this departing US warship symbolises, on its way to defend Indonesia�s shores against the shared threat.
�It�s perhaps not the end of ANZUS, our strategic alliance with the US, but without doubt the treaty has been severely wounded. Those wounds could well become mortal if a small pilotless plane airbursts upwind of this northern capital.�
At this point Annabelle reached behind her and pulled the hood and mask over her head so that her final words were muffled.
�This is Annabelle Gilbert for ANTV Network News, Darwin.�
Annabelle stood in front of the camera for five seconds in her chemical warfare suit, looking like a camouflaged two-legged insect, and waited for Weaver�s signal.
��and cut,� he said. �Now let�s go find a bar and some loose women.�
�How was that?� asked Annabelle.
�All bullshit aside, I think you�re too good to sit behind a desk,� he said. �Saunders did you a favour, whether you realise it or not, kiddo. The funny thing is, Saunders doesn�t realise it.�
�Thanks, Barry.�
�No worries,� said Weaver. �So, can we go and have sex now?�
�Will you settle for something to eat?� Annabelle was starving. She hadn�t eaten dinner or breakfast and she was starting to feel faint.
�You know I could hit that for six, don�t you?�
Annabelle smiled. �Come on. Everything in this town can�t be khaki.�
Five minutes later, Billy the Kid was back behind the wheel of the army Land Rover, and they were slowly cruising the back streets of Darwin but, of course, everything was shut. It was like the place was in a coma, thought Annabelle. It was alive in one sense but as good as dead in another.
�The lights are on, but ain�t nobody home,� commented Weaver, looking at the vacant shops. A lone dog padded along the footpath, tongue lolling in the wet heat.
�You took the words right out of my brain,� said Annabelle.
She heard Billy the Kid say, �What�s this guy do �� and she had time to look out the window, but there wasn�t even enough time to be afraid.
The brown steel bucket of a large agricultural earthmoving machine filled the side windows. It slammed into the Land Rover, T-boning it. The force of the impact threw the vehicle�s occupants sideways. Billy the Kid�s head smashed into the b-pillar by his shoulder, knocking him senseless. His blood splattered across Annabelle as his head rolled from side to side. She screamed with the shock of the impact. The Land Rover�s tyres protested as the machine pushed it broadside across the road. The bucket then lifted them up and over the kerb and drove them viciously into the side of a building. The machine�s massive diesel roared. It was as if the thing was determined to push them through the wall they were pinned against. The machine shunted and strained as it jammed them repeatedly against the brickwork. Annabelle yelled at them to stop. The windscreen of the Land Rover suddenly shattered into tiny crystals that fell into the laps of the cameraman and Billy the Kid, both of whom were unconscious. And then, all was quiet for a few seconds.
�Reach for a radio or your mobiles and you are all dead,� yelled a man in front of them. He wasn�t joking. He had a large machine gun pointed at them. Bandoliers of ammunition crisscrossed his chest. There were two men with him who were also armed. One had a small rocket launcher and the other carried a can Annabelle assumed was full of petrol. All three were dressed in dirty T-shirts, shorts and thongs, the uniform for males in the Australian far north.
Her vision was blurred from the impact with the earthmover. She shook her head to try to clear it. The palm trees that dotted the footpath and the mall just in front of them had been sawn off at their base. The trees themselves had been dragged away and lay helter-skelter further down the mall. Another large tractor was having a tug of war with an automatic teller machine set into the partly demolished wall of a bank. The ATM was losing. It suddenly came free and half a dozen men gave a cheer.
�It�s a fucking bank robbery!� said Weaver groggily.
The earthmover wrestling with the ATM swung it onto the tray of a flatbed truck. The men jumped on and slapped each other on the back as they ripped into tins of beer. They drove off leaving the Land Rover pinned against the wall by the steel bucket.
Billy the Kid came around in time to watch the crooks jump into their truck. �So now we know who stole the guns from the museum,� he said, holding his head in his hands.
The sudden blast of a diesel motor again filled the Land Rover causing Annabelle and Weaver to flinch. An armoured personnel carrier sped past blowing clouds of blue-black smoke, followed by three more Land Rovers, these ones carrying mounted machine guns. They roared down the road in hot pursuit of the bank robbers.
�Are you people all right?� A face popped into view, framed by the empty windshield. Annabelle recognised him as the major they�d met at the airport when they first arrived.
�I thought you buggers said you had the looters under control,� said Weaver, pissed off, rubbing a very large bump on his head.

Arafura Sea, 15 000 feet

Seventy-fifth Squadron�s Flight Lieutenant Andrew Corbet and Flying Officer Robert Burns had taken off from RAAF Tindal base after sunrise and covered the three hundred odd kilometres tracking north-west to Darwin in around fifteen minutes � easy with a little application of afterburner at thirty thousand feet. They�d then been vectored low over the city, the third flight to do so, a bit of flag waving to reassure the city that the air force was on the job. Corbet glanced down as they skimmed the rooftops; it was more of a town really, small and vulnerable. His mind wandered to the drone. Finding it would be an almost impossible task � everyone at the squadron knew that � especially with F/A-18s. They climbed quickly to twenty-five thousand feet and accelerated to five hundred knots. They�d been given a patch of sky to search way out in the middle of nowhere � east of Ashmore Reef and the Cartier Islands where the Timor Sea met the Indian Ocean. During transit, they were given a complete sit-rep. The clock was definitely ticking.
�Shogun one, Darwin control.�
�Shogun one,� Corbet replied.
�Shogun one, squawk code 2907.�
�Shogun one, squawking code 2907.� Corbet keyed the numbers into the transponder.
�Shogun one. Radar contact. Strategic Command confirms UAV launched and inbound Darwin. Repeat UAV inbound Darwin. Good luck, guys. Keep your eyes peeled,� said the voice over the radio, becoming human all of a sudden.
Corbet breathed deeply into the oxygen mask and felt some of the stress ebb away. Funny, but a part of him was relieved that the nightmare was real at last, and not an exercise. They�d been told that intelligence sources had a UAV loaded with nerve agent possibly headed to Darwin. And now it had been confirmed. It was fact. �Shogun two. Did you get that?� he asked Burns.
�Roger, Shogun one. Now what?�
The question was rhetorical and Corbet knew it. He didn�t have a clue. Practically every serviceable aircraft the RAAF had was in the air � C-130s, Caribou, submarinehunting PC3 Orions, Hawk trainers and Hornets � searching for the proverbial needle in a haystack and all of these aircraft, with the possible exception of the slower flying C-130s, Orions and Caribous, were unsuited to the task.
It was apparent at the hurried mission briefing that the RAAF had a fair bit of intelligence on the target UAV itself, but that hardly helped. The Prowler cruised � or rather crawled � at around seventy knots. It was small, too, with a length just shy of three-point-three metres and a wingspan of just under five and a half metres. More than likely it would be hugging the wave tops and, to make matters still worse, its lines employed stealth technology augmented with radar absorbing material � RAM. On top of that, the RAM was tinted a pale blue, so not only was it almost invisible to radar, the naked eye would also be hard pressed to pick the UAV out against the sky or sea.
The F/A-18�s radar was the new, sexy APG-73 Raytheon unit that provided air-to-air and air-to-ground capability. It was truly an amazing piece of high-tech wizardry that gave the F/A-18 the reconnaissance capability equal to that of a U-2 spy plane. Or so the blurb from Raytheon promised. But it wouldn�t help them find a low-tech bug smasher a third the size of the Hornet flying low enough and slow enough to troll for fish. Even if they managed to be nose on to the UAV, the radar worked on the Doppler theory that measured and detected closing speeds. It wouldn�t �see� the Prowler for the simple reason that the thing wasn�t travelling fast enough.
The other variable, just to make the task seem truly impossible, was that the UAV�s flight plan was unknown and, most probably, unpredictable. Okay, so it was heading for Darwin, but what were the chances that it would take the most direct route there? Unlikely. If he were a terrorist, Corbet reasoned, he�d get the UAV over Australian soil and have it approach the city from the south, apparently the route least expected for some reason that escaped him. So there was a chance the thing was already over the Australian coastline, coming up on Darwin from the blind side. If that were the case, with the RAAF�s assets all deployed over the sea, then it would deliver its deadly cargo unchallenged.
All Corbet and Burns could do was fly their designated patch of sky, low and slow, keeping their eyes on their fries. It didn�t escape either pilot that what they needed to help them find this thing was a miracle, pure and simple.

Flores, Indonesia

Seeing Annabelle on the television � in Darwin � had stopped Wilkes cold, but Atticus had since talked some sense into him. �It�s not a nuke headed her way, Tom. It�s a cloud of poison gas,� he�d said. �You saw her, man. The girl is suited up and ready for action. Chill!� What Monroe said was right, of course, but he still didn�t like the thought of Annabelle being in the line of fire. And when that thought struck him, he knew he�d had an insight into Annabelle�s fears about him whenever he left on a sortie.
Wilkes checked his watch. If it wasn�t intercepted, the drone would strike within around four hours.
�All that stuff about Uncle Sam deserting you guys, though. That was a bit harsh, wasn�t it?� said Monroe.
�Forget it, Atticus. Bad news rates better.�
The two expected Indonesian navy destroyers had dropped anchor a mile offshore and sent across armed sailors to help secure the camp. None of the terrorists who were still alive, however, had any fight in them. Almost thirty percent of the encampment�s population were dead. Many more people were close to it.
Somewhere beyond the horizon the USS Constellation was steaming towards them because suddenly, as if underlining the fact, a flight of US Navy Super Hornets creased the air overhead, the noise from their engines threatening to rupture Wilkes�s eardrums. In their wake, a US Navy Sea King helicopter pulled around the headland west of the landing strip, about five hundred feet above the water. It slowed to a hover over the strip and then settled onto the packed earth with a bump, the trees on the edge of the cleared jungle thrashing wildly in the downdraft. Half a dozen soldiers dressed in JSLIST suits hopped onto the earth and hauled a couple of crates out of the helo, which then immediately took off and climbed on a heading out to sea.
Mahisa and Wilkes went to meet them. The Americans saluted, Mahisa and Wilkes returned it crisply. �Colonel Hank Watson, US Army Chemical Corps,� said the officer in front, yelling through his suit to be heard.
�Colonel,� said Mahisa. �We�ve been expecting you. Captain Mahisa of the Tentara Nasional Indonesia. I am CO here. We met before in Canberra. I have been instructed by Jakarta to give you every assistance. And this is Warrant Officer Wilkes, Australian Special Air Service.�
�Gentlemen,� he said. �I believe you have found WMD.�
�Come this way,� said Mahisa, gesturing at the Americans to follow.
Wilkes felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned. It was Atticus. �Tom, I�ve been thinking�You know, I don�t think Darwin is the target.�
�And why not?� said Wilkes.
�C�mon,� he said, �we don�t have much time.�

S10�30′10″ E126�15′02″, Timor Sea

HMAS Arunta was rigged for battle. Commander Steve Drummond stood on the fly bridge, legs taking the rolling motion of the frigate as it rode the swell. Leading Seaman Sean Matheson stood beside him, behind the Browning, watching the dolphins racing along and giving the ship a good run for its money. Both men wore their JSLIST suits but the hoods and gasmasks were hanging down their backs. Drummond inched the binoculars along the horizon off the boat�s port bow. Strategic Command in Canberra had hoped to add the Arunta to the protective screen around Darwin but the ship was too far to the north. Intelligence sources expected the drone would be nowhere near their current position, but Drummond put the crew on high alert anyway. �Anything on screen, X?� asked the captain into the microphone.
�Negative, sir,� said Lieutenant Commander Angus Briggs. There was plenty of unusual traffic at the radar�s extreme range, much of it airborne and RAAF in nature. A couple of F/A-18s and a KC-130 tanker were approaching but they were still a long way off to the south-west. In short, there was nothing unidentified or unusual. Briggs again checked the display on the monitor generated by the Saab Vectronics radar, its massive dish rotating atop the ship�s communications tower interrogating the sea and air around it with a powerful spray of microwave energy. The radar showed the landmass of East Timor lying off their starboard beam and their track was south-west, roughly parallel with the coastline.
HMAS Arunta had completed its six-month tour. By all accounts, the mission had been a successful one, although one man � Johnny Teo � had lost his life aboard a cargo vessel being inspected, falling into its bilge and drowning. Finally, after months of the stress of battle, no sleep and the constant threat of attack, they were headed home, on a course for Darwin. And then the change of orders came through at the same time as the story broke on the news: the UAV, the nerve gas, the resulting fear and violence in both Darwin and Jakarta. The crew had watched the report, stunned. Hadn�t this been why the war was being fought? Had the sacrifices all been for nothing? A feeling of pointlessness had settled on the ship that was hard to shake.

Flores, Indonesia

Monroe and Wilkes had peeled off their JSLISTs and although the temperature was close to thirty degrees the slight breeze felt cool and sweet. Colonel Hank Watson and his crew had quickly confirmed the air free of VX. They�d located and secured the drums that had contained the nerve agent, and had just announced that the camp�s water supply was the culprit. How it had come to be contaminated was yet to be ascertained.
�The whole Darwin thing is a massive assumption on our part, isn�t it?� asked Monroe, spreading the METFOR out on the bench. �We don�t have intel on a positive target that I�m aware of. Kadar Al-Jahani didn�t give it up, the financier continues to say he has no idea, and we�ve yet to recover anything from the hard disks here and nothing on paper has come to light.�
�Except for the METFOR,� said Wilkes.
�That�s right. So then, let�s go over it again.� Monroe frowned as he leaned over the bench and willed the answer to leap off the printout.
�You know, when you�re serious it makes me want to laugh,� said Wilkes.
�Why is that?�
�Because I don�t know whether you�re taking the piss.�
�And that means�?�
�Taking the mickey, pulling my leg.�
Monroe turned his frown on Wilkes.
�Okay, Atticus. Let�s get serious,� said Wilkes. �All this fresh air�s getting to me.�
�We assume Jakarta�s not the target. Why?�
�Because it�s not on this METFOR, the one the terrorists checked prior to launch.�
�A fair assumption,� said Monroe. �So what is on the METFOR?�
�Indonesia east of the island of Bali, West Papua, part of the Gulf of Carpentaria, the Northern Territory.�
�What else?�
�A bunch of lines, the pressure gradients and a whole lot of ocean.�
�Okay, so why Darwin?�
�I think it�s assumed Darwin�s the target because it�s a big population centre full of non-believers, infidels. And it�s in a different country to the one the terrorists live in.�
�But it�s not the only population centre on the map. There are plenty of others. And, for that matter, why does the target have to be a population centre?�
�What are you getting at, Atticus?� Wilkes asked. �I think you know where you�re going here, but you�re losing me.�
�I was at the embassy in Jakarta just after the bombing,� said Monroe.
�Yeah, I remember, but what�s that got to do wi��
�They weren�t after people in that attack. The explosives used were specifically formulated to take out the structure. The terrorists � these same people � wanted to make a statement,� he said, emphasising the word. �They were hitting out at a symbol.�
�Okay,� said Wilkes. �I�m with you so far.�
�So apply the same logic to Darwin and ask yourself what their point is. Where�s the symbolism, the statement?� said Monroe, smoothing the map down on the bench, ironing it flat with his hands. �You want another example, look at 9/11. Bin Laden struck at a symbol of American power. Killing a bunch of people wasn�t the main game. From their point of view, they struck at the very heart of the monster, and made it reel. The civilian deaths were just a bonus. So let�s take another look at this map from that perspective and find the statement.�
Wilkes and Monroe stared at the weather map and saw nothing but what was on the METFOR � outlines of countries, fronts and weather systems.
�The effective deployment of something like VX depends on the weather,� said Wilkes.
Monroe gave Wilkes a strange look as if to say, �Yeah, Einstein, which is why we�re looking at this thing.�
�The experts on this stuff say the conditions in Darwin right now are ideal.�
�Yep,� said Monroe.
�Then the answer is in the isobars, these lines here. Isobars join areas of equal pressure.�
Monroe nodded.
�So as long as they remain equidistant from each other, those ideal weather conditions in Darwin exist wherever the lines go.�
�Shit, Tom, you�re right,� said Monroe, suddenly paying more attention to the lines that curved gently into the Timor Sea. �Then what�s under this area here?�
�Oil and gas,� said Wilkes, a fierce glare in his eyes. �You said it yourself, Atticus. Why does it have to be a population centre?�

Australian Defence Force HQ, Russell Offices, Canberra, Australia

�Jesus Christ,� said Niven, when the Internet connection closed and the frame on the screen turned black. �What do you blokes think?�
�I think Monroe and Wilkes have got it dead right,� said Felix Mortimer, eating his favourite sandwich of white bread, chips and butter liberally soused with tomato sauce.
Griffin looked at the unconscious doodle on the notepad on his knee. The word �shit� was written, and it was surrounded by stars and exclamation marks. Wilkes and Monroe had followed a path of logic no one else had pursued. Darwin and Jakarta just seemed the natural targets, and the truth was, no one had looked much further than that. Except for Mortimer. He�d also thought Darwin wasn�t the target, but was too polite to say, �I told you so.� As for Wilkes, he was obviously no ordinary grunt, and the CIA spoke highly of their man, Atticus Monroe. Just because they weren�t defence experts or strategists didn�t mean they had to be wrong, did it?
�Let�s assume these boys are on to something � and I think we have to,� Niven said. �What�s up there?�
�Around twenty trillion cubic feet of gas reserves, for one thing. Oil, too. We did a paper on it six months ago,� said Mortimer, his face sweating. A vague pain in his chest had suddenly intensified as if an invisible hand had pushed a hot knife through his breast. Is this normal? Am I okay? �There are thirty or forty rigs up there. The VX front could be tens of kilometres wide. If it rolls over three or four of them and maybe a research ship, we could be looking at up to a thousand deaths.�
�Jesus�� Niven was at a loss. What could be done to stop the drone in the time left? If Wilkes and Monroe were right, the assets were deployed in all the wrong places.
�And once the VX settles, it�ll get into every crack,� said Mortimer, unconsciously rubbing his chest, a dull pain in his left arm. �The rigs will be unusable for a very long time afterwards.�
Griffin looked at Mortimer and saw that the man was in some kind of distress. �You okay, Felix?�
Mortimer nodded. �Forget the casualties for a minute. That�s not what these terrorists are about. If the hit on the Timor Gap succeeds, it could start an oil crisis like the one back in the seventies. It could mean that terrorists are getting smart, targeting the West where it really hurts. Oil prices will skyrocket, especially if this and other groups follow up with a statement about this being the first of many strikes on oil installations, pipelines and refineries, tankers and such.� Mortimer glanced around the room, looking for some water, wanting more than anything to splash some on his face.
�Okay, so what have we got in the area?� Griffin asked, certain the news wouldn�t be good.
A quick review of the vast whiteboard covering one entire wall confirmed the worst. �One frigate, two F/A-18s and thirty-six thousand square kilometres of goddam ocean,� Niven said, grinding his jaws.
�Striking at an oil field, throwing the West into a panic�that would make a lot of sense if you�re a terrorist group bent on igniting nationalistic and religious fervour,� said Mortimer with the strange sensation that he was talking, but that no sound was passing his lips. The impression was strengthened when he saw that neither Griffin nor Niven appeared to be listening to him, but he continued the thought anyway. �Those fields were Indonesia�s before East Timor�s independence and now they�re pretty much being developed by the West � us, mainly, with money from Shell and a few others. If a fundamentalist group like Babu Islam were to hit those fields with VX nerve agent, poisoning the infrastructure and killing a bunch of westerners into the bargain, what sort of fire ��
�Jesus, Felix, are you okay?� said Niven. Mortimer�s face was shaking and his skin had turned purple. The man�s eyes were bulging, fixed and staring.
The hot knife in Mortimer�s chest had suddenly turned into a hand grenade with the locating pin removed. He fell to the floor, spilling his notes and his sandwich onto the carpet. The defence analyst clutched at his heart as the pain exploded within. And in that instant, the answer to the question of the number series suddenly became blindingly apparent to him. 1511472723. Something Niven said in an earlier meeting clicked. We�re banking on them being not significant. Suddenly, he knew exactly what the series meant. He tried to get the words out but they wouldn�t come and instead his mouth opened and closed several times soundlessly.
Niven rolled Mortimer onto his back and began administering cardiopulmonary resuscitation. Griffin was on the phone, calling for an ambulance. Niven knew it was pointless but he continued the heart massage, alternating with mouth to mouth. After several minutes of getting nowhere, he stopped.
�Poor bugger,� said Griffin.
�Yeah.� Niven�s own heart was racing and he took a few deep breaths to calm it. His mouth tasted of Mortimer�s sandwich and he spat out fragments of salt and vinegar crisps.
�Hey, what�s this?� Griffin was studying something on the floor.
Niven stood, knees cracking, and went over to have a look. �What the hell does that mean?�
Griffin shook his head. He had no idea. Scratched into tomato sauce smeared across Mortimer�s notes was the word �swift�.

Sirius 3, Bayu-Unadan field, Timor Gap, Timor Sea

The rig manager�s throat was dry and swallowing didn�t help.
�Fuck,� said the drilling contactor, blinking. �How long is it going to take us to shut the platform down and get everyone off?� He was new to the job, having spent most of his time on dry land in head office.
�We�ve got two shifts, one of them asleep. Ninety people in all. We can pinch the drill string�twenty minutes.�
�We�ve got ten.�
Both men were vaguely paralysed by the news that the terrorist weapon was not targeted at Darwin, but at them. Or rather, the entire oil field. The news had just been conveyed via satellite link from Canberra by no less than the head of Australia�s defence forces himself, Air Marshal Ted Niven. Understandably, everyone on the rig with friends and family in the north of Australia had been preoccupied with the evacuation of the city ever since the prime minister�s shock address. And all the while they�d been the ones in the target zone. Right now, the platform had to be cleared, but the reasons for it would have to wait until they were bobbing in the Timor Sea. That was the air marshal�s advice � get into the lifeboats and motor upwind of their platform as fast as they could. Australian warships and merchant vessels were heading there now to pick them up.
The rig manager hit the large red knob hard with the flat of his hand and the air around them suddenly filled with an ear-splitting wail. The rig was sitting on a trillion tons of explosive gas and everyone was well versed on the emergency evacuation procedures. All over the rig, the manager knew, the men and women would have one thing on their mind � to get the fuck off the platform now, now, now.

S10�51′12″ E126�17′09″, Timor Sea

Commander Drummond had brought Arunta through a forty-five degree course change and was now steaming south, the edge of the Timor Gap a few miles off its port beam, a long, curved white road of foam behind the stern. �Jesus wept,� he muttered under his breath. Commander, the fact is we have your ship, two Hornets and a KC-130. That�s it. What happens from here on in is up to you and those aircraft. They�d received the message only minutes ago from Canberra. In other words, there was virtually nothing between the Bayu-Unadan gas and oil fields and a load of VX gas. So the target wasn�t Darwin after all. I wish the buggers would make up their bloody minds� Drummond was back out on the starboard wing with his Zeiss binoculars, scanning the horizon, the band of grey-white haze that obscured the transition between sea and sky.
Leading Seaman Mark Wallage stepped onto the confined space and announced himself to the captain.
�Mark, you know the task. What are our chances of finding the UAV?� said Drummond, scowling. It had been a long cruise and the men all knew each other well enough to dispense with rigid navy formality.
�Sir, the Vectronics is an amazing piece of technology, but it�s not magic,� he said, the airflow tearing the words from his mouth so that he had to shout. �The UAV we�re looking for�s designed not to be seen. It�s constructed with RAM � so we�d be lucky to get a primary even if it was sitting right on top of us. If we get it at all it�s likely to register on our screens like a couple of birds, and small ones at that. And if it�s clipping the waves like everyone suspects, well, for us to see it it�s going to have to pass within nine miles of us, otherwise it�s going to be over the horizon.� And there�s a lot of bloody sea out there� �We�re going to be looking for it as hard as we can and we might get lucky, sir, but, frankly, the best chance we�ve got of finding it is if it knocks on our door and asks to borrow a cup of sugar.�
�I think I get the picture. Okay, Mark, I know you�ll do your best.�
�Yes, sir,� said the leading seaman, aware that his best wouldn�t be nearly good enough. �Will that be all, sir?�
�On your way back, ask the XO to join me.�
�Yes, sir.�
Drummond scanned the horizon again while he waited for the executive officer. �Captain?� said Briggs moments later.
�X, how many pairs of these have we got on board, do you think?� Drummond asked, holding up his binoculars.
�No idea exactly, sir, but there�d be a few.�
�Post as many lookouts around the ship as possible. Looks like eyeballs are the best chance we�ve got of finding the damn thing.�
�Yes, sir,� said Briggs, the hopelessness of the task now confirmed by their reliance on binoculars.
Drummond resumed his search. He trained the lenses on the horizon, realising as he did so that the UAV could pass the ship closer in and he�d miss it completely. He followed an albatross heading away from the boat, watching it wheel and bank through the sky on its three-metre wingspan. The bird�s flight was graceful and flowing, carving circles against a background of mist. And then it abruptly shifted course, appearing to stop in mid air before climbing rapidly. Drummond lowered the binoculars to see what had spooked it and saw what appeared to be a handful of flying fish flickering across the wave tops. And that�s when he saw it. Or at least, he thought he saw it, a patch of water that � oddly � appeared to be travelling faster than the sea around it.
�Mark,� he said, finding it hard to keep the excitement out of his voice. �You back in operations?�
�Yes, sir,� said Wallage as he sat in his seat.
�forty-five degrees off the starboard bow,� said the captain. �What do you see?�
�Intermittent contacts, sir. Hard to tell. Could be a couple of birds,� said the radar op.
�I saw one bird out there,� said Drummond, �not two. Mark that spot!� he commanded. �Anything else?� Drummond was talking into his microphone out on the ship�s waist but the exchange was heard over the bridge�s PA. Briggs picked up a pair of binoculars and hurried to join the captain.
�There,� said Drummond pointing in the direction of the sighting, but not taking his eyes from the binoculars. �A slow mover, fifteen or maybe twenty metres above the water.� As he said it, the sea and the sky swallowed the shape, and it disappeared like a fragment of morning fog.
�Can�t see it, sir,� said Briggs, wondering whether he was looking in the right place.
�Jesus Christ, X. I�m not sure it was there either,� said Drummond after a handful of long seconds, trying to will the UAV into view.
�Sir,� said Briggs, lowering the binoculars and turning to the captain, �can you be sure it wasn�t there?�

Indian Ocean, 25 000 feet

�Boys, you are now the only show in town. Find it. Kill it.�
�Roger, sir,� said Corbet. Jesus, it was the defence forces commander himself, personally amending their orders. A Royal Australian Navy vessel had apparently reported a suspected sighting of the UAV. A few seconds of static in his �phones told him the exchange with Canberra was done. �Shogun two. You get that?�
�Loud and clear, sir,� said the flying officer.
Corbet waited while Burns finished topping up his tanks and backed away from the KC-130. Someone would no doubt vector the tanker to their rendezvous with the navy ship. They peeled away from the flying bowser.
The power of the F/A-18�s General Electric F404-GE-400 turbofans pushed Flight Lieutenant Corbet back into his seat as the aircraft accelerated to.9 mach. Thirty miles out from the Arunta, they throttled back and began their descent. Within minutes, the frigate appeared suddenly out of the tropical mist like a ghost ship. They shot past it at five hundred feet then banked hard over to the north in a high g turn, condensation streaming from the wing roots, the massive drag bleeding off their speed.
Drummond and Briggs had been tracking the inbound fighters on the screen. �Jesus,� said Drummond, screwing up his face as the howl from their shrieking turbofans suddenly penetrated the bridge and concentrated in a vibration behind his eyes. He stepped out onto the waist briefly and watched the aircraft turn and bank sharply, decelerating at a rapid rate. �Okay, operations, you can patch me through,� he said, walking back onto the bridge and closing the steel door behind him to minimise the aircraft noise feeding back into his microphone.
�Arunta, Shogun one,� said Corbet through the bridge�s PA system.
�Shogun one, Arunta. Go ahead,� Drummond replied.
�I understand you�ve had a suspected sighting of the UAV.�
�Affirmative.�
�Request a snap vector to the sighting.�
Drummond checked the monitor screen on the bench. It had been exactly twenty minutes since the UAV had possibly flown in and then out of his vision. �Fly heading one two zero. Estimate position nose twenty-three miles.�
Corbet repeated the instructions to ensure there was no confusion. The fighters flew directly overhead and the roar set up a buzz in one of the bridge�s thick glass panes overlooking the foredeck.
�Good luck, Shogun one,� said Drummond.
�Thanks, Arunta, we�ll need it.�
Commander Drummond exhaled and leaned forward over the display screen on the desk. The F/A-18s were now outbound heading east south-east. He picked up the binoculars from the steel bench and stepped towards the waist.
�Sir,� said Briggs, failing to contain his excitement, catching the commander before he walked into the wind. �Take a look at this.� He led the commander over to a monitor. �We had some of the deck cameras on lookout. Seems your eyes weren�t deceiving you.� Briggs rewound the tape and played it. The camera was trained on a patch of sea and the water rolled up and down with the swell. And then the UAV flew into the top third of the frame, banked right and disappeared.
�Well, I�ll be fucked,� Drummond said under his breath. �Work out its track and let�s get it to those RAAF boys.�
* * *
Corbet glanced over his left shoulder at the aircraft off his wing. This was Flying Officer Robert Burns� first posting following advanced training and conversion to high performance jets. He was twenty-three years old and a good pilot. No, he was better than good. Frankly, you had to be God�s gift to aviation just to make it through the training and get to an operational fighter squadron. The kid was cocky, without being cocksure. And anyway, a bit of additood was SOP for a fighter jock. So far, the kid was handling himself well, but things were about to get tricky. The word �suicidal� popped into his brain. This kind of flying in an F/A-18 was something no one trained for and, while Corbet would have been far more comfortable with an experienced pilot off his wing, Burns did have something that partway made up for his lack of experience. He had the best eyes in the squadron, cool grey orbs behind sleepy eyelids that possessed phenomenal acuity. One of the questions in Corbet�s mind was how to best use those eyes.
Great vision or not, this type of flying was potentially lethal and required maximum concentration. It also required a delicate balancing of factors. They had to fly high enough not to hit the water, yet low enough and slow enough to see the UAV. And that�s when they came up against the F/A-18�s limitations for this mission. Sure, with no ordnance on the pods or centreline fuel tank the Hornet could fly at 100 knots standing on its tail with the angle of attack a massive thirty-five degrees, but that was a manoeuvre for air shows. The reality was that with less than 150 knots of air speed the Hornet felt like it was dragging its arse, especially with a full load of fuel, external tanks and heaters, AIM-9s, on the wingtip rails. Yet even flying at 150 knots was fast compared to the Prowler drone�s estimated speed of 70 knots, so they risked overshooting their quarry. But there was no alternative: 150 knots and 500 feet AMSL were the numbers. Not ideal for the job. The Hornet was a fighter designed to fight at 1.2 mach, not to crawl along at wave height sucking fish into the fans.
Corbet throttled back. Passing through 250 knots calculated air speed, the flight control computer automatically lowered the leading and trailing edge flaps. When the air speed reached 150KCAS, Corbet trimmed the aircraft so that it would fly �hands off�, maintaining 500 feet. He glanced out across the wing. Five hundred feet left plenty of air under the wings � the squadron regularly operated at 150 feet over water. Not, however, while searching, eyes outside the cockpit, Corbet reminded himself. This was going to be bloody dangerous. The separation between his aircraft and the wingman�s had increased. Flying in close formation was another manoeuvre for air shows. �Take it easy out there, Shogun two,� said Corbet. �We won�t find the drone in Davey Jones� locker.�
Corbet flicked back the sun visor on his helmet and tried to blink some focus into his eyes. His own advice was as much to himself as to Burns. Already he was starting to lose concentration. It was so goddam misty out here that it was easy to mistake the sea for the sky and vice versa. Shit, he said quietly to himself. It was a hell of a risky business. Lose the horizon for a few seconds at the wrong moment and his beautiful Hornet could become a submarine.
�Roger. We could play waterpolo from this height.�
�No thanks,� said Corbet. �If I wanted to get wet, I�d have joined the navy.�
�It was the natty white shorts that turned me off, sir.�
Chitchat like this wasn�t normal, but then neither was this sortie. The truth was, both men were nervous as hell.
A burst of static through the �phones announced an incoming VHF transmission. The reception was poor. �Shogun one, Arunta.�
�Shogun one,� said Corbet.
�Earlier sighting of UAV is now confirmed. Repeat, sighting confirmed. Nose position now one-two miles. Estimate UAV�s speed as approximately seven-zero knots. Revise heading one-two-five.�
�Request INS coords for initial contact with bandit,� said Corbet. A set of figures came through his headphones. He punched them into his inertial navigation system as they were received and verified them on screen as the Arunta repeated them. He knew Burns would be doing the same. This was a huge break. The UAV had been sighted by the Arunta and its position marked. Now, he and Burns had that position. That made their job of finding the drone a little easier, but it was still far from a done deal.
Corbet allowed himself a minute to put the tactical situation together in his head. They were now cutting the corner and heading directly to the �bullseye�, the confirmed spot where Arunta had sighted the bandit. And they had another factor that would help them find the Prowler � they had its track: one-two-five degrees. The bullseye would become the start point for their search. They were coming up on it fast, and when they did, the search pattern had to be established and understood. Corbet checked his fuel load: 8200 pounds. He thumbed the send button on his control stick. �Shogun one, eight point two.�
A moment later, Burns returned with, �Shogun two, seven point zero.�
Okay, thought Corbet. The flying officer was burning fuel at a higher rate than himself, probably riding the throttle a little to stay on station. He�d had wingmen who were far worse. They�d left their tanker with 12 000 pounds of fuel, roughly two hours of flying time. But the run to the Arunta had been unexpectedly expensive. They had a bit under seventy minutes� flying time in their tanks in total, including thirty minutes to get back to the tanker with some safety margin. The bingo fuel alarm would sound when there was 3000 pounds of fuel left. Hopefully, they had more than enough to get the job done because there probably wouldn�t be time for a top-up. But no doubt Arunta would also vector the KC-130 to their vicinity anyway. Fuel, or lack of it, was the fighter pilot�s constant concern.
The INS told Corbet that the bullseye was two minutes� flight time away. He scanned the sea all around him and took a deep breath of the cooled air in his mask. This was going to be a very tricky business indeed, as the sweat pouring from his armpits and staining the Nomex flightsuit black reminded him. �Let�s get this shit on the road,� he said aloud to himself before thumbing the send button. �Shogun two, counter-rotating cap, bullseye start. Track one-two-five degrees, twenty-mile legs. Shogun one at 500 AGL searching track and north. Shogun two at 1000 AGL searching track and south. Hot leg one-five zero knots, cold leg two-five-zero knots. Set radar alt at 500 feet.�
Burns kept an eye on the INS, another eye on the sea, flicked both of them up at the boss in his two o�clock, and then cycled through the positions again. He wanted to pull over somewhere and have a nervous dump quietly in a toilet. He�d never experienced this much tension. Indeed, he believed that this moment was the very fulcrum of his existence, and the pressure of it was almost unbearable. At 1000 feet AGL, he had to fly his Hornet more accurately than he�d previously thought humanly possible. It was that or crash. Earlier, and for the briefest moment, the horizon had disappeared and he�d mistaken the sea for the sky. It was all he could do to resist the impulse to roll inverted and pull back on the stick. The two things that had prevented him doing exactly that were instruments that told him the manoeuvre would be fatal, and the fact that he trusted the flight leader in his two o�clock.
The INS informed Burns that the bullseye, now displayed on the HUD, was nearly upon them when the flight leader�s instructions came through his headphones. Those instructions were clear and unequivocal. They were to search for the UAV independently of each other. Burns had been absolved of the wingman�s responsibility of keeping his attention focused on his leader�s six o�clock. The flight lieutenant had told him to climb to 1000 feet, maintain 150 knots, fly down the UAV�s track of one-two-five degrees and concentrate on looking south. The boss would be doing the same thing, only at 500 feet and he would be concentrating his eyeballs on the north of the bandit�s track. Burns dialled 800 feet into the radar altimeter. If he drifted below that altitude, �Trailerpark Tammy�, the southern belle living inside his flight control computer, would warn him to check the air under his wings.
Burns thought Shogun one sounded cool and in control, and he hoped his radio work didn�t betray the truth niggling away at his insides that he wasn�t sure he was up to the task at hand. The flying officer throttled back when he reached 1000 feet as instructed.
�Shogun two, you are cleared off,� said Corbet. With that instruction, Burns had become his own master. Below him, Corbet banked left and took up the first leg of their search pattern tracking one-two-five degrees.
Corbet cycled his eyes from the smudge that indicated the general position of the horizon to the information on his HUD to the rolling swell off his left wing�s leading edge. He allowed his eyes fifteen seconds out of the cockpit, scanning the sea, before bringing them back to the reassurance of the hard numbers and figures presented by his instruments. The lines of swell were mesmerising, and there was a vast patch of ocean to search framed by the wing�s leading edge and the nose of the Hornet. Even though they had the bandit�s speed and track, finding it against the moving backdrop below was just plain remote. He could be looking straight at the damn thing and not see it. Although Burns had more altitude, the flying officer would have a better chance of spotting the UAV with those eyes of his, picking up its shadow against the sea.
Trailerpark Tammy suddenly cautioned, �Warning! Warning!� Jesus H. Christ. The radar altimeter. Corbet glanced at the HUD. He was heading down through 300 feet at 300 knots and accelerating. That kind of speed would eat up a couple of hundred feet in a few seconds. Corbet felt the sweat trickle down his forehead as he eased the stick back and the aircraft climbed gently. The alarm stopped sounding at 300 feet. In a couple of minutes he would be completing the first twenty-mile hot leg.
A little behind and above Corbet, Burns wasn�t faring much better. His radar altimeter had sounded on two occasions. He�d somehow managed to just float below the minimum altitude. That could happen when you flew low and slow with your head outside the cockpit, he told himself. Burns was thankful for the alarm but, on both occasions, hearing it had almost given him a heart attack. At least he had additional air to play with, and was pleased he wasn�t sitting on 500 feet. He wondered how the boss was doing.
�Shogun one, turning cold,� said Corbet as he banked left carefully, staying visual with the ocean off his wingtip. No sign of the bandit. He reminded himself that the Prowler drone was no ordinary target. The thing could wipe out a whole city. He and Burns were the last line of defence. �Jesus�� he said quietly into his oxygen mask. Somehow, the fact that he and Burns were �it� was suddenly driven home, perhaps because the drone was near and yet invisible. This was a mission he�d never trained for, and certainly had never imagined having to perform.
�Shogun two, turning cold,� Burns said. He rolled thirty-five degrees to the right and pulled gently on the stick. He goosed the throttle slightly and felt the Hornet accelerate. The added speed gave the aircraft more manoeuvring authority. He kept slight back pressure fed into the stick until two-nine-five degrees came around on the HUD. He levelled out at three-zero-five on the UAV�s reciprocal track.
It wasn�t long before Burns heard the boss say, �Shogun one, turning hot.� Burns� radar had Corbet�s IFF code painted on his screen. He watched the flight lieutenant alter course. A few moments later, he would be doing the same. Burns looked out to his right, into the mist. He couldn�t see Corbet, but he knew he was there. He shook his head. How in God�s name were they going to find something designed to be invisible?
Corbet heard Burns call his turn onto the hot leg. He told himself to try to think positive. They had a definitive patch of sea to look at, didn�t they? That was a better situation than the one they�d left Tindal with, wasn�t it? Maybe, just maybe, they�d get lucky and �
�Tally bandit! Repeat, tally bandit! Bullseye one-two-eight thirty-two. I am padlocked!�
Christ! �Shogun two, you have the lead,� Corbet said, keeping his voice as flat and professional as possible. �I�ll join in on you.� He wanted to shout, �Go, you good thing!� such was the relief that swept over him. �Padlocked� meant Burns had eyeballed the Prowler and was orbiting it. No matter what happened, the flying officer wouldn�t let the sucker out of his sight. Shit! He knew the boy�s eyes would come in handy, goddam it! Corbet rolled to eighty degrees and pulled hard on the stick as he pushed the throttle to military power. The Hornet responded, leaping forward with a roar. Warning! Warning! �Yes!� said Corbet aloud. He throttled back as the fighter completed the 220-degree turn that would put him on a heading to intercept his wingman and the drone. Warning! There was an annoying sound in his �phones. What is that? He glanced at the HUD. Warning! And suddenly, he knew what it was, but Trailerpark Tammy was too la�
As Burns completed an orbit of the drone, he expected to see the flight leader�s return register on his HUD, but it wasn�t there. �Shogun one, are you there? Boss�where are you?� he said, wondering where the flight lieutenant had disappeared to. He continued to circle the Prowler, prepared to look away from it but only for a second or two at a time. �Shogun one, I can�t hear your transmission,� he said, fighting off the realisation that there was a damn good reason why he couldn�t hear the flight leader. Burns swallowed, his heart racing, the perspiration pouring from him.

S11�05′50″ E126�18′42″, Timor Sea

Leading Seaman Mark Wallage was watching the display on the Vectronics master display in the operations room of the Arunta when the IFF code denoting Shogun one suddenly disappeared. �Shit,� he said under his breath, hoping it was some kind of malfunction but knowing otherwise. He�d been buzzing, full of self-confidence, because he�d just managed to unequivocally identify the UAV�s return signal as that of a school of flying fish, only one flying impossibly between thirty and fifty feet above the water. The F/A-18 orbiting over the drone, positively marking its position, had helped him enormously. He was thinking that now, no matter what happened, he�d be able to nail the UAV�s whereabouts because its return signature was programmed into the Vectronics� memory, not that losing it again seemed likely when the RAAF were about to shoot the crap out of it. He�d watched the screen as Shogun one executed a tight turn to rendezvous with his wingman when the return on his screen just disappeared.
�Commander Drummond? Leading Seaman Wallage. I�m afraid th��
�I�m watching the screen now, Mark,� said Drummond. He knew full well what had just happened. Christ!
And then, through the speakers and crackling with static: �Arunta. Shogun two. Have lost contact with lead.�
Drummond said, �Shogun two, Arunta�� After a pause, he continued: �Despatching search and rescue.�
Silence.
There was no time for speeches or sentimentality. This was not Hollywood. Options were reducing by the minute. He said, �Shogun two, don�t let us down.�
Silence, then: �Yes, sir,� said the voice through the speakers.
Static overwhelmed any further communications. Briggs gave Drummond a nod. The Bayu-Unadan gas and oil fields were getting awfully close. If Canberra was right, that was the target, and if the Prowler got through with its load of VX, the people there would die.
* * *
Burns told himself to get a grip. He checked the radar display and discovered that, in the tragedy of the moment, he had wandered off track. There was no panic. He altered his course, readjusted his radar altimeter to 300 feet AGL and descended to 800 feet. Burns picked the Prowler up almost straight away. Its track had not changed. It was sitting just off his right wing�s leading edge, crawling along, guided by some invisible hand on its deadly mission. Burns marked the coords on his INS in case he lost it again.
It was a bloody ugly critter, he thought to himself as he circled. There were many who thought such aircraft were the future of military aviation. They were cheap to make and operate. Pilots, on the other hand, cost millions to train, had to be rescued when they were shot down behind enemy lines, got married, or went off to fly commercial jets. Burns wondered how long it would be before military planners and strategists worked out that a human at the controls was more of a liability than an asset. One more generation of fighter pilots? Maybe two? At that moment, Burns realised he had come face to face with the air force of tomorrow and he was damned if was going to be beaten by it. Not here. Not today.
As he watched the drone, Burns revised the tactical situation. What would happen now was totally up to him. He hadn�t trained for this kind of fight and there was no one around who could tell him how to splash the UAV. He was going to have to think through the options himself. It was flying so close to the water, it appeared to hop across the wave crests like some kind of avian kangaroo. It was a wonder the thing hadn�t ploughed under. Like the boss. �Shit,� he said under his breath. Concentrate.
Burns took a glimpse inside the cockpit at his radar. The rolling map on screen told him he was getting close to the Timor Gap and that almost certainly several gas tankers and drilling platforms were getting too close for comfort. And the drone was closing, the safety margin reducing with each passing second. Training told him to do a quick ops check. The last thing he needed was to run out of fuel. Fine for the moment, he saw, but the combined tanks were down to a bit less than a quarter full. Four point seven. Four thousand seven hundred pounds. Fifty minutes� flying time, give or take. Getting back to Darwin was fast disappearing as an option. Jesus, there was not a lot of time to muck around. These slow orbits were soaking up a lot of juice. His radar also told him the KC-130 was on station, but he had to deal with the bandit first. He could not let it out of his sight.
The UAV was flying seemingly at a walking pace, and very low. It had a small petrol engine, which, it was believed, wouldn�t produce enough of a heat signature to excite the AIM-9s sitting out on the end of his wings. That theory would have to be put to the test. The GE turbofans roared as he dialled in more thrust, banked into the turn and unloaded the stick. Doing this pushed out the diameter of his orbits. The missile had a minimum range. If he shot it off inside this range, the missile wouldn�t fuse. The complication was that the minimum range was about half a mile, at the very limit of his ability to eyeball the Prowler. The damn thing was so low it seemed to get lost amongst the swell lines. Burns extended his orbit still further, and began a run towards the Prowler. The missile�s IR heads began to actively seek for heat sources. Burns could assist that search by guiding a small green circle displayed on his HUD, placing it on the drone. Only, Burns had lost the drone. After a moment�s frantic anxiety, he picked it up again, and then lost it against the water. His eyes began to stream with tears of stress. He spotted it again, just as he overran the missile�s minimum range, swore aloud, and then went round again. Concentrate, concentrate, he said to himself. A headache was starting to build in one temple, pounding away. All the while he kept his eyes totally glued on the bandit.

Sirius 3, Bayu-Unadan field, Timor Gap, Timor Sea

�What the hell�s that all about?� said the engineer overseeing the attachment of another thirty-foot length of drill string.
�Fucked if I know, but I�m sure not hanging about to find out,� said the rigger closer to him.
�Hey, you can�t just leave.�
�That siren says I can, mate,� he said.
�What about the blowout preventers?� asked the engineer. He looked about him, confused. The day was bright and sunny for a change. The monsoon had finally ended. The drilling was progressing nicely�So what the hell was the panic about? He knew the evacuation procedure as well as anyone and the price that could be paid for dawdling. But there�d been no explosion and, up until the siren started screaming, no hint of any trouble.
�Mate, if you want any help from me, make a decision � fast,� said the rigger, anxious to get to his lifeboat station.
�Okay, okay!� said the engineer, annoyed. Snipping the drill string was the quickest way to secure the well, but it wasn�t exactly the most elegant.
The siren had been blaring for five minutes and the rig manager was starting to feel the panic rising in his chest. Time was nearly up. The weapon could burst over them at any minute and only two lifeboats had been launched into the sea that was still rolling with a heavy monsoonal swell. Two men had broken their arms in the second boat away when it dropped heavily into the trough of a wave.
Rumours were starting to circulate amongst the cooks, crane operators, IT communications, riggers, medics, technicians and others gathered on the evacuation deck. They knew what was in the sky, heading their way, yet they were quiet, orderly. The rig manager put the calm down to a mixture of disbelief and shock.
�Let�s go! Hurry! C�mon,� said someone as the lifeboats filled. Several rolls of plastic sheeting were thrown inside each boat to help keep the nerve agent out. There were sudden yells of concern as another lifeboat swung precariously out over the heaving rollers.
* * *
Burns turned back in on the drone and placed the circle floating on his HUD directly on the UAV. He was just outside the missile�s minimum range and the missile heads were uncaged. �Pick up the fucker, for Christ�s sake,� he said aloud as the distance to the drone closed. The circle danced around the UAV, framing it, nailing it, but there was no tone in his headphones to indicate that the missile would guide itself to the target. A Fox one � guided ordnance � was not an option. Damn! And those oil fields were getting close. With its current speed of 70 knots over the water, the VX-laden craft would be within range of the Bayu-Unadan field in less than ten minutes.
Burns toggled the weapons select switch and selected guns. He saw that the armourers had had the good sense to give him a full store of ammunition for the M16A1 twenty millimetre Vulcan cannon located in the Hornet�s nose. He had 578 rounds to play with, or just over five and a half seconds worth. A half-second burst would toast the fucker. He swept over the UAV and it passed briefly under his wing. He turned to look at it, then back at his altimeter to ensure he wasn�t losing altitude. And then he saw his fuel load. Jesus! One point nine! He had fuel for three passes at the thing � max.
The nose of the F/A-18 came around sharply and the g forces accentuated the pounding in Burns�s head. He felt like vomiting. He unclipped the oxygen mask from his face and let it hang from his helmet, and then dived down at the Prowler. It shimmied in his HUD, buffeted by the prevailing breeze as it climbed and then descended. Burns kept the gun-aiming circle projected on his HUD on the UAV as best he could and then, when he was a thousand metres out, his index finger squeezed the trigger mounted on the control stick and kept it there. The Hornet vibrated and shook. Puffs of smoke exhausted from the plane�s nose as the rounds spewed from the gun�s revolving barrels. He tried to walk the tracer into the drone, leading it. But the perpendicular vectors of each aircraft combined to make Burns� aim miss by metres. The flying officer pulled back on the stick at the last possible instant. The Hornet shot past the drone�s nose, pulling out of the dive merely ten feet above the water. Burns suddenly realised the crests of the waves were breaking above him and that he was flying inside a trough. He jammed the throttle forward, rotating it past the detent stop. The afterburners lit, punching Burns back into his seat. The Hornet rocketed skywards as a wave rolled into the space the fighter had occupied barely a spit second earlier.
Burns gagged for air. The headache at his temples was now like a vice squeezing his head and the pain was almost blinding. He swung his head round as the F/A-18 climbed and picked up the UAV tracking beneath and behind him. It was also staggering out of a wave trough. Something had happened to it. His wake turbulence had nearly knocked the UAV into the drink. Shit, of course! Wake turbulence. The pressure waves streaming off the back of the Hornet�s wings combined with the thrust of those GEs in full afterburner could flip a twin-engine Cessna on its back and send it spiralling out of control. The lightweight UAV would never be able to survive that kind of onslaught. And he could come in low and slow, line the fucker up and then, at the last instant, when the Hornet was above the drone, bang the throttle to its stops.
And then the Master Caution warning sounded � DEEDLE! DEEDLE! Trailerpark Tammy added �Bingo, bingo, bingo, bi�� He punched the Master Caution to shut her up. For once, fuel was not his biggest priority. From here on, he was flying inside the Hornet�s fuel safety margin. Running dry was now a real possibility because not all the F/A-18�s fuel load was usable. He glared at the fuel numbers as if they were traitors. The KC-130 was near, but it might as well have been circling Tierra del Fuego for all the good it could do him. The UAV would be delivering its cargo to the intended target any minute and there was no time to refuel. He had to splash this thing or die trying. Burns decided against using his wake turbulence. He would use up too much of the precious fuel with nothing left if he failed. And besides, he reasoned, he�d have to take his eyes off the bandit. It would be obscured by the Hornet�s nose for too long while he lined up on it.
And then, like the cruel punchline of some sick joke, the drone began to climb. Burns knew what that meant. The bloody drone was on short final, setting itself up for the delivery of its cargo. When the UAV exploded at altitude, the VX would spread and the Prowler�s job would be done.
Burns continued to circle the UAV while it climbed, and reviewed what he and Corbet had been told about the aircraft at the briefing, hoping that another answer to its destruction might present itself. The VX would more than likely be loaded into a fuselage bay on the aircraft�s centre of gravity, or a little forward of it. As observed already, it would fly nap of the earth to avoid detection until a pre-programmed point was reached, whereupon it would climb several thousand feet and then the cargo would be atomised for maximum dispersion, most likely through an explosion. He watched the UAV clamber for height. The experts had been right about its flight plan, which meant they were also probably right about the presence of explosives on board. He checked his altimeter: 2500 feet and climbing. They were still upwind enough from the Bayu-Unadan for the VX, once atomised, to descend harmlessly to the sea. But that margin was shrinking with every foot of altitude climbed.

Sirius 3, Bayu-Unadan field, Timor Gap, Timor Sea

There was still one boat left. Everyone was accounted for, even the goddam chief engineer who took his own sweet time capping the well. The rig manager hid his anger as the man stepped onto the boat. Yes, the oil was important, but not worth anyone�s life, especially his. As the manager, he felt that he should supervise the evacuation, and that meant being the last person to leave. The drilling contractor was also on this last boat, and that raised the man considerably in the manager�s esteem. He had one last quick look about before boarding the boat, and wondered whether the cloud of nerve agent was even now settling on the rig. Perhaps they were already contaminated.
The rig manager took his seat in the crowded boat and looped a rope safety line around his forearm, bracing himself against the gunwale for the thirty-foot drop to the sea below. �Okay, everyone,� he said, �hold on.�
* * *
In the air-conditioned cool on the bridge of the Arunta, Drummond and Briggs were sweating. They watched the radar returns of both the Hornet and the UAV, and there was now no room for error. The gas and oil platforms were within range of the VX. The Arunta had done a good job of staying out of the pilot�s face with helpful suggestions, but something had to be said.
Drummond hit the send button. �Shogun two. Arunta. You are getting too damn close. Smoke the son of a bitch! DO. IT. NOW!�
Burns heard the command loud and clear. Shit! He punched air-to-ground mode and a bloody oil rig showed on his radar less than five miles away. Jesus! Three thousand two hundred and fifty feet on the altimeter and fumes in the tanks. He selected the AIM-9s and shot them both into the sea. They snaked and twitched, hunting for targets that didn�t exist, before they hit the water. How much time before the drone�s on-board explosives would release the deadly cargo into the air? Burns knew there was no alternative. He would have to Fox four it.
He eased the throttle forward and bunted the stick, extending the diameter of his orbit around the bandit. He extended further and further, but all the while keeping his watering eyes glued on the UAV. Fuel check. Down to 400 pounds. Christ! Three, maybe four minutes of air time. Maybe nothing was left in those tanks. Not now, please, for God�s sake! The UAV was climbing so its underside was silhouetted against the sky, making it a little easier to see. You might only get one attempt, so don�t fuck up. Burns had to slow the geometry down between his aircraft and the UAV to get the best tactical position on it. He�d approach the UAV from its stern. There was not a lot of time to think about it. The nose of the Hornet came around on the Prowler�s six. Half a mile, dead ahead. He smiled again, a grim, tight smile at his internal voice�s poor choice of words. His speed was 150 KCAS. The drone climbed at 55 knots. Their closing speed was therefore around 95 knots. Ordinarily, his reactions could easily handle those numbers. But now�? His hand shook on the stick.
The fuel indicator sat on empty. He would not get a second chance at it. Burns took a deep breath and gripped the throttle slider tightly to stop the shakes. He was closing in on it. The drone grew in size. He eased back on the control column. The nose came up. The drone grew large. Throttle forward. Engine roar. Forced back into his seat. Three, two, one. NOW! Burns jammed the control column to its left stop then centred it. The Hornet rolled viciously to a ninety degree angle and then�BANG! Wing against wing. The Hornet yawed sickeningly with the impact. And then, miraculously, it recovered. Burns pulled lightly on the control column and throttled right back. The F/A-18 made a flat, low-g turn, a final orbit, and watched the two halves of the drone spiral towards the sea, its mission ended. The bandit�s wing was ripped off at the root. There was no explosion and a wave of relief swept through him.
LS Mark Wallage had watched it all unfold on the Vectronics display along with everyone else in the operations room. The system had a profile of the drone, so it was now easy to identify. His heart was in his mouth when he saw the two contacts converging on a collision course. That pilot was one brave son of a bitch. And then the two contacts had become one. There was a moment of silence, and then a crackle of static over the speakers.
�Arunta, Shogun two wingman. Fox four the bandit. Repeat Fox four the bandit. Bandit splashed!�
�Yes!� said Wallage as whoops of delight erupted around him. The outcome of the battle must also have been known up on the bridge for the Arunta�s siren wailed loudly in salute of the young pilot�s desperate courage. Wallage marked the spot of the UAV�s crash. With VX in the water, the area would more than likely become an exclusion zone for some time to come.
Meanwhile Burns pushed the throttle slider forward and the turbo fans surged, squashing him back in his seat as the Hornet accelerated. He needed altitude. He banked the aircraft away from the approaching thicket of oil rigs. One of his engines faded then caught. He had very little time left in the aircraft. �Arunta, Shogun two. Ejecting from aircraft. Despatch SAR.� With 6000 feet on the HUD, Burns pulled the striped yellow cord between his thighs. Within a fraction of a second the canopy jettisoned and a series of charges blew him and his seat safely clear of the dying plane.
* * *
The rig manager�s face was pale. A medic was in the process of splinting his broken wrist. Their lifeboat had hit the wave bow first and he�d been thrown forward. His arm, wrapped in the rope, had broken like a dry stick. Behind them, their platform stood clearly against the horizon and disappeared when they chugged into a trough. Several people were throwing up from seasickness. At least we�re all alive, thought the rig manager wanly. He looked out the window up at the sky, through the glass and the clear plastic sheeting, just as an aircraft, a fighter by the looks of it, dived through his line of sight. A wave picked the boat up in time for the manager to see the plane spear silently into the sea a kilometre away.

Port Botany, Sydney, Australia

Federal Agent Jenny Tadzic stood in the sun and felt its rays penetrate her clothes and warm her skin. It was one of those Indian summer days in Sydney when the sky was a perfect cloudless blue, painted as if by some divine hand. At thirty-seven, twice divorced and the AFP�s top transnational crime cop, Tadzic had seen enough of the world to have had most of her little girl illusions trampled on. Yet a small part of her still hoped, still believed in happy endings, particularly on days such as this when even the capricious gods themselves seemed in a benign mood.
ASIO had been brought in on the bust. The drugs were tied in with terrorists and that made it ASIO�s concern. It wasn�t usual for the boss himself to be present on these occasions, but Peter Meyer, the director-general, had wanted to be there first hand to witness whatever went down. He walked up behind Tadzic, clapped his hands together and said cheerily, �Well, this is something, isn�t it?�
Tadzic turned to the D-G. The man was happy. For him, this operation was evidence of industry, proof of effectiveness, but for Tadzic and the woman in the wheelchair in front of her, it meant much more. She said, �With respect, sir, it�s everything.�
Meyer nodded and cleared his throat. It wasn�t every day that he was made aware of his own insensitivity, but he was aware of it now. He hadn�t seen the wheelchair
Angie Noonan, AFP forensics expert, former prisoner of General Trip and, until recently, heroin junkie, had a blanket over her knees despite the blazing sun. An ambulance waited to transport her back to hospital. The government had picked up the tab, as it should, providing the very best care to help her beat the addiction and return her to health. Noonan had been lucky. Clean needles had been used. She and her boyfriend were free from hepatitis, HIV and other nasties. The DEA agent had been less fortunate. He was still fighting for his life, battling hep B and malaria.
Tadzic thought back to Myanmar, and savoured the memory. When the general had dropped his gun, it had been easy to pick it up with the incoming missiles providing such an absorbing distraction. Had she known then why she�d picked it up, what her intentions were? Perhaps, yes, she had known, but not consciously. The decision would have been made way down deep, somewhere in her brain uncomplicated by the notion of a fair trial and due process that thought an eye for an eye was fit punishment for a monster like General Trip.
Tadzic breathed in the warm Sydney breeze coming off the harbour, and watched a flock of seagulls diving and wheeling above a shoal of taylor churning the water silver. Angie Noonan�s shoulder shivered lightly under her fingertips. The young woman was still very sick, but this bust would mean a lot to her. And then the devil on Tadzic�s shoulder whispered in her ear not to get her hopes up because life often disappoints. �Not always,� she said out loud. Not now, not today. Today, she had a good feeling.
�Pardon?� said Noonan, turning uncomfortably in her wheelchair.
�I said, it�s a good day.� Tadzic watched the combined AFP � ASIO � New South Wales police force swarm through the rows of containers on the dock around them.
�Yes, it is,� said Angie Noonan, pulling the rug up around her shoulders.
Tadzic had aimed for the face and missed, shooting the general instead in the throat. He died slowly, knowing he was dying, afraid and alone. The look in his eyes said it all. Tadzic breathed deeply again and smiled. It had been the most satisfying moment in her long career on the force. And the two men with her, Tom and Atticus, had both patted her on the back for it. They understood. They also understood that her action would have to remain a secret between the three of them. They were fine with that. They lived in a world full of secrets.
The two Australian Customs officers and their dog led the police wedge descending on container 2209LK. The animal seemed excited, but that had more to do with the testosterone in the air than the presence of illegal drugs. Container 2209LK had already been inspected, apparently by the very customs officers in the process of opening it for a second going-over. The container had been sitting on the docks for some time, waiting for its owners to claim the contents. No one had turned up. For the past two days, the container had been staked out, but it was obvious to all that the word had gotten out that retrieving the goods would be a bust. Tadzic believed that the terrorists� distribution network had been General Trip�s. When he�d died, when I shot him, that distribution network would have been tipped off. That was an unfortunate consequence, she admitted to herself.
Various TV outside broadcast units pulled up and bunches of people jumped out of accompanying vehicles as the trucks� antenna dishes rose on their hydraulic telescopes. A drug bust was good news for everyone: good for ratings, good for the police and especially good for the politicians. It was reassuring for the community. It said everyone was doing their job. A hundred other containers sat on the docks, and Tadzic wondered how many kilos of death and unhappiness hidden within would pass under their radar on this day. What the hell, she shrugged, she was doing her best.
Daisy was excited. She bounded up to the door before it was opened, pawing it, and ran back and forth. She wanted in. Craig and Robert knew it was just her natural exuberance. The inexperienced uniformed cops thought the dog�s behaviour was confirmation that a major find lay on the other side. The customs officers knew what they were looking for anyway, and didn�t need Daisy. But they were curious to see if, given a second chance, she could find what they already knew to be there.
The door opened with a rusty groan and the officers walked in, their flashlights searching the blackness of the far end wall. Daisy raced from pot to pot, running her nose over every item. �Here�s your chance to get even with those pesky snooker tables, mate,� said Robert. The state police were right behind them and the darkness was suddenly chased away by electric lights powered by a portable generator. The two customs officers strode up to the tables, Daisy on point. The dog wandered through the legs of the tables and put her nose up, under and around them, but failed to find anything suspicious. She sat, tail wagging, panting, as if to say, �Nothing here, boys.� But there was something there according to firm leads.
Craig took a pocket knife and cut under the baize. He then ripped it off. Nothing. Well, nothing but slate. �These are very good tables,� he said. �Look at the thickness of that slate. The cheap ones just have wood bases and ��
Robert swung the hatchet down onto the slate and discovered it wasn�t so thick after all. Craig winced, uncomfortable with the symbolism of the destruction. The slate base shattered away easily, revealing yellow bricks of epoxy resin beneath. Craig shone his flashlight down onto one of these bricks. Encased within it appeared to be a white core. �Bingo,� he said. �Strike one up to the Feds.�
Half an hour later, the police had removed the epoxy bricks from the six tables and loaded them into a police security van for transport to a high security lockdown. One of the bricks had been split open and the central core held a tile of compressed heroin of the highest grade. Depending on how it was cut, the street value of the haul was estimated to be more than ninety million Australian dollars.
The state police asked Tadzic if she wanted to make a statement for the television cameras on behalf of the AFP, but she declined. The limelight would have made her uncomfortable. She�d done her job and more on this one. Time to let it go.

Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea

The heat from the sun was ruthless despite the midmorning hour, and already the bitumen joins in the concrete slabs of the airport tarmac had softened to the consistency of sticky black treacle. Atticus Monroe and Tom Wilkes sat under a banyan tree, its hanging roots a screen around them, keeping the worst of the heat at bay as they half-heartedly brushed at the swarms of flies. They sat mostly in silence in the shade, trying to conserve energy, watching the flights come and go across the other side of the apron, the civilian side, and occasionally picked over mission details. Between them, back on Flores, they�d managed to figure out the terrorists� real intentions at the last minute, saving many lives. Monroe had received a personal call from the D-G of the CIA, passing on the warm regards of the President of the United States himself. That felt good, the recognition of a job well done. Wilkes�s boss, Colonel Hardcastle, had said, �Good onya, mate,� or words to that effect, and that had been the sum total of the official appreciation of the man who�d literally saved the day.
�You Aussies sure have a low-key way of showing your gratitude,� Monroe had said after the connection with Canberra had broken. It hadn�t seemed to trouble Wilkes, though. He just went on with the job � business as usual. And the business was still unfinished: a certain loose end by the name of Duat that needed tying up. The terrorist had completely disappeared. Was he dead, killed somehow by persons unknown, or still alive waiting to pop up sometime in the future with a new plan for death and destruction?
Several soldiers from the PNG army wandered around, ignoring their presence, coming and going from the large hangar that doubled as a storage facility and garage for various army vehicles. A flight from Mt Hagen in the highlands arrived, a largish Saab turbo prop. The stairs were wheeled across, the door opened and a small number of passengers disembarked: Europeans, PNG businessmen and several highland tribesmen compete with bird of paradise feathers and boar tusks through their broad noses, and the ubiquitous koteka, an incongruous clash of the ancient with the present. Wilkes was in the middle of wondering whether the tribesmen had been offered tea and coffee along with the other passengers when he was distracted by the arrival of an executive jet reversing its engines on the runway.
The Cessna Citation rolled off onto the taxiway that would bring it to the banyan tree that Wilkes and Monroe had retreated under. The door in the fuse cracked open and the co-pilot popped his head out and then exited, offering a hand to a woman dressed in military fatigues who was descending the narrow stepladder. She declined assistance.
Wilkes watched her as she walked towards them, a backpack over one shoulder, M4 over the other. She seemed comfortable enough. �Morning. Lovely day,� she said, swinging her pack off her shoulder and placing it beside Wilkes�s and Monroe�s gear.
�Gia,� said Monroe, standing and giving her a blokey handshake. �Glad you could make it.�
Wilkes settled for a simple �Hi.� He�d told her where they were off to and the reasons why, and the deputy station chief had immediately demanded to come along. Wilkes was unsure about her presence. The New Guinea highlands were tough going at the best of times and they were headed way off the beaten track. �Don�t worry about Gia,� Monroe had said. �She knows her limits.� Ferallo was plainly determined and had more than enough seniority for Wilkes�s initial reluctance to metamorphose into a shrug.
�You boys look thirsty,� she said, breaking out Cokes from her pack, tossing one each to Wilkes and Monroe. �The bird has a fridge,� she explained, gesturing at the jet behind her.
The Citation�s engines throttled up, the noise killing any attempt at conversation. Monroe and Wilkes sat, backs against the tree trunk, leaving room between them for Ferallo. The executive jet�s nose wheel turned as the throttles were goosed, the pilots waved, and the aircraft swung away on its short taxi to the runway.
�So, what gives?� said Monroe suddenly. There were ten minutes or so before the helo was due to arrive to take them up to the Western Highlands � another of Monroe�s CIA specials, no doubt, thought Wilkes � and so there was time to pump Ferallo for details of the mission Wilkes would not normally be privy to.
�About what?� said Ferallo, blinking innocently, face blank.
�C�mon, Gia, don�t be shy. We�ve been jumping out of planes, playing Johnny Adventure�what�s been going on?�
Ferallo belched quietly, the back of her hand attempting to politely disguise the fact as she put the empty Coke bottle on the ground. She�d been authorised to debrief them and there was no time like the present. �Okay, well, the biggest development? When it�s all said and done, it turns out Duat was just a patsy, a flunky used in a scam,� Ferallo said as the heat caught up with her and the beads of perspiration began to gather on her forehead.
�What do you mean?� Monroe said.
�He was being used.�
�How�?� asked Wilkes.
�Before we knew what this was all about, Kadar Al-Jahani met up with three men at a cafe in Rome. We � the CIA � caught some of that meeting on tape. You remember, Atticus?�
�Yeah, I remember,� said Monroe, brushing the flies away from his face in a constant salute.
�At the time, we didn�t know what the conversation was about, did we? But, with the benefit of hindsight and a dash of insight, well, we�ve filled in the gaps. There was a Saudi, a Yemeni and a Palestinian ��
�Hey, is this the one where they each jump out of a plane and yell, �God, save me�?� said Monroe.
�Not unless all three were financiers of terror.�
�You�re getting it mixed up with the one about an Englishman, a Scotsman and an Irishman,� said Wilkes, taking a swig of his Coke.
�Guys?� Ferallo was doing her best impression of an impatient assistant deputy CIA chief.
�Sorry, it�s the heat,� said Monroe. �So, they were financiers?�
�Yep. They were known to the Israelis. Mostly, they underwrote the purchase of weapons for the Palestinian Intifada against Israel. They gave Kadar Al-Jahani a bunch of money ostensibly to set up a second Islamic front. The stated objective of this front � and a very noble one in the eyes of their associates in Hamas and Hezbollah � was to divert attention and resources away from the Middle East, and thus give everyone there a little more room to move.�
�To make more murder and mayhem,� Monroe added unnecessarily.
�One would assume so,� Ferallo said, now also swatting at the flies. �It appears these associates in terror supplied Kadar with the VX and the drone. Launched against the appropriate target, so the idea was, this WMD would be the catalyst for Muslims in Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines to rise up and create the South East Asian Islamic super state.�
�Hit an oil field and ignite a whole region,� said Monroe.
Ferallo nodded. �Only Kadar Al-Jahani and his financier friends forgot to mention to Duat that they were also business partners. In oil.�
�What?� said Monroe, frowning, the revelation throwing him somewhat.
�I think I get it,� said Wilkes, shaking his head in amazement.
�Well then, can you help me?� Monroe said.
�Did they buy shares in Saudi Petroleum or something?� said Wilkes.
�Sort of. They bought �warrants�. In Exxon. For a small outlay, a warrant gives you a large exposure to the market, so you can make a lot. You can also lose everything. Only these guys had no intention of losing. They bought several million of these warrants, over a short period through various intermediaries,� said Ferallo. Wilkes impressed her. He was an action man with, obviously, something solid between the ears. She�d asked him to have a drink with her several months ago and he�d declined because he�d become engaged to his TV-land girlfriend. A pretty reasonable excuse. Particularly as Ferallo remembered having a little bit more in mind than a cocktail. Now she wished she�d pushed him a bit harder. And there was news on the engagement front � apparently, the wedding was off.
�Think insider trading, Atticus,� said Wilkes. �If a WMD is launched against an entire oil field, then everyone�s going to think terrorism has a new focus � interrupting the world�s oil supply. National economies would teeter. After an initial dip oil prices would go through the roof, as would oil shares. If you know that�s going to happen beforehand, you could make a killing.�
�Appropriate for a bunch of terrorists,� said Monroe with a snort.
�If the price went up thirty percent as the result of the attack, a conservative rise experts tell us, Kadar Al-Jahani personally would have made around five hundred million US,� said Farallo.
Monroe whistled.
�And Duat knew nothing about any of this?� Wilkes asked.
�No. We believe he wasn�t part of the deal. Kadar was siphoning off money for the purchase of these warrants from the money made running guns and smuggling drugs. Not even the moneyman we arrested in Sydney was in on it.�
�So, how do you know what Kadar was up to?� asked Monroe.
�Do you remember the Defence Intelligence Organisation guy � Felix Mortimer?�
Wilkes nodded.
�Yep, I remember him. Big guy, smart, bad dresser,� said Monroe.
�Yeah,� said Ferallo. �He figured it out. Kadar Al-Jahani gave up a series of numbers when he was being interrogated. Everyone thought it was some kind of code that would lead to the location of the weapon, the Sword of Allah.�
Monroe had wondered what the Arabic lettering on the nose of the UAV in the photos had meant.
�Sword of Allah. He was a general in the time of the prophet Mohammed, and Kadar Al-Jahani was big on the legends,� Ferallo continued. �Anyway, the numbers represented a swift code. That�s a code used to identify a bank and its branch. The numbers were a simple exposition to letters in the alphabet, minus one then plus one for each subsequent number.
�I don�t get it,� said Monroe.
The frown on Wilkes�s face told Ferallo he didn�t either.
Ferallo retrieved a notebook from a side pocket of her pack and flipped it open. �I thought you might like to see this,� she said. Hand-drawn on the page was a grid of numbers and letters.
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�Okay, look here. These were Kadar Al-Jahani�s numbers: 1511472723.� Ferallo wrote the numbers down, then underlined and circled various numbers and figures on a grid while Wilkes and Monroe looked over her shoulder. �Start with the number 1. Add one and the corresponding letter is B. Subtract one from the number 5 and the corresponding letter is D. Follow the series and the 11 becomes an L. �BDL� is the acronym used for the Banco di Luca in its swift code. Once you get a grip on that, the rest is easy. The full swift code is BDLCHZ2D, a particular branch of the Banco di Luca in Zurich.
�The password to Kadar Al-Jahani�s account was �Khalid bin Al-Waleed�, otherwise known as��
�The Sword of Allah,� said Wilkes.
Ferallo smiled. �Give that man a cigar. The numbers given up by Kadar meant absolutely nothing until we knew what we were looking for. And we�ve got Mortimer to thank for that.�
�Shit,� said Wilkes, shaking his head in disbelief. Wilkes remembered the flight to Guantanamo Bay and the conversation he�d had with Kadar Al-Jahani. He never would have guessed that the man�s motives had been anything other than idealism. �When this is all over, Atticus, we should buy Mortimer a beer.�
�That might be a bit hard to arrange,� said Ferallo.
�Why?� asked Atticus.
�He�s dead,� Ferallo said.
�Oh?� Wilkes swatted at the flies. �How? What happened?�
�Had a heart attack,� said Ferallo. �Lots of stress, bad food and no exercise.�
�That�ll do it,� Monroe agreed.
Ferallo continued: �Anyway, Duat�s motivations in all of this were pure, if you can call wanting to kill a lot of innocent people in a most unpleasant way pure,� said Ferallo, as the familiar beat of a helicopter�s rotors signalled the arrival of their transport.
�So it was just about money?� said Monroe.
�No, it was about kingship. Kadar Al-Jahani would have been extremely wealthy and, if the other half of the plan had worked and they�d ended up with a fundamentalist home in Asia, he and his cronies would have ruled it.�
�And everyone would have lived happily ever after,� said Monroe.
�Everyone except Duat. He�d have figured the doublecross sooner or later�if they�d ever let him live long enough, that is.�Wilkes stood as the helo approached, taxiing towards them in a slow hover three metres above the blistering blacktop.
�Do you feel sorry for him?� Ferallo asked.
�Who, Duat?� said Wilkes. �Are you kidding?�
* * *
�You know muruk means �cassowary� in Pidgin?� said Gia Ferallo as they stopped for a rest on one of the high passes that separated Muruk�s village from their destination.
�The bird? No, I didn�t know that,� said Wilkes, looking down on the jungle spread out below them. He had a vague feeling of d�j� vu, accentuated by the presence of Timbu and Muruk, the chief�s young son. �And I didn�t know you spoke the local lingo either.�
�I don�t,� she said. �It�s here, in the tourist phrase book.� Ferallo held up the small booklet she�d been reading and wiggled it.
Wilkes felt more relaxed about the trek this time, partly because they weren�t on the tail of a hostile war party, but mostly because he was in-country on official business at the invitation of the government of Papua New Guinea, and was therefore entitled to carry the M4/203 and the ugly sawn-off Remington pump strapped to his pack. And he was wearing military fatigues.
Atticus and Ferallo also carried M4s, not because the rifle was necessarily their preferred choice of weapon but because it was light and reliable. When Wilkes had told them how hard the going would be, Ferallo was disbelieving. But she was a believer now, stripped down to a navy singlet soaked with sweat. And featherweight though it was, the Bushmaster M4�s seven kilos loaded had become a dead weight as they trudged the narrow, slippery mud paths that snaked up and down the hills. Yet Ferallo hadn�t complained about the mud, the climb, the weight, the mosquitoes or the leeches, and Wilkes had to admit he was impressed. And surprised.
�So why would the chief name his son after the cassowary?� Ferallo asked Timbu.
�Well, the cassowary is a big, flightless bird. Weighs around sixty-five kilos and stands around one and a half metres tall,� said Timbu, amused at Ferallo�s naivety. �And the thing has a temper. When it�s pissed off, it can be pretty frightening. Has a sharp toenail over a hundred millimetres long that it uses like a dagger. Corner one and it�ll kick you, and maybe disembowel you. Don�t think of it as being like an oversized chook.�
�Oh,� said Ferallo, giving Muruk a friendly, respectful smile he readily returned.
Timbu took a long drink of water from his canteen and ate some yam to keep up his energy levels. The interpreter was keen to return to the highlands when Wilkes had put it to him. Resolving unfinished business was just part of it. After the last trek with Wilkes where he witnessed first hand the damage being done by the flood of weapons, Timbu had decided to enter politics, to defend the rights of the highland people, and try to stop the gunrunning.
�So, Tom. Tell me again why we couldn�t just take a helo in?� said Monroe, half joking, as he adjusted his pack�s shoulder straps.
For the simple reason that if Duat were at the village or in its vicinity, they didn�t want to telegraph their presence and spook him. But Atticus knew that and so Tom didn�t feel the need to repeat it. �Come on big, tough CIA guy,� said Wilkes. �The walk�ll do you good.�
�Yeah, yeah�� said Monroe. Trekking through the bush was hard going and Monroe was a city boy, more at home in the jungle of the concrete variety. But he was first and foremost an adventure junkie, and meeting challenges � especially challenges of the physical and dangerous type � was his �thing�.
The conversation trailed off rapidly as they resumed the climb, walking in single file, leaving each with their private thoughts. Wilkes and Monroe had decided to come to Papua New Guinea directly from the terrorists� camp on Flores. Wilkes�s hunch appeared to be reinforced by the terrorists� own meticulous records. While most of the detail on the design, construction and flight plan of the UAV had been destroyed, the Babu Islam encampment had been run like a military establishment and spreadsheets were kept on nearly every facet of camp life. Even down to how much rice was consumed.
Within a few hours of securing the encampment, a detailed inventory of the terrorists� weapons and munitions cache had been found and checked. A single crate of twenty new H&K submachine guns, and boxes of ammunition to go with them, was unaccounted for. And Monroe�s theory that one of two high-powered inflatable boats was missing had been confirmed. Wilkes believed that Duat, stripped of his bank account, and with his terrorist partner Kadar Al-Jahani dead and his army of fanatics killed by the very weapon he�d intended to use on innocent people, had skipped camp as soon as the UAV was launched, taking something he could readily turn into cash: weapons. And where would he try to sell them? The New Guinea highlands? It wasn�t such a stretch. There he had contacts and he was largely anonymous. He could trade the guns for dope which could easily be onsold for a tidy sum � and he�d sure need one to have any chance of successfully lying low, his highest priority now. Every police and intelligence agency around the world was after him, a wanted man right up there with terror�s pin-up boy, Bin Laden.
Wilkes suddenly collided with Ferallo. He�d had his head down, deep in thought, and she�d stopped on the trail in front of him. He glanced up to apologise and realised the collision was no accident.
�My spies tell me your engagement�s off,� said Ferallo, feet apart, hands on her hips.
�Sorry? I ��
�You�re a free agent now, Tom. So maybe we can have that drink,� she said.
�How did you know about me and ��
�I�m a spy,� Ferallo said with a shrug.
�Oh, right�� Wilkes was taken aback. An approach like this, in the middle of the jungle, was completely unexpected. At their first meeting, he hadn�t found himself particularly attracted to Gia Ferallo. But she�d proved herself to be competent, tough. And by the looks of things, aggressive. Also, Ferallo knew what he did for a living and she was obviously okay with it. He looked at her again. She was striking � the dark, mysterious type. Very different to Annabelle. And that was a good thing, wasn�t it? �Sure, a drink. Here,� he said, handing her his waterbottle.
Ferallo shook her head and said, �I�m going to let you off now, but when this is over, you owe me that drink, something in a long chilled glass with ice in it.� She turned and moved off.
Wilkes watched her disappear, swallowed by the trail. He had to admit that having a drink with Ferallo was actually a pretty exciting prospect, and that realisation caused a twinge of guilt. There was unfinished business with Annabelle. Cancelled engagement or not, she was still very much in his mind. And, at that moment, the image was of an angry Annabelle, an Annabelle looking at him with her arms crossed, frowning, annoyed because he hadn�t told this woman that he wasn�t interested.
* * *
The sun was high overhead when Muruk left the trail and led them through a dense patch of low, wet scrub full of spiders the size of a man�s hand with long, delicate black legs. According to Muruk, they were not overly dangerous to humans, apparently, but a bite could leave a nasty wound and permanent ugly scarring. Fortunately, the arachnids seemed more afraid of the large mammals moving through their habitat, and they scuttled away and hid amongst the leaves and branches of the foliage. Muruk was wary of the spiders because he was naked, but the boy was even more leery of what lay on the other side of the scrub.
Wilkes cautiously parted the leaves and saw that Muruk had brought them back to the marijuana field. Women and young children moved through the plants, snapping off thick heads and dropping them into baskets. Harvest time. It occurred to Wilkes that they�d made far better time on the return journey to this village because they�d used the main paths, arriving in broad daylight rather than at dusk.
�Now what?� said Atticus, kneeling beside Wilkes.
The children in the plantation horsed around as children everywhere do, chasing each other, getting in their parents� way. The one area they seemed to give a wide berth to was the spider bush Wilkes and the rest were hiding in. It was a good place to observe goings-on with little risk of discovery, which was obviously why Muruk had led them here. But observation was not the point this time, it was contact. �C�mon,� said Wilkes as he began to move forward. �Time to meet and greet.� He pushed the mat of leaves aside with the tip of his rifle and a large spider fell to the ground and ran away. A few steps later and he found himself standing amongst the towering marijuana crop, the smell of the cannabis almost overpowering. A young girl squealed and ran away, and a few seconds later, Wilkes, Monroe, Ferallo and the rest were surrounded by naked warriors with spears levelled at them, the barbed tips quivering with the fear coursing through their holders� veins.
�Jesus, Tom, thanks for the warning,� said Timbu. He began to talk to the warriors, who shouted back. The men darted half a step forward, feinting aggressively with their spears. �Drop your weapons and packs,�said Timbu quietly, maintaining eye contact with the people on the other ends of the spears, �or we won�t get further than this.�
Wilkes slid the pack off his shoulder and slowly, carefully, placed it on the ground. The spearheads were coated with a black substance that was probably a nerve poison, a theory he was not prepared to test. He lowered his M4 beside the pack and dropped it the last few centimetres. The others followed his example. Wilkes slowly looked behind him. Muruk had not left the safety of the spider bush and was probably, by now, watching the proceedings from another vantage point further away.
A warrior darted forward and took Wilkes�s rifle. He popped out the magazine and half stripped it down before reassembling it. The man knew his way around the Bushmaster and the fact that he was wearing a penis gourd and had a very large boar tusk through the septum of his nose Wilkes found quite disconcerting � something about the clash of cultures, or maybe even the contamination of one culture by another. And Wilkes recognised him. He was one of the men he and Ellis had knocked out when they first scouted the village all those months ago.
�I know this is going to sound corny, Timbu, but can you ask them to take us to their leader,� said Wilkes with the calmest voice he could muster.
�You�re right. It does,� said Monroe under his breath. All their weapons had now been confiscated and the one that seemed to be giving their captors the most enjoyment was Wilkes�s sawn-off Remington. They laughed at it and threw it up and down, not taking it seriously. One of them snatched it, aimed it casually at a tree and pulled the trigger. The plantation filled with a BOOM and when the blue smoke had cleared a large section of the trunk was missing. The man who fired the weapon let it fall to the ground and rubbed his shoulder vigorously, the shotgun�s vicious recoil having taken him by surprise. The noise brought more of the villagers to the plantation to see what was going on. One of the men reached forward and placed his hand on Ferallo�s breast and gave it a good squeeze.
�Ouch,� she said.
The men behind the spears laughed at Ferallo�s reaction and the release cooled things down some.
�They couldn�t figure out whether you�re a man or a woman,� said Timbu.
�Gee, that�s funny,� said Ferallo. Still, a sore breast was better than a spear in the guts, she reminded herself. �They worked it out yet?�
Another man reached forward to squeeze Ferallo�s other breast, only to have one of the women start shouting at him. The man withdrew from the armed detail and the two, obviously husband and wife, began having a vocal domestic disagreement. �Yeah,� said Monroe, �I think they�ve solved that riddle.�
The atmosphere had relaxed somewhat, and children began to dart in and out of the circle created by the ring of armed villagers. One of the men barked a demand and motioned with a flick of his head.
�I think they want us to go with them,� said Ferallo.
�Uh-huh,� said Timbu. �Just smile, everyone, and wave. Look happy. We�re not on Mars, and friendly gestures mean the same here as they do everywhere else.�
�What about Muruk?� said Wilkes, waving and nodding at the people who came to stare at the creatures with white skin, something many of the younger highland people had never seen before.
�Did us a favour,� Timbu said, following his own advice with a big grin fixed to his face. �It�s the payback thing. Best for us if we�re not associated with Muruk�s village. We can start here afresh. Also, it would have been a big risk for Muruk personally to show his face.�
Wilkes wasn�t questioning the boy�s courage at all. He just wanted to make sure the lad was all right.
�Don�t worry about Muruk. He�ll be fine. No doubt he�ll catch up with us later.�
�So what happens now?� Wilkes asked.
�They�re doing as you asked, taking us to see the headman. Have you noticed the absence of guns?�
�Yeah�if anything I thought there�d be more here now.� A young boy had walked up to Timbu, taken him by the hand and was leading him along. Timbu felt a thrill at that. He loved these people and looked forward to the day when he could defend their rights.
It had struck Wilkes as odd immediately when they�d been bailed up by supia � spears � rather than by Kalashnikovs. The men obviously knew their guns here, though, as the individual who�d begun stripping down his carbine had attested. A return to stone-age weaponry was the last thing he�d expected, especially here at this village.
The entourage grew as the party moved off the well-worn path through the jungle and entered the outskirts of the village proper. The place was no different to Muruk�s home except that, being even more remote, there was no western dress worn at all. The women wore strips of grass around their waists and nothing else, whether young or old, and all the men were adorned with koteka of various sizes. The third millennium had not touched this village until Duat and Kadar Al-Jahani decided to involve it in their plan for a new order in South East Asia.
The place felt different in the daylight, with none of the malice of Wilkes�s previous visit, despite the ring of spears around them. They walked past the drying room where Wilkes and Ellis had spied on Duat and company doing the deal and sealing it with a scoob. Two women sat outside a hut pounding on nuts or berries, delivering alternating blows. The tools being used as hammers were, from the looks of them, Heckler & Koch nine millimetre pistols. The heavy butt ends of the pistols were doing a great job although, obviously, not made for it.
Monroe jabbed him lightly in the ribs. �What?� asked Wilkes.
�Take a look,� said Monroe, nodding at three women using AK-47s as large pestles to pound whatever was in the bottom of a stone mortar.
�Well,� said Timbu, also watching, �now we know what has happened to the weapons.�
�Hmm, inventive,� offered Monroe.
The group walked the length of the village, ultimately approaching a raised day bed with a thatched roof overhead, where three old men sat playing a game not unlike jacks, with old bones and animal teeth. The men looked up from what they were doing when the noise of the approaching parade reached them. One of them, the youngest of the three, got up and walked towards them.
The man who appeared to be the most senior in their escort handed over one of the rifles, Wilkes�s M4/203. He examined the weapon and passed it back with a quick comment.
�He says it�s not heavy enough to be of any use,� whispered Timbu. �No good for pounding sago.�The interpreter spoke to the old man in the strange language that seemed to Wilkes to have no defined words or phrases, spoken as it was with a flat monotone. Wilkes had no idea how old the man was. He could have been forty or a hundred and forty. He was little, shrunken much like the chief of Muruk�s village. His nose was extremely broad, made even more so by the presence of an enormous boar�s tusk through it. Oddly, his skin was pale in places, as if the colour had been drained from it here and there. Cancer, perhaps, or some skin disease. Also, the man had no teeth, not one, and so his cheeks were concave and his lips puckered inwards. When he wasn�t speaking he habitually rubbed his smooth gums together. A couple of red and yellow feathers rose from the tight grey bun at the back of his head, and the collection of animal teeth dangling around his neck tinkled when he waved his arms about, something he appeared to do whenever he talked, gesturing like an Italian merchant.
As the conversation with Timbu continued, the chief became more agitated, as did the arm movements. Wilkes guessed it was his normal way of speaking, however, because the people of his village didn�t appear to react to it in the slightest. Eventually, the conversation came to an end and Timbu translated.
�Tom, I told him that you are patrol officers hunting a criminal, a bad spirit who wants to poison people in your land. I told the chief that this bad spirit is the same one who came to his village with guns. The chief agrees that the man was spiritually bereft. One of these guns blew up when his oldest son fired it, killing him. This happened a month ago. The chief has since banned the use of firearms for hunting and for war. There have been many similar incidents in neighbouring villages and because of this, the old man has been able to convince other villages to also stop using them.�
Timbu turned to the chief and the two spoke some more, the chief again becoming quite animated. �You�re going to love this, Tom,� said Timbu when the chief had finished, finding it impossible to keep the smile off this face. �A week ago, this man, the bad spirit, came back with more guns. The chief had no choice but to exact payback. They killed him and ate him.�
�Yeah, I can see why you�d think that�d make us happy,� said Atticus, when he�d stopped laughing out loud. �That�s one way to end a blood feud.� Somehow, being eaten was a far more satisfying outcome for the likes of Duat than life imprisonment or lethal injection.
�How do we know he�s talking about Duat?� said Ferallo. �He�s not the only one running guns in this part of the world.�
�True,� said Wilkes, the same thought having occurred to him.
Timbu put the question to the chief, who nodded and shouted a command to one of the men who�d escorted them from the marijuana field. The man ran off and reappeared some moments later. He passed the chief a human skull, which the old man presented to Timbu. A chunk of bone was missing from the rear of the skull, probably the death blow delivered by machete. Ants had done a good job in a short time, picking the skull clean.
�That could be anyone,� said Wilkes.
Timbu repeated that to the chief, who pointed to the absent front teeth in the upper jaw. He then sifted through the teeth hanging around his neck until he found what he was looking for and beckoned Wilkes to take a closer look. It was a front tooth. And it was made of gold.

Townsville, Queensland, Australia

�Stay tuned. Next up is World Watch. And in tonight�s edition, the ghosts of the crew of a US bomber plane that went missing in action in Papua New Guinea during World War Two are finally laid to rest. I�m Annabelle Gilbert, goodnight.�
Annabelle gave the camera the sort of lingering smile she�d give to a lover, until the producer informed her with the cutthroat signal that she was no longer being transmitted into the homes of thousands of strangers. The smile instantly evaporated and the hot lights were switched off. Annabelle took the earpiece out and unclipped both lapel microphones as the producer said, �That was nice, Belle.�
�Thanks,� she said. �Feels good to be back.� She meant that sincerely. It was something of a relief to return to a familiar set with friendly faces. She�d put in her resignation, but they�d asked her to reconsider on the grounds that the network news executive producer, Steve Saunders, had been fired. She�d said nothing about her reasons for the resignation, but the rumours within the network�s hallways were rife and, of course, Saunders� reputation preceded him. Apparently, he�d been seeing a pretty young thing in News down in Melbourne. There�d been complications. The girl had fallen pregnant and Saunders had laughed at her when she came to him for some assistance. Unfortunately for Saunders, the girl in question was the chairman�s niece, working at the network incognito, without uncle�s influence until, of course, the pregnancy test returned a positive result.
The network execs, possibly nervous about additional scandal, had sweetened the deal for Annabelle, giving her the opportunity to film a series of syndicated news specials � the subject matter could be of her choosing. That was great. She could become a national �face� and still keep her base at Townsville. Where Tom lived.
Annabelle sat in the chair behind her desk while the crew partially broke the set, a corner of which was required for a game show to be recorded later in the evening. She listened to the overhead lights cool, ticking like excited crickets. It was these quieter moments she feared the most, when the same questions that kept coming back and back invaded her thoughts. What about Tom and me? Is there a chance for us? She�d tried to call him but she�d met with the usual operational silence bullshit from the regiment. They wouldn�t even tell her whether or not he was in the country.
Indeed, there�d been absolutely no communication between her and Tom since she�d called the engagement off, and yet she did feel different about things. In some ways, she was now even more confused. Was it just because she missed Tom painfully and was prepared to compromise her own beliefs to be with him? Or had her experiences both in Sydney and Darwin changed some fundamental beliefs? She didn�t want a husband who came home in a body bag rather than in a Volvo. I read the headlines. I don�t want a husband who makes them. A husband was a man you sat on the couch with, did grocery shopping with, had children with. A man like her own father. The trouble was that now, after Darwin, she wondered whether a man like her father � a sports store retailer � would ultimately bore her. She�d experienced the raw adrenalin rush of stepping into the danger zone. Because of that, she believed she understood Tom much better than she ever had in the past.
And since she�d called it quits with Tom, her career path had taken a detour. She didn�t have to be a newsreader, tied to a desk in the one place. She could get out amongst the big stories, do pretty much whatever she pleased, go wherever she wanted to go, cover the issues that mattered. Darwin had been frightening, but it had also been exhilarating. To her surprise, she�d handled herself well. And if there was no reconciliation for her and Tom, well, that sort of life would certainly take her mind off the man she loved, wouldn�t it?
�Belle.�
Annabelle smiled while she shuffled her notes into a folder. Now she was even hearing his voice.
�So�are you going to sit there in the dark all night?� said Wilkes.
�Tom?� She didn�t know what to do, to run into his arms or be cool. �Tom, I��
Wilkes walked onto the set, into what little light there was, even now not really knowing what he was going to say. He missed her so much it ached. He�d asked her to marry him in the first place because he wanted to demonstrate to her how much she meant to him, to lift their relationship to a higher level. But rather than making things even better, the proposal had had the opposite effect. They�d had it all, and now they had, what? Nothing?
Annabelle looked amazing, her blue dress reflecting the colour of her eyes. She was so beautiful, his memory of her never did the reality justice. He breathed the air filled with her scent, and considered at that moment leaving the army to be with her, if that was what she wanted.
Annabelle stood and walked towards him, wanting to throw her arms around him and feel his strength, but she resisted the impulse.
�I wanted to see you, probably shouldn�t have, but you know me � danger�s my middle name,� Wilkes said, trying hard to be as relaxed as possible. He rubbed the top of his head with the flat of his hand.
Annabelle watched him � that gesture � and knew he was as nervous as she was. �No, Tom. Dorkface is your middle name.�
�I saw you in Darwin. On television. What were you doing there? I thought you were in Sydney.�
�Sydney wasn�t all it was cracked up to be. They�ve given me a new job.�
�Back here? Reading the news again?�
�Sort of.�
�When I saw you in Darwin, in the chemical suit, I was��
�Scared?�
�Yeah, scared.�
�You? That turns the tables a bit,� she said.
He nodded. �I guess it does.�
�Tom, I�ve learned a few things about myself lately, about us.�
�I didn�t think there was an us,� he said.
Annabelle looked into Tom�s eyes. This was the moment of decision � for her and for him. Was it possible, or even desirable, to go back to the relationship the way it was, a never-ending series of breathless hellos and goodbyes, intensely sexual and passionate on one hand, but empty on the other? They were apart so much, she wasn�t even aware of any bad habits he might have, aside from the usual leaving-the-seat-up problem that men universally had. Perhaps the very thing she resented and feared, his deployment to dangerous and secret places, was also the spice that kept their relationship fresh and alive. In a husband, she wanted a man who would keep her excited, yet also be dependable. Were �exciting� and �dependable� mutually exclusive? Could Tom ever be that man? She�d once asked him to make a choice � her or the regiment. That wasn�t fair. Or was it?
Tom read her silence as indecision. It hung over them uncomfortably. No, I guess there isn�t��Belle,� he began, the words occurring to him as he spoke, �one of us would have to give up a big part of themselves to be with the other. The army is all I know, all I�ve ever known. If I leave it, will I still be the man you�ve loved? Will I still be me?� As Tom heard himself speak, the less he was convinced by his own argument, but it was better than being hurt again, told that he didn�t measure up. �And what about you? Could you honestly do without all this?� He looked around the studio.
Annabelle�s eyes filled with tears, because suddenly she was no longer confused. The last couple of months � her experiences, her tangled emotions � had taught her a truth that suddenly became apparent. It wasn�t about money, or position, or her job. Her happiness, fulfilment � whatever she chose to call it � was simply about sharing her life with the man she loved. This man. She wanted to say, �Yes, Tom, I could if you could,� but she also knew the truth she�d learned was something Tom would have to conclude for himself. So, instead, Annabelle said goodbye. �Tom, I�ll love you always.�
Annabelle�s perfume swam in Tom�s brain. He wanted to hold her and tell her they�d just made the biggest mistake of their lives, but what would be the point of that? So, instead, he turned and walked away.

Timor Sea

The vast majority of Barrenjoey Island was barely an island at all, being really no more than a few sizeable heads of coral a hundred and fifty miles east of Ashmore Island that struggled above the waterline here and there, depending on the tide. The island�s shape was that of a horseshoe, broken in several places, allowing the sea to drain away as the tide dropped. At the base of this horseshoe was a small white sand beach and a handful of battered but resilient coconut palms that gave shelter to a small ecosystem. Occasionally, recreational sailing craft would venture carefully within the two arms of the enveloping horseshoe, drawn by the postcard perfection of the white sand beach, swaying palms and azure lagoon waters, following the warnings laid out on the charts to drop both bow and stern anchors. Fortunately, on this particular morning, the lagoon was empty of sailing craft.
The sea currents had caught the enormous shoal and swirled it within the arms of the horseshoe, so that before the tide turned and the seawater began to drain from the reef, the lagoon glittered with the bloated white and silver bellies of tens of thousands of rotting fish. Several sharks would have been amongst them but, having no swim bladders, they sank to the bottom rather than floating to the surface when they died. Birds had joined the fish, and here and there desiccated feathers in various shades of black and white and grey bobbed amongst the silver, along with a dozen turtles and a small pod of dolphins.
The tropical sun beat down relentlessly on the reef, going to work on the fish and the other dead creatures, breaking down the VX, cleaning up the mess with only the wind as its witness.

Author�s note

I began sketching the outline for this book on 12 September 2002. That date was, of course, a year and a day after the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York. It was hardly auspicious.
This book is about gunrunning, drug smuggling, money laundering and terrorism. I was about five thousand words into it when the awful event known as the Bali bombing happened exactly a month later on 12 October 2002.
When I write a book, I have the skeleton of the plot largely hammered out. The working title for Sword of Allah was originally, and eerily, Smoking Gun. I say �eerily� because, if you remember, the term �smoking gun� became the catch cry for the UN weapons inspectors as they hunted for WMD in Iraq prior to the war there.
In separate news stories through the year, a guy in New Zealand claimed that he could whip up an unmanned aerial vehicle using off-the-shelf technology and then set about building it (he has since been fined for doing so). Hamas and Hezbollah, a couple of groups in the Middle East not averse to violence, have joined forces on a number of �projects�, and Hamas has announced that it will soon be deploying its own drone. On 23 July 2003, Australian troops were deployed to the Solomon Islands, joining others from the Pacific region to help restore law and order there. When you read this book, this may sound a bit familiar.
And then, on the afternoon of 6 August 2003, as I packaged up the manuscript to send to the publisher, came the news that the Marriot hotel in Jakarta had been struck by an explosive device. A contingent from the Australian Federal Police, in Bali for the trial of Amrosi, one of the Bali bombers, was sent to Jakarta to help the local authorities track down the culprits. America gave assistance too.
What am I saying here? I�m not claiming that by writing this story I�m making bad things happen, but the coincidences have sure been eerie.
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