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Аннотация
A Chinese cargo ship is hijacked off the coast of Indonesia by ruthless pirates; North Korea is involved in a covert plan to reunify the country by taking control of the South; and in Saudi Arabia, a terrifying new terrorist group has emerged that threatens to destabilize the entire world.
Adrift and psychologically damaged after the brutal murder of his family, ex-covert operative Mark Cole stumbles across a clue which might lead him to the hijacked ship. Realizing that it offers the opportunity to give him a purpose in life, Cole sets out to find the ship in a bid to earn redemption for his past.
From a gun market in the ancient jungles of Cambodia, to the teeming streets of Jakarta, Cole stumbles upon a plot far greater than the simple hijacking of a ship; and as he battles against North Korean agents and Islamic fundamentalists, he promises himself that he will do whatever it takes to stop the unleashing of a terrifying jihad which threatens the Western world like never before.
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EPIGRAPH

�I kill only when they attack me.�
��Achilles



PROLOGUE
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The sun seared an orange fireball across the darkening crimson sky, hovering close to the horizon as it spread the last of its rays across the Strait of Malacca.
Captain Yang Yaobang leaned forward to peer out of the bridge�s wrap-around windows, watching the sun dropping low ahead of his ship, the Fu Yu Shan. He had to stare past the three gigantic cranes which were lined up across the bow, but he could still make out the huge orange disk, and the wonderful effect it had on the sky. Sunsets, he reflected, were truly glorious in this exotic area, and he doubted that he would ever tire of them.
Unable to remain in the enclosed bridge while nature was performing its dance across the skies, he left his Officer of the Watch in charge, and stepped outside.
Even at this hour, the heat hit him hard after the air-conditioned comfort of the bridge, but the sensation was pleasant, a faint breeze cooling the heat on his skin.
He breathed in the air, filling his lungs with the scents hanging on the sea breeze. Even over the diesel fumes of the vessel�s huge engines, Yang swore that he could smell sweet jasmine and delicate orchid, competing with the stench of fish and rice, spices and cigarette smoke.
He looked to the shores on either side of him, the Strait so narrow that both sides could be seen, and observed what looked like a fishing village to starboard. He put his binoculars to his eyes and looked again, this time making out the details.
Yes. A small village, boats tied up at a rickety wooden jetty, dilapidated houses crowding the shoreline, children bathing in the warm waters before dinner, women washing clothes while old men sat in wicker chairs and chatted about who knew what.
Perhaps they were chatting about the future, Yang thought, as up ahead he could already see the urban conurbation of Si Rusa and Kampung Siginting, their commercial ports and luxury beach resorts linking up with others up and down the southern Malaysian coastline, threatening to eat up villages like this in their relentless path.
Yang sighed as he stared at the village, wondering what it was called. He would probably never know. That was progress, he supposed.
He had come from a fishing village just like this one, a quiet village which had eventually been caught up in the vast sprawl of Shanghai. He shook his head sadly, putting the binoculars down.
Yes. That was progress.
Still, this little piece of Southeast Asia still managed to retain some of its exotic charm, the whole of the Indonesian archipelago still somewhere that one could get lost in, a vast area of thousands upon thousands of islands and islets, vast stretches of mysterious and unexplored coastline.
But the Strait of Malacca wasn�t just beautiful and exotic; it was also inordinately dangerous, and he had to remind himself that he was approaching the most treacherous part of his voyage.
The Fu Yu Shan was a huge container vessel sailing out of Guangzhou, China. She had left the port of Tianjin a week ago, ready for a two week voyage through the South China Sea, across the Bay of Bengal, round the southern tip of India and up the coast to the port of Karachi in Pakistan. The vessel was a key contributor to Asian and Middle Eastern trade, its thirteen and a half thousand tons carrying seven thousand more tons of cargo to the ports of the Arabian Sea. There was a growing consumer market in the Middle East which China was more than willing to exploit, and over sixty thousand vessels ploughed through the Malacca Strait every year, many of them carrying Chinese consumer goods to India, Pakistan, and further up through the Gulf of Oman. Oil came back to Asia from the Gulf nations in the same way, and it was said that a quarter of the world�s traded goods passed through this area. Yang knew this to be true; perhaps even an understatement.
The Fu Yu Shan�s first stop had been the port of Dalian, right on the north eastern tip of the Chinese coast, where she had taken on extra cargo, as well as two extra crew members. Yang frowned as he thought of these men, replacements for two of his regular crew who had become inexplicably ill just before the Fu Yu Shan was due to set sail.
Their papers said they were Chinese, and they appeared to know what they were doing, but Yang had his doubts about them. They were incredibly taciturn and grim-faced; not characteristics entirely unknown among sailors, but strange nevertheless. And the way they had been ready and waiting, at a loose end and looking for work just when Yang was in need of two extra men was perhaps just a little too convenient.
But, Yang had decided, one should never look a gift horse in the mouth; a delightful phrase that he had picked up from Tommy Yu, one of the three Chinese-American sailors he had working aboard the Fu Yu Shan. He had therefore taken the two extra men on at Dalian, despite his misgivings.
But now they were entering the pirate-infested waters of the Malacca Strait, his doubts began to resurface.
The Strait was so well travelled by marine traffic because it offered direct passage between the South China Sea and the Bay of Bengal without having to round the Indonesian island of Sumatra and cross the deeper waters of the Indian Ocean. But the result was a choke point, a narrow stretch of busy water in which it was very difficult to escape being boarded if attacked. And the thousands of islets, along with the multitude of rivers which snaked away inland, provided innumerable hiding places for the pirate gangs.
Piracy in the Strait stretched back to the fourteenth century, reaching its heyday in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the arrival of European colonizers and their wealthy trade vessels.
Things weren�t as bad anymore, Yang reflected, and yet piracy had never really been stamped out � there were still hundreds of attacks every year, from amateurish attempts by opportunistic criminals, to more sophisticated attacks by professional gangs and terrorist groups. The governments of Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore had all committed forces to patrolling the Strait, although the Indian Navy also had to help out due to the ineffectualness of Indonesia�s maritime forces.
But Yang hadn�t got to his position by relying on others, and he made sure that the Fu Yu Shan was properly equipped to deal with a boarding, should pirates ever decide to attack her. There were no sound guns or any of the other specialist, high-end � and therefore prohibitively expensive, for his shipping line at least � equipment that some vessels had, but Yang believed in the basics. He therefore had barbed wire and electric fences, as well as several water cannon and � most importantly � several trained men with Chinese QBZ-03 assault rifles and FHJ-84 62mm rocket launchers, as used by the PLA�s special operations units.
Yang surveyed the calm waters of the Strait once more, breathing in the sweet air as the sun finally slipped away beyond the horizon, leaving the world a suddenly darker place.
Yang sighed. The beauty was gone now.
All that remained was the danger.
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�So what�ve you got?� asked James Dorrell, Director of Central Intelligence.
Samuel Trenter coughed and adjusted his tie before he replied. You didn�t just answer the director with the first thing that came into your head, especially if you wanted to keep your job.
Trenter also knew that Dorrell had plenty of other things on his plate. The Russian Federation, one of the signatories of the tripartite Mutual Defense Treaty, had just ousted its previous president, Vasilev Danko, and installed the much more expansionist and imperialist-minded Mikhail Emelienenko in his place. His opinion on the treaty was widely reported to be less than positive, and US intelligence was working overtime to draw up a reliable profile on the man and his possible intentions.
The problems in Russia also tied in with a disturbing rise of nationalism and right-wing politics which was gaining ground throughout Europe, threatening the very stability of the EU. France was only one step away from electing a National Front government, and several other countries were not far behind.
But Trenter�s area of expertise wasn�t Europe, and he wasn�t paid to second-guess the director�s priorities. He had been at the CIA for ten years now, working out of different desks within the Directorate of Intelligence, but right now he was posted to the Office of Asian Pacific, Latin American and African Analysis, where he specialized in the Korean peninsula.
And whereas in the past, the majority of trouble in that area had stemmed from North Korea�s desire to reunify � violently if necessary � with the South, nowadays South Korea also had plenty of problems with Islamic terrorism.
It had all started when the South Korean military helped with the capture of Abu Haq Maliki, a leading al-Qaeda leader who had been travelling through the country for covert arms talks. There had subsequently been a public demonstration by South Korean Muslims, asking for Maliki�s release and denouncing the South Korean government as pawns of the United States.
The demonstration had got out of hand � nobody quite knew how � and soldiers had fired shots at the crowd. What followed was a bloodbath, with a dozen protestors killed in what the press deemed �a display of unbridled savagery�.
South Korea had been the target of terrorism ever since � attacks to both exact vengeance, and to improve Muslim rights in the country � and the CIA had been keeping an ever closer eye on the area, fearful that it could presage a new spread of terrorism throughout the Asian continent.
Trenter saw Director James Dorrell�s expectant face across the desk from him, and knew he had to give an answer to the man�s question. It was important enough, he told himself.
�There�s been a lot of traffic sir, a notable increase in communications that suggests something big�s about to happen, perhaps a major attack of some sort.�
�What sort?�
Trenter readjusted his tie again. �I�m afraid we don�t know that yet sir. Communications are scrambled, the NSA is still trying to decode it all, but there�s been a three hundred percent increase in message traffic between known terrorist groups in the Arabian Peninsula and cells we believe are operating within South Korea.�
Trenter swallowed hard. Traditionally, part of an intelligence officer�s job was to be cautious � if you constantly blew the whistle, exhaustion and even disbelief would soon set in. It was like the boy who cried wolf � you couldn�t set alarm bells ringing too often, or else people would simply stop listening to the alarm. And nobody wanted to be proved wrong.
But Dorrell was different, and he�d spelled out to his colleagues many times that he had an open door policy � if they thought something was happening, he wanted their honest opinion as well as mere reportage. And Trenter respected Dorrell immensely for this. He had been one of the few political appointees who had kept their jobs after the assassination attempt on President Ellen Abrams eighteen months ago, and her belief in him was a measure of his strengths as an important leader within the US intelligence community.
What Trenter had was thin, and not something he would have approached Dorrell�s predecessor with; but it was something, and his gut instinct told him that a major terrorist operation was about to occur within Korea.
�Possible ramifications for the United States?� Dorrell asked.
�It depends on what exactly happens, sir. Obviously, South Korea is a major ally of ours; we denounced that attack on the demonstrators of course, but we�re very much in bed with them. They expect our protection, and if such an attack goes ahead, the entire world will expect us to help the South Korean government to respond.�
Dorrell nodded his head, deep in thought. And Trenter knew what he was thinking; helping the South Korean government to respond could involve a number of things, not the least of which would be military action. And with US forces already spread thinly on the ground, this wasn�t something the administration would want.
�Okay Sam,� Dorrell said at last, �obviously we can�t let this attack go ahead. You have authorization to pick another six officers to work on this with you � full time, round the clock. I�ll speak to the chief at NCTC,� Dorrell continued, �and get them to assist. I want answers, and I want solutions.�
Trenter nodded in agreement. �Yes sir,� he said, standing up. �Thank you.�
Dorrell acknowledged him with a wave of the hand. �Let�s just hope it�s a waste of time, son. For all our sakes.�
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Wong Sheng peered out at the black waters from the port side of the Fu Yu Shan, lighting a cigarette as he scanned the view in front of him.
All quiet.
Wong knew it would be; for all Captain Yang�s worrying, there hadn�t been an attack on this shipping line�s vessels in decades.
Maybe it was just luck, he thought idly as he puffed on the cigarette, watching the end glow red against the black sea; and luck could always run out.
And yet he wasn�t worried. He believed in fate, and if it was meant to be, then who was he to waste time worrying about it? And if anyone was foolish enough to attack the Fu Yu Shan, he thought with amusement as his hand reflexively dropped to caress the cold steel of the assault rifle slung from his shoulder, then they�d be sorry. They�d be really sorry.
Wong took another hit off the cigarette, exhaling the smoke up towards where the stars would normally be. But not tonight; tonight, they were covered behind a blanket of cloud, cloaking everything in darkness. There was a heavy atmosphere, Wong decided, almost as if the dark was pressing in on him, wrapping him up in it.
A perfect night for a surprise attack, a part of his mind tried to scream at him; and yet it only came through as a whisper, his mind dulled by the monotony of the voyage and a diet of cigarettes and whisky, and was easy to ignore.
Wong peered back across the ship, the huge loading cranes above the cargo containers, the expansive high-rise of the bridge and watch tower looming above him. He knew there were other armed men out there, friends and colleagues of his posted around the ship at regular intervals.
But there was nothing else out there; nothing at all.
Wong started thinking about Karachi. The population was heavily religious, predominantly Muslim, and Wong had no time for any of that. Not drinking, not whoring, that just wasn�t natural, at least as far as he was concerned.
But it was all a false pretense, he�d found to his pleasure when he�d first visited the city; the men who lived there were no different from those anywhere else on Earth. And in the end, Karachi turned out to be more than cosmopolitan enough to cater for a man of his tastes; when he�d been there last year, a friend of his had found an exquisite place with the finest women. Cheap too, even for someone who�d grown up in the slums of Canton.
What was that girl�s name again? he wondered as he took another lazy drag of his cigarette. Adeela? Aisha? Something like that, he supposed, but it hardly mattered anyway; he was sure to be able to find something else when he was there, something equally exotic, equally alluring. And hopefully, equally able to �
Wong�s breath caught in his throat as he felt something wrenching his head back from behind, covering his eyes, pulling back, back, exposing his neck �
Wong dropped the cigarette, ignoring the burning sensation in his leg as the glowing end landed on his squirming thigh, trying to wrench the hand from his face, forgetting all about the assault rifle slung uselessly from his shoulder, unable now to get it, and his fingers clawed at what must have been a person behind him, his nails dragging across skin, clothing �
And then he felt the cold steel of the blade against his throat, felt the sharp edge dig into the fragile skin there, dig and cut straight across, and finally he tried to scream, although it was too late for that, too late for anything except to watch his own blood spray from his severed throat into the black sea beyond.
* * *
Arief Suprapto looked down at the dead man at his feet, arterial spray covering the steel railings, regretful that he�d had to die.
He was regretful, yet not remorseful; it wasn�t a moral problem at all. It was just that he preferred to capture people alive, as the more crew members they were able to hold hostage, the more money they could make.
But this man had a gun, which made him a threat which needed to be eliminated; even if Suprapto had managed to subdue him without killing him, in his experience men with guns could be troublesome even after they�d been disarmed. And so Suprapto had a standing order among his men that anyone with a weapon should be killed instantly. It negated future threats, and sent a direct and very clear message to the rest of the crew.
Don�t fuck with us. We mean business.
Who needed words when you had actions?
He received the all-clear from his men over his radio earpiece; the amateurish guards were down all over the ship, and the first phase of the plan was complete.
Suprapto smiled; just because he was called a pirate didn�t mean that he wore an eye patch, carried a parrot on his shoulder and used a cutlass. On the contrary, his men were armed to the teeth with cutting edge weaponry, sourced by an agent who had access to vast stockpiles on the Southeast Asian mainland. Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos � there was more military-grade equipment freely available there than almost anywhere else on the planet.
And it wasn�t just weapons either; his men had night-vision devices, secure communications gear, advanced surveillance equipment and � most importantly for sea-faring pirates � high-speed, near-silent attack boats, stealthy craft which could transport a crew of armed men quickly and without detection.
Suprapto had led his pirate gang since he was seventeen, nearly thirty years ago now; and he had taken command in the traditional way, by violently killing the previous captain and thus earning the respect of the battle-hardened men he now controlled. Respect that had lasted for three successful decades, an unusually long time for this sort of job.
But Suprapto was ruthless, a quality he prided himself on above all others; if he survived, it was only because he was prepared to do more � torture more, scheme more, plan more, kill more � than any of the pretenders to his crown.
And that was truly how he saw himself � with a crown, the King of Pirates like his hero Liang Dao Ming, who had run roughshod over the area seven hundred years ago with thousands of loyal followers.
But now wasn�t the time for grandstanding, Suprapto recognized as he checked the luminous dial of his diver�s watch.
Now was the time for phase two of the assault plan.
He almost felt sorry for the crew.
Almost.
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�Where is the ship now?�
The question was asked by a man whose small stature and feminine voice belied the enormous power he wielded, and his sociopathic ability to use that power without consideration for how it would affect others. To Lieutenant General U Chun-su, Director of North Korea�s Reconnaissance General Bureau, people were merely pawns to be used in the worldwide game of espionage and counter-espionage; a game he enjoyed enormously.
�The ship is on course,� came the reply from Major Ho Sang-ok, who � despite the power he wielded over his own domain � stood rigidly to attention in front of his superior. Ho was in charge of the RGB�s Third Bureau, known as Office No. 35 due to its location in a former office of the Korean Workers� Party headquarters. Charged with the collection of foreign intelligence and the conduct of overseas operations, Ho was a feared and respected officer; and yet he still shrank from the man in front of him.
Both men accepted that this was how life was in their great nation � the system revolved around fear; fear of your superiors, fear of failure, and most importantly of all, fear of their great Communist Leader, President of the Democratic People�s Republic of Korea. As soon as the people below you stopped being afraid of you, you were finished. It was survival of the fittest in its purest human form, and both U and Ho reveled in such a system. If other counties didn�t agree with how they did things, it just meant that they were weak.
�When is it due in Karachi?� U asked next, his voice still lilting softly.
�Seven days sir, it should dock on Monday at twelve noon.�
U nodded his head. �Good. Excellent. Are the correct assets in place in Pakistan to receive the goods?
�Yes sir, our agents are ready and waiting.�
�Excellent,� U repeated, before concern furrowed his brow. �Is there any danger of our cargo being intercepted? I have heard that there is much danger from pirates in those waters, and I am fearful that the Fu Yu Shan is just a civilian ship.�
Ho had anticipated this question, and had his answer already prepared; he knew U would expect no less. �We have examined patterns of attacks in the area, and foresee no difficulties,� Ho said confidently. �Pirates are becoming much less common, and tend not to attack ships of this size any more, especially with the increased naval activity and better on-board security measures and tracking devices. And,� he continued with a glint in his eye, �there are armed guards in case of any trouble, as well as two of our own men who we managed to place aboard the ship as crewmembers at Dalian.�
�Are they good?�
Ho nodded. �The best, sir. Both experienced Captains from our Sniper Brigades.�
U grunted in satisfaction. The Sniper Brigades were North Korea�s elite of the elite. He was confident that the men would guard the cargo with their lives.
U was due in a meeting with the Minister of State Security later that evening, and he knew that the minister would be briefing President Kim the very next morning. He was only grilling Major Ho because it was of such paramount importance that everything was in place, that the operation went perfectly.
As President Kim had made clear on more than one occasion, the inevitable and destined reunification of Korea depended on it.
* * *
The two men whose documents named them Xiao Tong and Yan Yanzhi looked at one another, one brief glance that carried with it an hour�s worth of conversation. There was no fear in their eyes, no panic; only clear, hard resolution.
It was time to fight.
Xiao Tong � born Jang Kuk-ryul, in a little village outside the North Korean capital of Pyongyang � had been asleep when the pirates first boarded the ship. His comrade-in-arms, Yan Yanzhi � who Jang knew by his original Korean name, O Sin-sul � had been keeping watch, and saw the pirates silently slipping aboard and assassinating the ship�s guards.
A soldier from the age of eighteen, O had been a member of the elite Sniper Battalion One for ten years. He was a hardened professional, and therefore managed to restrain the urge to take on the ship�s attackers head-on. Against such odds he would more than likely lose, and Jang would probably end up being killed in his bed.
And so O had made a tactical retreat, waking Jang and collecting their hidden weapons cache before heading to the cargo hold. After all, their mission was the cargo, and not their fellow crew members. All that mattered was protecting the crate which had been taken aboard at Dalian.
And now, as they waited in the cargo hold, they knew what would have already happened above. The pirates � for that is surely what they were � would have secured the ship, rousing men from their beds, raiding the watch tower and the bridge, taking control of the engine rooms, until the whole vessel was theirs.
O and Jang wondered if the crew � now hostages � would be brought down to the cargo hold to be guarded until the ship docked in whatever secret cove the pirates� hideout was located. Both soldiers decided that this is what they would do if raiding the ship, as the container area was the largest area, and the easiest to secure by a few armed men.
As they heard the sound of feet shuffling down metal steps, muffled cries and aggressive shouts, Jang and O exchanged their looks, and realized they were about to find out if it was also � as they hoped � the easiest area to defend.
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Arief Suprapto was pleased.
The taking of the Fu Yu Shan had gone entirely without incident, all the guards had been subdued without even getting a shot off, and he�d caught the captain asleep in his cabin. A quick pistol-whipping had been enough to subdue the man after he�d offered his first gesture of defiance, and he hadn�t put a foot wrong since.
Now, with his own trusted men on the bridge and in the engine rooms, and the ship�s Automatic Identification System tracking device disabled, he led the fourteen crewmembers � now his hostages � down the steel steps towards the cargo area, where they would be secured for the remainder of the journey.
�Admiral!� the call came over his radio, crystal clear and frantic.
�Yes,� Suprapto answered, pleased to hear his rank announced over the radio. He had conferred it upon himself of course, but after thirty hard years at sea, should he not be an admiral? �Go ahead.�
�There might be a problem sir,� the voice said nervously. �Not including the armed guards we killed, we�ve accounted for fourteen of the crew, but the manifest states there should be sixteen. Two men were taken on at Dalian.�
Shit! A problem like this he didn�t need. �Organize a search!� he whispered urgently. �Right now!�
�We�re already on it, Admiral. We�re combing every square inch of this ship.�
�Very well. Keep me informed.� He clicked off the radio, and thought. Two men. Not regular crew members, it would seem. Taken on at the port of Dalian. Why? And why were these same two men the ones that were now missing?
It was an anomaly, and Suprapto didn�t like anomalies. He liked to control everything, to know everything. Control was what gave him his power.
He needed to reassert control.
His men were combing the ship for the two fugitives, but hadn�t yet found them.
The cargo area was secure. Safe. Where would he go if he needed to hide?
Down below.
Were the two men here? Could they be armed?
Suprapto�s eyes took in the gigantic loading bay below him in a fraction of a second, his mind calculating vectors and angles faster than any supercomputer could ever hope to.
And then he moved.
* * *
The bark of the AK-47 assault rifles in the enclosed steel chamber was deafening.
�Shit!� Jang cursed as the pirate captain leapt out of the way at the last second, pulling one of the hostages down to cover him. Jang�s bullets instead hit a man he recognized as the cook, the rounds rippling through his body and killing him instantly.
The stairwell leading down to the cargo hold was the perfect area for an ambush. With the pirates confined to the narrow steps � just as the Fu Yu Shan had been trapped in the narrow Strait � it should have been as easy as shooting fish in a barrel.
But then that damn captain had moved just before Jang pulled the trigger. How could he possibly have known?
O had been blessed with more luck; his high-powered 5.45mm rounds had hit three of the pirates, with fatal results. Bodies toppled down the steps, limp and lifeless. He would surely have tagged more, but the others reacted to their captain�s shouts and started moving, pulling hostages in front of them, already retreating back up the steel staircase.
Jang tried to track them with his gun, but it was useless; they were gone.
* * *
�Admiral!� said Reza Panggabean, breathless. �What the hell was that?�
Suprapto ignored the screams of the hostages as his men controlled them back on the top deck, two having to be clubbed to the ground before order was restored; his mind was elsewhere.
Panggabean was one of Suprapto�s best men, utterly fearless and equally loyal. Suprapto clapped him on the shoulder. �Resistance,� he said, with a tone which was equal parts regret and excitement.
Panggabean�s face lit up. �We can burn them!� he offered.
Suprapto shook his head. �They killed three of my men. Believe me, I would like nothing better than to burn them. But we need that cargo, remember? Smart of them, hiding there. They know we�ll make money from selling the cargo, that we�ll be unwilling to damage it.� Suprapto hung his head, deep in thought.
Two men, armed with AK-47s by the sound of them. But what else would they have down there? He knew the men on deck had rocket launchers, and wondered if there were more in the cargo hold.
He frowned. He didn�t want to make a mess of this. As well as the huge sum the vessel and crew would fetch for ransom, there was also the colossal amount of money promised to him for a single, special crate in the hold below. He had no idea what it was, and nor did he care; but he didn�t want it damaging.
He exhaled slowly, then breathed in the sweet night air, cold in his nostrils after the blazing heat of the day.
He couldn�t risk a frontal assault, as there was too much danger of the cargo being damaged; and if the enemy had rocket launchers, his own men might come off the worst.
But there was always negotiation.
Turning quickly, he grabbed one of the hostages by the collar and hauled him towards the steps. In the blink of an eye, Suprapto fired a round into the man�s head and kicked the lifeless body down the stairwell.
�Come up now with your hands up,� he shouted down after the body, �and I promise you, you�ll live. Believe me, you�re worth more to me alive than dead. But trust me on this � the ship and the cargo are worth far more than the crew, and I�ll send another of your friends down to join you every minute until you surrender. Your time starts now!�
Suprapto could see the fear in the eyes of every hostage, the anticipation on the faces of his own men. He checked his diver�s watch. Thirty seconds, and no sign of the men.
Forty.
Fifty.
Damn.
Suprapto grabbed another hostage, shot him, and hurled him down the stairs.
�Do you believe me now?� he screamed. �Will you risk every man aboard, or will you give yourselves up?�
He waited, but there was no answer.
Shit. He didn�t want to kill any more hostages; they really were quite valuable.
What did those damn sailors want?
He sighed; time for Plan B.
�Hasyimi,� he said into his radio, �bring me the ship�s blueprints.�
* * *
O and Jang waited silently behind a section of wooden crates, watching through the sights of their assault rifles. Whoever came down the stairs next would be dead.
It was a shame that the other crew members were being killed, but there was no way on earth that the two soldiers would ever surrender. It wasn�t in their nature, and nor was it in their orders. And soldiers � especially from the strict hierarchical culture of the homeland � were expected to follow orders.
And so they would wait here to protect their crate, and they wouldn�t move until their own dead bodies were pried away, if it came to that.
But O and Jang hoped it would not; the pirate captain was obviously reluctant to damage the cargo by leading a full assault, and he seemed to have given up executing the crew members too. They knew that in the end, the pirates would come down those stairs though � they would have to if they ever wanted to unload this cargo. And even if the pirates used hostages as human shields to cover their attack, both men were prepared to go through the hostages to get to the enemy.
O reacted as something came bouncing down the stairs, a small metal canister; then another, then another.
�Smoke!� O told Jang, but Jang was already pulling on his respirator, just part of the special equipment they�d smuggled aboard in case of an attack.
Weapons up, they watched the stairs through their darkened lenses, struggling to see through the spiraling smoke, waiting for any sign of the assault which was surely to follow.
O heard a guttural noise from next to him, and turned to Jang. Even through the smoke, O could see the tip of a knife sticking out of his friend�s throat, having been rammed straight through the neck from behind.
O tried to turn, to shoot, but it was too late, and he felt the burning sensation of cold steel being plunged into his kidneys again, and again, and again.
* * *
The smoke cleared within minutes, and Suprapto and Panggabean surveyed their victims as they lay spread-eagled on the floor, thick blood pooled around their bodies.
�Good job, Reza,� Suprapto beamed. �Good job.�
�Thank you, Admiral,� Panggabean said happily. �Your knife work pretty nice too.�
Suprapto looked down, and had to admit that Panggabean was right; the blow through the spinal column and out of the windpipe was perfect.
He looked around the cargo hold in satisfaction. Everything was safe, just as it should be.
�Bring down the hostages!� he called to his men upstairs.
�What about the bodies?� Panggabean asked.
�Leave them,� Suprapto ordered. �They can serve as an example to the others.�
Panggabean grinned with a mouth full of gold. �Yes, sah,� he confirmed, stepping over a sticky puddle of congealed blood to retrieve the men�s weapons. The boss had style, that was for sure.
The two dead men would certainly make a fine example for anyone.
* * *
�Status?� the disembodied, digitized voice of Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, known to his vast legions of followers only as The Lion, said over the encrypted line.
The secretive and feared leader of a radical group not yet known to the West, Quraishi listened patiently to the answer whilst sipping on a cup of jasmine tea.
The prognosis was good.
�Excellent,� came the rasping voice. �My colleagues will take immediate delivery.�
The call ended instantly with that single announcement, the secure phone replaced in its cradle.
Sipping the sweetly-scented tea, The Lion smiled.
The ravaging, terrorizing, and ultimate destruction of the Great Satan that was Western civilization was finally about to begin.
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The stench of fetid vegetation hit Mark Cole�s nostrils hard, steam rising from the jungle around him as he approached his battered 4x4.
It was just another day in the hill country of northern Thailand, a hundred degrees with seventy-five percent humidity, the air so close and thick you had to almost push your way through it. But Cole had long since become accustomed to it, and it no longer bothered him.
In fact, nothing bothered Cole anymore. He merely existed, and for the time being, that was enough for him; perhaps even too much.
He swatted away the flies and mosquitoes, knowing it would be better by the coast. It would be a long drive, but it was time to work, and he had long since outstayed his welcome in the shacks and bars of the forested interior. He now sought employment in the busy bars and nightclubs of the coastal resorts, and had recently been hired to work security at a Go-Go bar in Pattaya.
He had no interest in the girls, and he had no interest in the money; all he wanted was the action that came with the job, the relentless stream of drunken revelers arguing with the girls, refusing to pay, threatening the bar staff, fighting among themselves. It was a perfect environment for Cole, and offered him what he wanted the most, the only thing he now craved.
Pain.
* * *
The journey took six hours in the rusty Hi-Lux pickup, and when he drove into town he could see that it was going to be a busy night. It was barely into the afternoon, and already he could see groups of foreigners � Americans here, Brits there, Australians and Germans too � falling over themselves, skin burnt from too much sun, judgment ruined by too much alcohol, loud and boisterous, keen to sample the delights of the orient they had heard so much about, whether that meant a cocktail watching the glorious sunset, or a session with one of the Go-Go girls in an upstairs back room.
Cole saw it all, and yet saw none of it. Nothing moved him now; he was an automaton, and could see no way out for himself, no way of recovering his humanity.
Ever since his family had been killed in front of him, the brains of his wife, his son, his daughter, sprayed and splattered across his face as they were shot in the head at point-blank range.
He had killed those responsible, of course; but it had done nothing to fill the void, that vast, horrific void which filled his soul and ate away at him piece by piece, until there was nothing much left at all; just the man stood in front of the Climax Club on Walking Street, waiting for the action to start.
* * *
It didn�t take long.
Only ten minutes into his shift, Cole was called inside, and he could see immediately what was happening � a crowd of men was trying to pull one of the dancers off the stage.
Another bouncer called Steve, a huge Maori who packed a punch but moved too slowly, had already been knocked out cold by one of the party goers. Other customers backed away, others moved in to join the fun; barmen tried to help and the other girls started to jump onto the trouble-makers, clawing and biting.
Cole wasted no time, and waded right into the mel�e.
�Hey!� he called out, instantly seeing the first man turn to him, fist cocked. A part of him instinctively wanted to react, to destroy the arm as it came towards him, but he ignored that side of him with a powerful force of will, taking the shot instead.
It was a hard punch, connecting with Cole�s cheekbone, and left him momentarily dazed, his head swimming. His eyes refocused, and he saw another fist hurtling towards him.
This one caught him on the ear, disrupting his balance even more, and then he felt another fist smack into his forehead and he was down on the floor.
He covered up, but soon felt the impact of fists and feet on his bettered body as the gang set to work on him, targeting his face, his head, his back, his kidneys.
Yes, Cole thought, go on!
He felt booted feet stamping on his legs, fists hammering away at his head, a sandaled foot burying itself in his ribcage. He felt things starting to break, saw blood running into his eyes.
Yes, he thought to himself through the glorious pain, that�s it! Do it! I deserve it!
He deserved it because it was his fault that his family had died; if he had been less selfish, if he had never married, if he had never had children, it would never have happened. If he had given up his work after getting married, after having children, it would never have happened. But no � he was too arrogant, too confident in his own abilities, he never thought for one second his family could be hurt.
But they had been.
As the blows continued to rain down on him, he saw their faces.
Sarah his wife, so beautiful, so confident, so happy.
Ben, his six year old son, such a wonderful boy.
Amy, his four year old daughter, a beautiful, wonderful little girl who had looked just like her mother.
He saw their faces blown apart, blood exploding outwards. Blood everywhere, over everything.
The blood that ran down Cole�s face now was their blood.
Innocent blood.
Yes, Cole knew as the pain wracked his beaten body, I deserve this.
After travelling to the secretive mountains of Burma to find and kill the man responsible for ordering his family�s death � Charles Hansard, the Director of US National Intelligence and Cole�s own boss � Cole had escaped across the border to Thailand, where he�d stayed ever since.
A part of him had known that it went against all operational protocol, that he was bound to be discovered so near the border; but the other part wanted to be caught, wanted to be punished. And yet he couldn�t simply turn himself in, just as he couldn�t simply end it all by putting a bullet through his own head. Such an act wasn�t in his nature, no matter how hard he wanted it to be.
And so instead, he put himself into situations where he could receive his punishment. He had fought in Muay Thai rings throughout the north, battered from one side of the ropes to the other, the crowds amazed by the punishment he could take. He had even fought in bare-knuckle contests across the border in Cambodia and Laos, letting his opponents beat him half to death every time.
But when he got tired of that, he started working as a bouncer in dozens of towns and villages, from Chiang Mai to Sukhothai. He never lasted long though, as his employers soon realized what he was trying to do � commit suicide with the assistance of their customers. And so he was forced to keep on moving, often staying in remote villages for weeks on end, but eventually heading for the big cities for his next dose of masochistic violence.
And now, blood from his wounds leaking onto the dirt-stained, sticky floor of the Climax Club, his consciousness just about to black out entirely, he wondered if this was finally it.
The end.
* * *
It was the sound of the knife flicking open that caused Cole to finally react, his instincts too finely honed after his years of training, unable to override them anymore despite himself.
His mind clear in an instant, he seized the wrist of the man with the knife as it plunged towards his chest, digging into a pressure point with his thumb. The attacker collapsed for a brief instant from the pain, and Cole sent the callused fingertips of his other hand straight into the man�s throat, killing him instantly.
He tried to stop himself, but his body had already taken over; before he knew what was happening, he had lashed out with his foot from his position prone on the floor, shattering another man�s kneecap. And then he was on his feet, taking out another of the gang with a vicious uppercut that caught the man just under the jaw.
In the next instant, Cole pivoted to his right and knocked someone else out cold with a left hook, and then turned again as someone tried to tackle him. He dropped his weight and smothered the attack, raising his knee up sharply into the man�s face � one, twice, three times, blood and teeth spraying across the floor just before the man�s unconscious body followed them.
Another man grabbed him from behind, and Cole jerked his head backwards to break the man�s nose, arm slipping backwards around his waist and then hauling him over his hip in a powerful judo throw, driving him into the hard ground and following up with a stamp onto the man�s forehead.
The customers, staff and dancers who hadn�t fled were now backing away, looking at him with a mix of disbelief and horror.
Cole turned his head from side to side � targets down, scan, assess � as he surveyed the carnage.
Six men were down and out, at least one of them dead.
And it had all happened in under twelve seconds.
Cole knew he should wait, knew he should accept his arrest by the police and his imprisonment, his punishment; and yet his sense of self-preservation, his natural survival instinct trained and nurtured over the years until it was as keen as a knife�s razor edge, simply wouldn�t let him.
It never would.
Cole turned on his heel and ran from the club into the bustling, humid, sweat-hot streets of Pattaya, his mind screaming at him to stop even as his legs spurred him on.
Damn it! his mind screamed at him as he ran.
Why can�t I die?
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Cole slowly sipped at his ice cold beer as he surveyed the bar.
He was in a tourist trap right off the Khao San Road in downtown Bangkok, a popular bar for foreigners; not yet packed at this hour but with enough people so that he wouldn�t stick out. The ceiling fans offered a cooling respite from the heat and humidity outside, but the smells of the street still wafted in. There were the wonderful aromas of street food � fried rice, grilled and stir-fried meats, spiced noodles and fish sauce � as well as the ever-present fumes of diesel and gasoline and the unavoidable stench of human sweat. Bland Euro pop blaring too loud through a poor-quality sound system completed the atmosphere.
It was unlikely he would be tracked to Bangkok, Cole knew. Thai law enforcement wasn�t amongst the world�s best, and they would probably just sweep the incident at the Climax Club under the carpet as they generally did with crimes committed within the country�s money-generating sex industry. But even if they were being keener that usual, the Thai capital was so awash with foreigners of every description that he would never be found here.
He knew the city well too, having spent many a weekend of R&R here when he�d been with the US Navy SEALs; it was a favorite haunt of American forces stationed in Asia, offering any number of opportunities for military pleasure seekers with some time on their hands.
Even so, his professional instincts caused to him to continually scan his surroundings, even after his sixth beer of the afternoon. Was anyone paying him undue attention? Did any of the customers seem like they didn�t belong? Were there people out in the street beyond who passed the window more than once, or who paid a little bit too much attention to what was going on inside?
But there was nothing, and so Cole was left alone with just his thoughts and a bottle of Chang.
Was this how he was going to live for the rest of his days? He�d been torturing himself for well over a year now, and he started to wonder if it would ever end. Could he let it end?
There was a television mounted on the wall above the bar, and something caught his attention; his head snapped round, bottle paused at his lips.
It was CNN. A picture of a large container vessel; the caption read Chinese cargo ship hijacked!
His years in the SEALS made a story like that unmissable; he had been trained to re-take hijacked ships, and it was still in his blood, even after all this time.
�Could you turn it up please?� Cole asked the barman in English. He�d picked up the Thai language over the past few months, but didn�t want to draw attention to himself; as a foreigner, it was safer to speak English like all the other tourists. �And another bottle of Chang.�
The barman nodded, turned up the TV and slid another beer over to him. Cole slipped some coins onto the bar, his attention riveted to the screen. He�d been out of it for so long, this was the first time he�d seen the news in months.
Cole looked around briefly, seeing only a handful of people interested in the news story; most were laughing and drinking, oblivious to anything else around them.
Cole turned back to the CNN report.
Even with the television volume turned up, it was a struggle to hear over the Euro pop which still blared out incessantly from the tinny speakers around the bar; but with concentration, he managed to make out most of what was being said.
�The Fu Yu Shan was hijacked last night off the Sumatran coast while sailing down the notorious Strait of Malacca,� the anchor spoke over the picture, which now turned into a satellite image of the area, charting the ship�s course from northern China, down the coast through the South China Sea, and around Singapore and the Malaysian peninsula.
�This area has a reputation for piracy, and although recent efforts by the combined naval forces of Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia and India have helped to curb such attacks, they do still occur with alarming frequency. However, this is the first hijack of such a large vessel in a very long time. Anything over three hundred tons has to be fitted with a tracking device known as an Automatic Identification System, and this has deterred many pirate groups from targeting the bigger ships. It seems that somehow the AIS has been disabled on the Fu Yu Sham however, which experts believe mean that it was a professional attack, by an experienced criminal gang.
�There haven�t been any ransom demands as yet, but the Chinese government is outraged by the incident, and has agreed to do everything in its power to help the Tsing Tao Shipping Line resolve the situation. It is believed that the ship alone is worth in excess of forty million dollars, and the cargo some thirty million more, and that is to say nothing of the human cost.
�Our own government is taking a special interest in this also, as it transpires that three of the crew members are US citizens. President Abrams had this to say earlier today ��
The satellite imagery of the Strait of Malacca faded away to be replaced by footage taken inside the White House Briefing Room. Cole�s blood turned cold at the sight of the place; it was there that he had saved Ellen Abrams, jumping across the backs of journalists as he shot the president�s personal bodyguard through the eyeball just as the man was about to empty his own pistol into the back of the president�s head.
It seemed like a lifetime ago, but Abrams looked just the same, and the room was exactly as it was that fateful day; even the journalists crammed into the small space looked like the same ones who had been there during the incident.
Cole swallowed a big gulp of Chang and concentrated on what Abrams was about to say.
�First of all I would like to express how deeply shocked and angered I am � how the American people are � that such an outrageous act has taken place. Piracy is a despicable act of the worst sort of criminality, and we will not stand for it. I have already spoken to President Tsang Feng of the People�s Republic of China to express our solidarity in this matter � not only due to our Mutual Defense Treaty, but also as three of our own citizens have been taken hostage with the ship.
�Acts of piracy are the same as acts of terrorism, and the stance of the government of the United States is to take the fight to the people who commit such acts. As such, I would like to give a warning to the people behind this attack � release the hostages and the ship now, and you will not be hurt. If you do not, then you will suffer the consequences.�
Questions started to be fired out, but the camera cut back to the studio for analysis; Abrams� statement must have been broadcast already, and this was just a replay.
�We have with us in the studio Dan Baker,� the news anchor said, gesturing with an open palm to a well-dressed man sitting opposite on a comfortable-looking couch, �former US intelligence agent and current head of Washington think-tank The Neptune Group.� The anchor turned to the man, eyebrows raised. �So tell us, Dan. What sort of leads do we have? Do cases like this get cleared up quickly? How easy is it to find a pirate hideout?�
�Well, you have to read between the lines, the information that�s been released so far is sketchy at best. There�ve been no names released, either Chinese or American, no details about what the ship was carrying. The fact is, there have been no demands, and we don�t even know if it has been hijacked. In a way, we hope it has.�
�What do you mean?�
�All we know so far is that the ship has disappeared.�
�You think it might have been sunk?�
�It�s a possibility, but both governments are saying hijack, which makes me think that maybe there have been demands, we�re just not being told about them. So analyzing such a situation when nobody�s sharing any information can be really tricky. But to answer your question, the odds are not in our favor. It doesn�t seem that we have any leads, and in any case, it is notoriously hard to find a ship once it�s been taken in these waters.�
�Really? A one hundred and fifty metre, twenty-thousand ton cargo ship is so easy to hide?�
�You have to remember that there are literally thousands of little islands in this area, many uninhabited, most unexplored. Some of them have river access deep inland. And ships which travel the Strait are typically smaller than ocean-going vessels, perfectly capable of navigating such waterways. And once they�re hidden in a cove somewhere, camouflaged or sheltered, it�s not impossible to take one of these ships and make sure it�s never found, even with surveillance drones flying straight overhead.�
�That sure doesn�t sound too positive.�
Baker shook his head. �It�s not. Pirates in the Strait of Malacca have been doing this for seven hundred years, don�t forget.�
�Any likely candidates?�
�Well, from what we can tell, it would appear that the main pirate group in that area goes by the name of Liang Kebangkitan, which means something like the �revivers of Liang�, a reference to a famous pirate king of the fourteenth century. However, we don�t know where they�re based, or anything about the group�s leadership. It�s suspected it has some links to terrorist groups such as Jemaah Islamiyah, but we have nothing else on it.�
The conversation continued, but Cole was no longer listening.
Liang Kebangkitan.
He�d heard the name before, when he�d been living in a village just north of Surin. He�d been staying at the home of a small-time arms dealer appropriately named Boom Suparat, who�d rented him a room and been willing to ask no questions.
Boom had traded handguns and rifles from his house, and when customers had asked where he sourced his weapons, Cole remembered that the man had mentioned a place in Cambodia. He also remembered that Boom had been especially proud that his Cambodian dealer also provided weapons to several notorious criminal and terrorist groups.
Liang Kebangkitan was one of them.
* * *
Four hours later, Cole was sat overlooking the rail lines of the Bangkok Mass Transport System from a table at the Skytrain Jazz Club.
He�d wanted some fresh air, but had also wanted to keep on drinking. It was better than psychotherapy; or cheaper, at any rate. He was onto whisky now, nursing a glass of Bell�s Special Reserve at his table for one.
As rooftop bars went, this was decidedly low-key; the walls of the winding staircase were covered in graffiti, and the whole thing was like a Bohemian speakeasy. And contrary to its name, it seemed to offer no jazz whatsoever; instead, there was more Euro pop.
Cole�s eyes took in one of the city�s Skytrains as it shot past on the elevated tracks in front of him; there was nothing like that in the northern towns and villages of Thailand, that was for sure. After spending so much time in the backwoods, the sight was like something from an alien world.
And yet it was a familiar world, one that beckoned to him with a welcoming finger.
Come back to us, it seemed to be saying. Come back to us.
Slowly, Cole�s mind drifted back to the same subject that had been consuming him all evening.
What should I do?
The fact was, Cole was tired. He was tired of punishing himself, tired of wasting his days in pain and misery, tired of the life he had made for himself. The incident in Pattaya had affected him, shown him for what he truly was, illustrated for him his essential nature, a nature he was trying hard to deny, but no longer could.
The adrenalin spike when he had fought back was like an old friend, the return of something infinitely familiar to him, infinitely appealing.
He was a predator; a hunter.
He was not a prey animal, and never could be.
Watching a lion chasing a gazelle, he never sided with the gazelle; he always wanted the lion to take down its prey. Always.
He was a predator, and whereas some people with that drive turned to crime, he had turned to the military; he had been trained and honed over the years, and his hunter�s instincts had been refined.
He was a predator, but he wasn�t a wolf attacking sheep; he was the guard dog who protected the sheep from the wolves.
It was all he knew how to do, all he could do, all he wanted to do.
He saw the hijack situation for what it was; an opportunity, a shot at redemption.
He had a lead, something he could use to get him into the game. Why shouldn�t he use it?
The CNN television report came back to him then, and he understood that it was a TV news report that had thrown him into his last official mission. He had watched it at his home in the Caribbean; his wife cooking in the kitchen, Ben and Amy with him in the living room. It had shown a terrorist attack on the day of the Mutual Defense Treaty signing � originally to be between the US and Russia, but which ultimately included China too � an act which had drawn him into the worst weeks and months of his life.
A single tear appeared in his eye as he saw that scene back in the living room of his Cayman Brac beach house. Ben, Amy and Sarah; happy for probably the last time before their violent deaths just one week later.
He wiped the tear away and downed the last of his Bell�s, staring down into the thick-bottomed glass.
You remember what happened last time.
But it was different now, he told himself � he had no family, nobody he cared about who could be hurt by what he did.
And didn�t he have a responsibility to his fellow countrymen, to help them if he could? There were three Americans who were right now being held captive somewhere; men with wives and children of their own, perhaps. Certainly men with someone who cared for them, someone who would miss them if they never returned home.
Yes.
He had a responsibility.
He remembered the oath of office he had sworn, back when he had been known as Mark Kowalski, back when he had been little more than a kid.
I, Mark Antoni Kowalski, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God.
And he had discharged those duties to the best of his abilities � in SEAL Team Two, SEAL Team Six, in the covert squad known as the Systems Research Group, and then � after being rescued from prison in Pakistan and being declared Killed In Action � as Mark Cole, a contract operator for the US government codenamed �the Asset�.
He had killed dozens � perhaps even hundreds � of �enemies, foreign and domestic� for his country; hadn�t he killed enough? Hadn�t he done enough?
And yet, at the end of the day, what was there left for him to do?
He was a guard dog.
And although he�d been out of action for more than a year, he could admit now that he had always known � deep down � that it was not the end of his calling in life, just a brief hiatus.
He was what he was, and he�d never had any real choice at all.
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Zhang Peng sat facing the President of the People�s Republic of China, Tsang Feng.
Zhang was the CEO of the Tsing Tao Shipping Line, a multi-billion dollar company which built some of the nation�s finest ships, which were then leased out at huge daily rates to commercial shipping companies who operated them worldwide.
So although another company, Fung Chow Merchant Marine Services, were currently operating the Fu Yu Shan and therefore responsible for her cargo, Zhang still had overall responsibility for the ship and her crew.
And it was therefore Zhang who had received the demands from the pirates who had recently hijacked the Fu Yu Shan.
�So tell me,� came another voice, off to one side of Zhang and Tsang, �what is it that these pirates want?�
The voice belonged to Kang Xing, the aged Defense Minister of the People�s Republic and Tsang�s right-hand man. From his corner seat, he regarded the CEO through dark, hooded eyes.
Zhang cleared his throat. �They say that they will release the ship and crew unharmed for fifty million US dollars.�
�Fifty million?� Tsang asked in amazement. �The gall of these people! I have heard the ship is only worth forty!�
�You forget the men, sir,� Zhang said gently. �And don�t forget, three of them are American citizens.�
Tsang grunted. �They must be living in dreamland if they think they can treat us in this way. We will have to teach them a lesson they won�t soon forget. They ��
�Sir,� Zhang interrupted nervously, �Lloyds Insurance classify the Strait of Malacca as a warzone, and make an extra charge. Now, most companies don�t pay it and take the risk, but Tsing Tao is all paid up.� He smiled. �We can claim on our insurance, pay the money, and everything will settle right down.�
Tsang Feng�s face turned cold. Hard. �You must be under enormous stress,� he said at last, the words coming out slowly. �I will pretend I did not hear you say that. Pay off these pirates? These simple criminals? Give fifty million dollars to the scum of the earth, with the consent of the Chinese government?� He shook his head. �Not if you want to keep control of the company, Zhang my friend.� He waggled a finger in Zhang�s direction. �And I tell you this � if you try and pay them off yourself, you�ll find yourself with a lifetime prison sentence for treason. Do I make myself clear?�
Zhang nodded his head, wondering what other options there were; nobody ever rescued a hijacked ship once it was hidden. But instead of arguing, he simply nodded his head and accepted the situation.
�Yes sir,� he confirmed confidently. �We do not make deals with pirates.�
President Tsang smiled for the first time. �Exactly,� he said, his eyes gleaming. �I�m glad we understand each other.�
In the corner of the room, Kang continued to watch the men carefully through his dark, hooded eyes � eyes which saw everything, yet revealed nothing. And inside, unknown to either Tsang or Zhang, he allowed himself to smile.
Everything was going exactly as he had predicted.
* * *
�I�ve just spoken to President Tsang,� Ellen Abrams, President of the United States of America, announced to her National Security Advisor John Eckhart.
Abrams sighed to herself, taking a sip of coffee from her China cup. It was only yesterday that the rise of the European right looked like America�s number one priority; now it had been swamped by international interest in this hijacking.
And that was if she ignored the mounting pressures of the re-election campaign; November was only a few months away, and she found her attention being constantly drawn away from key matters by her party strategists. It was a drain on her already sapped resources, but she accepted it as an unfortunate part of political life.
�They�ve heard from the pirates?� Eckhart asked.
Abrams nodded. �Yes, they�re asking for fifty million dollars for the return of the ship and crew.�
�Cargo?� Eckhart asked.
�Cargo wasn�t mentioned specifically, but it�s a safe bet it can be written off. The pirates will sell it off as quickly as they can; it�s money in their pockets.�
�We�ll get copies of the manifests to our people over there. We don�t have huge resources in Indonesia, but we might be able to rely on their government too. If any of the items show up, it might help us narrow down the search.�
�Good idea,� Abrams confirmed. �Do it right after this meeting.�
�No problem.� Eckhart took a sip of his own coffee, then looked back across the huge desk, made from the timbers of the British frigate HMS Resolute a century and a half ago. It dominated the Oval Office just as it had during the terms of the several presidents who had selected it before Abrams. �What�s China�s stance on paying them?�
�The same as ours,� Abrams said. �We don�t negotiate with terrorists, and we don�t negotiate with pirates. Feng has warned Zhang not to pay them off.� Concern furrowed Abrams� brow. �How soon can we find that ship?�
�We�re doing all we can. The NRO has redirected all our satellites onto the area, and we�re flying surveillance drones over every little island in a thousand mile radius. But that�s a big area, and it�s going to take some time, especially if it�s tucked away under a precipice, or if it�s been camouflaged in some way.�
�What sort of assets do we have on the ground?�
�We�ve got the local CIA station in Jakarta looking into things, they�ve already started putting some money about to try and get some information. We�ve also got some specialists from the Special Activities Division arriving in Sumatra as we speak.�
�Military options?�
�Well, Pete will explain it better than I can at the NSC meeting later,� Eckhart admitted. Major General Peter Olson was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the military adviser to the National Security Council. �But I do know that we�re rerouting two destroyers from a training exercise in the Indian Ocean, and that DEVGRU are on the move from Dam Neck to Subic Bay in case we need them.�
Abrams nodded. DEVGRU was the Naval Special Warfare Development Group, also known as SEAL Team Six; based out of Dam Neck, Virginia, it was America�s most elite special operations unit and had responsibility for maritime counterterrorist operations across the world. SEAL Team Four was already stationed at the US naval base at Subic Bay in the Philippines, and it made perfect sense for SEAL Team Six to use the facility to prepare themselves.
�A Ranger battalion on exercise in Kenya is also heading into theatre to help support DEVGRU if a rescue attempt is authorized.�
�Okay,� Abrams said, hands bracing on her desk, �that should do it for now. Get your people moving, and we�ll see each other again at the NSC meeting in,� � Abrams paused, checking her watch � �just over two hours. Let�s hope we get some good news in the meantime.�
�Yes, ma�am,� Eckhart replied with a grim smile. �Let�s hope and pray.�
* * *
Lieutenant Commander Jake Navarone stretched out his athletic frame in the canvas bucket seat, cramped after several hours spent aboard the C-17 Globemaster transport aircraft.
Navarone was one of the three troop commanders who made up Red Squadron, one of DEVGRU�s highly-trained assault teams. The whole of Red Squadron, codenamed the Red Indians, was on its way to Subic Bay in the Phillipines on the orders of Rear Admiral Scott Murphy, DEVGRU�s commanding officer; although Navarone knew that the operation would be ultimately coordinated by Lieutenant General Miley Cooper, the commander of the Joint Special Operations Command at Fort Bragg.
DEVGRU was, along with Delta Force, the tip of the US military�s spear. Known as Special Mission Groups, their operations were highly classified and were assigned by JSOC under conditions of absolute secrecy.
Murphy had briefed Red Squadron�s leader, Commander Ike Treyborne, on the mission; and Treyborne had in turn briefed his three troop commanders.
Their first port of call was Subic Bay, where they would acclimatize to the heat and humidity and begin rehearsing the skills necessary for re-taking a hijacked vessel. They�d been granted permission to use some of the Navy ships being worked on in the docks, and JSOC was doing its best to borrow a real container ship to practice on too.
Navarone found himself looking forward to the job, if it ever came; more often than not, an alert turned into a lot of training, rehearsing, and waiting for a green light which never came. Which wasn�t to say that he was unused to action; on the contrary, Navarone had led over sixty commando missions during his time in the SEALs, and been decorated for heroism on numerous occasions. He�d even been shot a couple of times in the line of duty, which resulted in scars he carried with him as permanent reminders that within an instant, even the best laid plans could turn into a total goat-fuck.
But for all the missions he�d been on over the years, he�d never actually taken part in rescuing a vessel at sea � one of the reasons for the creation of the US Navy SEALs in the first place. He therefore found himself getting more than usually excited about the prospect of engaging with the SEAL�s primary mission of maritime counterterrorism. Or at least maritime counter-piracy, which was pretty much the same thing, he told himself.
He looked around the compartment at his fellow SEALs, men forged by the toughest selection and training in existence to be the best of the best. He trusted each and every one of them with his life, and they trusted him with theirs.
He looked across to Ike Treyborne, who was sitting just across from him, and smiled.
Red Squadron�s commander knew the reason for the smile and returned it.
Everyone was looking forward to this one.
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�Hello, Boom.�
The old man turned to Cole, his eyes narrowing. It was clear that he never expected to see his morose erstwhile lodger again.
�Why you back here?� he asked in broken English. �You lose something?�
Cole couldn�t blame the man for being suspicious; he was a black-market gun dealer, and paranoia kept him safe. The only reason he had spoken freely around Cole before was because he didn�t realize the quiet man living under his roof could understand Thai.
�It�s good to see you too,� Cole said, trying a smile before realizing that this would make Boom even more suspicious; Cole had never smiled when he�d lived there.
The house itself hadn�t changed; it was as ramshackle as before, and Cole had often wondered what Boom did with the money he made from dealing guns. He had a wife and seven children, but Cole thought it had more to do with gambling addiction. He remembered that Boom would sometimes leave for days at a time. On occasion he would return with a new supply of small-arms, and yet on others he would return with nothing more than a scowl and a cross temper.
�What you want?� Boom asked. �I busy man, remember? Got plenty work to do, yes?�
Cole nodded. �I understand that you�re a busy man, Boom. That�s why I�m here. It�s about your work.�
A broad grin spread across Boom�s dark, wrinkled face. �Ah! I understand now. You get in trouble, right? Now you want protection!� He gestured towards the house. �Come! If you have money, I have protection!�
Cole followed Boom through the sagging porch, saw the stairs which led up to the spare room he�d rented, stepped over children playing in the hallway and squeezed past Boom�s young wife who was cooking in the small kitchen, pots and pans all around her, the smell of spiced noodles in the air.
She looked surprised to see him, but turned back to her cooking a moment later without a word; Cole was sure she was used to seeing strange people in her house all the time, and knew better than to ask questions.
Boom led Cole out of the back door, through a small, untidy garden where more children played, to a small wooden shack. He gestured for Cole to enter, then followed him inside, shutting the door behind them.
In an instant, a gun appeared at Cole�s head, just as Cole had known it would. Boom pressed the barrel into Cole�s temple, grinding it.
�What the fuck you come here for, eh? Who sent you? You working with police? That it? Eh?�
�Boom, calm down,� Cole said evenly as he instinctively took in the angles, assessed the timing of his moves if he felt the need to take Boom out. He could tell that it wouldn�t come to that though; Boom was just going through his normal routine. �You know me. I lived here for weeks and never brought anyone here. You were right the first time; I need protection, and you�re the only one I know who can help me.�
Boom paused, the gun still aimed at Cole�s head. Then he grunted and lowered the pistol. �Okay. Okay. You right, you okay guy. Quiet. I like this. After seven kids, quiet is good.�
Cole pretended to breathe a sigh of relief. �Okay, thank you. Now, what have you got?�
* * *
The arms store hidden blow the shed and accessed by a trapdoor and a steel ladder, was impressive. It was a small room, but filled to overflowing with everything from Makarov pistols to Chinese AK-47s, with a few RPGs and sticks of TNT thrown in for good measure.
�Explosives?� Cole asked in surprise.
�Hey,� Boom said defensively, �some people have bigger problems than others, yes?�
Cole smiled. The fact was, he liked Boom; he was funny, friendly, and decidedly good-natured, and he�d given Cole a place to stay when he�d needed it. He liked to talk too, and Cole hoped that he would be able to find out details about the man�s Cambodian source without having to be heavy-handed about it.
The next half hour was filled with discussions about what Cole needed, how much he wanted to pay, and what Boom had in stock that was suitable. The discussion was interesting, and Boom certainly knew his subject.
After a rapport had been built, and Cole was handling a Czech CZ-75 pistol he was thinking about buying, he decided to start making a few subtle enquiries.
�I can�t believe how much you�ve got stored here,� Cole said in wonder. �Where do you get it from?�
Boom smiled at him; a wide, beaming smile which revealed a mouth bereft of half its teeth. He took the gun back from Cole, placing it on a nearby table. �I have guy in Cambodia, right? Plenty years of war and terrorists and freedom fighters and all that make for plenty guns, okay? Place full of them. And the guy I buy from, he the best! Guaranteed! He even sells his stuff to the big groups, you know, terrorist groups in southern Thailand, tribespeople in Burma, you name it.�
�Pirates in Indonesia?� Cole asked, realizing too late that he�d been too obvious, too eager to get an answer. The months in the jungle had dulled his people skills; he would never have made a mistake like that in the past.
The look on Boom�s face changed in an instant, and Cole could tell that the old gun dealer realized that his first paranoid fears might be true; Cole had been sent by someone � maybe the police, maybe someone else � to get information.
Boom�s gun appeared again as if from nowhere, but Cole was anticipating it already and gripped the man�s wrist with one hand as his other snaked out to grab the man�s throat, fingers tightening around Boom�s windpipe like a vice.
Boom�s eyes bulged as he struggled to breath, disbelief and indignation all across his reddening, sweating face as his gun dropped to the floor beneath him.
�I�m sorry about this, Boom. Really I am. But now you haven�t left me any choice. Tell me where I can find your source, or I�ll kill you.� Cole gripped tighter to emphasize his point. He meant what he said; he was more than prepared to kill the man. He liked Boom, yes; but at the end of the day, he was a gun-runner who sold arms to anyone who had the money, and his death wouldn�t be the worst on Cole�s conscience.
After trying to resist Cole crushing his windpipe for a few agonizing seconds, until he started to black out completely, Boom sagged and blinked his eyes in defeat.
Cole released his hold on the man, letting him breathe. He pushed Boom down, picking up the man�s loaded pistol from the floor in the same smooth action. His people skills were off, but his body seemed to remember how to move just fine.
Cole pointed the Beretta at Boom�s head. �Okay,� he said, �now talk.�
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It was far from ideal, but Cole had had to take Boom in the car with him for the four hour drive to Siem Reap.
If he had left Boom back in his village, the arms dealer would undoubtedly have warned his Cambodian colleague of Cole�s impending visit. The only other option was to kill him, which he hadn�t wanted to do if he could avoid it.
Besides which, after he�d been persuaded to start talking, Boom had made it quite clear that the arms market where his colleague traded was very hard for an outsider to find, hidden in a jungle clearing near the Angkor Wat temple complex.
Cole had therefore decided to take Boom with him, to act as a guide. And in the end, Boom appeared glad to be there, especially after he�d decided that Cole was trying to find out where the Indonesian pirates were hiding the Fu Yu Shan. �Oh, very good!� he�d said with great excitement, �it will be big adventure, right? You and me like Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson! We solve the case! Like Batman and Robin, then we kick ass! Right?�
Cole hadn�t wanted to talk about what he was doing, but Boom was convinced he was right anyway � and on the long drive down Route 214, across the Thai border before continuing south on National Highway 68 and � as the huge red sun had rapidly descended past the horizon to leave a land of dark shadows in its wake � south-east on NH6, Cole had done nothing to dissuade him.
Boom told him that the arms market was held after sundown on an almost daily basis, and was tolerated by the local government due to large bribes and � when they failed to work � violent threats. The only time the market was cancelled was on religious festivals, or if the central government was taking an interest � which it did, if only periodically. Luckily for the gun-runners, they were warned well in advance of any raids.
People came to the Angkor Wat gun market from all over Southeast Asia � often dealers themselves, from smaller concerns � and the military wares they had on display rivalled anything seen at an American or Middle East small arms expo.
Boom also explained that the dozens of temporary stalls that made up the physical market were only half the story; they were the shop front for Cambodian arms dealers, so that they could forge and cement relationships that could then generate real money � more advanced military equipment, and even vehicles. Sales of fighter planes had even been made as a result of friendships made at the market, deals worth millions of dollars; or so legend had it.
Cole would have ordinarily liked to spend some considerable time on reconnaissance, building up a picture of the area, planning the operation carefully and rehearsing his every action. But unfortunately, as he was all too aware, the clock was ticking. He needed to get information about Liang Kebangkitan, and he needed to get it as fast as possible.
And with the good-natured Boom in the car with him, it seemed almost natural to throw caution to the wind. And so after driving through the colorful Colonial town of Siem Reap, the took a left at the Royal Gardens before the river and headed back north on Charles De Gaulle.
The ancient temples of Angkor Wat were only three miles away now, and the decidedly more modern small arms market would be right next door.
* * *
Although Cole had spent a lot of time in this part of the world over the years, he had never been to this northern part of Cambodia. Angkor might have been the country�s premier tourist attraction, but he had never been here as a tourist.
And on reflection, this time was no different.
As he drove north along the illuminated streets, Cole saw a pagoda to one side of the road; next to it was a small shrine filled with human skulls, piled chest high, one on top of the other.
�Wat Thmei,� Boom told him. �Memorial for Khmer killing fields.�
Cole nodded his head in understanding. The history of Cambodia was a sad one, filled with repression and genocidal violence.
A troubled nation since its sacking by Thailand in the fifteenth century, more recent damage came with the violent protests against French colonial rule during the 1960s and �70s, which eventually led to civil war and the rise to power of the Khmer Rouge in 1975.
What followed under the psychotic leadership of Pol Pot were the mass killings of over two million Cambodians. People were killed for the slightest reason � for not working hard enough, for being too clever, for being too weak; and many more died from starvation and illness. Most were buried in mass graves and quickly-dug trenches. Even now, skeletal remains were still being found all over the country.
The regime was as short as it was brutal, only lasting until 1979 when Vietnam moved in to run the country; an unsatisfactory state of affairs which lasted until 1993, when the King�s power was restored and an elected government was finally established.
But the remnants of its violent past remained, the nation awash with weapons from less happy times.
Through the inky dark of night, Cole could make out moonlight reflecting off the wide moat of the Angkor Wat complex ahead of him, ancient walls on the other side hinting at the exotic architectural marvels beyond. He saw signs telling him to follow the road west to the main entrance, but Boom shook his head.
�We go right at moat,� he said confidently.
Cole did as he was told, sweeping away from the light evening traffic, the shadowy green waters of the moat now to his left. Not far ahead, the road turned with the moat at a right angle, and Cole followed it so that he was again driving north, slowly now.
The eastern entrance was right up ahead, but again Boom shook his head. �Take road right,� he ordered, �away from temple.�
Again Cole did as instructed, following the road east as it passed through the thick vegetation of the looming jungle.
�Keep going,� Boom urged. They passed a turnoff to the right, and then they were the only cars left on the narrow, dark road.
�We�re looking for a road on left, after we pass river,� Boom informed him.
Moments later, the car passed over the Siem Reap River which flowed beneath the bumpy road, and Boom was craning his head out of the car, straining to find the turnoff, tall trees blocking out the light from the moon and stars.
Cole was looking hard too, but could see nothing.
�Turn here!� Boom shouted suddenly. �Left! Left!�
Cole was caught by surprise; there seemed to be no road here at all. But still he followed Boom�s directions, and turned the wheel, edging slowly into the dense black jungle, the huge hood of the 4x4 pushing past rubber plants and banana trees.
�Boom,� Cole said as he maneuvered the big car carefully through the undergrowth, �if this is what you call a road, then I�d hate to see a dirt track round here.�
�Hey Mr. Holmes,� Boom shot back, �dealers come down here with trucks, yeah? Great big damn trucks!�
Fine, Cole thought. Fine. If this is it, then this is it.
And eventually, the jungle did open out into some semblance of a road � not paved, of course, but still better than the first few painful minutes.
Then suddenly, right up ahead, Cole could see more vehicles, lots of them; it was a veritable parking lot of battered jeeps, trucks and 4x4s hidden in the jungle just minutes away from Cambodia�s most popular tourist attractions.
�This is it,� Boom said. �We park car here, yes? Then you walk the rest.�
�And you?�
�I will point out the man, right? But I no want be seen with you, in case something bad happen, yeah? I just speak to some of the other dealers, maybe buy myself some guns, okay? If you make mistake, maybe you destroy my business, got it?�
Cole sat in the damp heat of the car, no relieving breeze in the dark, thick jungle, thinking. If he let Boom go, would he warn the dealer? Boom was all-too aware that Cole knew where he lived; if the dealer was warned, and Cole survived, Boom would have to know that Cole would come for him.
�You wondering if you can trust me, yeah?� Boom asked. �What other choice you have? You no idea what this man even look like! And I like this game, I help you find pirates, remember? Like Holmes and Watson?�
Cole nodded his head. �Okay then,� he said as he rolled the car to a stop behind a big army truck, reversing back in so he could escape quickly if he had to. He could see that Boom already had his head down, so nobody would see that he�d arrived in Cole�s 4x4.
�You�re going to start giving me a complex,� Cole said. �Make me think I�m not popular.�
�Man,� Boom said from the foot well, �asking questions round here gonna make you about as popular as Pol Pot, you know?�
Cole pulled a canvas hold-all over from the backseats and unzipped it, examined the contents and gave Boom a grim smile. The old Thai gun dealer was right, of course; which was exactly why Cole had brought along a little insurance policy from the man�s garden shed.
Just in case.
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After Cole had pushed past the shadowy parking lot into the well-lit market beyond, he watched Boom enter the crowd from another direction, drifting through the myriad stalls.
The sight was about as bizarre as anything Cole had ever seen � a full market, not too dissimilar in size to Siem Riep�s famous Old Market back in town; only that instead of spices and silks, there were AK-47s and rocket launchers. Other stalls sold skewered meats, noodles and Khmer palm wine; music blared from portable speakers, the sounds of Asian pop mixed with local Kantrum folk music from a pinpeat orchestra of cymbals, xylophones and flutes. The overall impression was of a bacchanalian street party, a feast for the senses after the dense darkness of the jungle.
There seemed to be a busy trade too, hundreds of buyers and sellers swarming the narrow alleyways between the stalls, lit by bare bulbs powered by huge generators chugging away in the background, barely heard above the babble of loud bartering.
And all around was the ominous presence of the jungle, thick vegetation pressing in on the clearing from all sides, always threatening to overwhelm it all and reclaim this small piece of land for itself.
Cole watched as Boom strolled casually along one of the alleyways, shaking hands as he went, a big smile on his beaming face.
Could Cole trust him? It was a risk, but a necessary one. Boom was a gun dealer himself, but seemed excited at the prospect of helping Cole catch an internationally wanted gang of pirates. He�d probably use the story to entertain his own customers.
Cole followed at a respectable distance, not wanting anyone to see that he was watching Boom, waiting for the signal. He wasn�t the only Westerner at the market, but there were few enough for people to notice him if he wasn�t careful.
He slowed at a stall selling grenades, feigning interest in some of the products on display as he saw Boom stop at one of the larger stands, embracing a man, nodding his head as the man spoke � once, twice, three times.
It was him.
It was Khat Narong � Boom�s contact at the market and the man who allegedly dealt with Liang Kebangkitan.
Khat was younger than Cole would have imagined, although in the strange light from the dangling bulbs it was hard to tell. He was slim, short, and dark-skinned, his face baby smooth, hair slicked back under a camouflage baseball cap. He wore an open black shirt, camo shorts and tennis shoes. He looked like an average street seller from Bangkok, not a man making hundreds of thousands in arms sales. But appearances could be deceptive, as Cole well knew.
He knew where Khat was now, and so turned to speak to the man shoving grenades towards him, the enthusiastic seller asking in Khmer how many Cole wanted to buy.
�Just looking,� he said in English, hands out. �Just looking.�
The man stopped barking at him in Khmer and switched to English himself. �This no place to be just fucking looking!� he screamed. �You waste my fucking time!� He moved as if to swing a punch at Cole, but Cole could tell it was bluster and moved backwards easily. �That�s right!� the man shouted again. �You best back away! Now go on, fuck off!�
Cole did as he was told, and turned to look across the crowds towards Khat�s stall. He noticed that Boom was gone; probably didn�t want to be in the area when Cole turned up. Which was fair enough, Cole considered, checking the pistol in his waistband.
It could get messy.
* * *
Cole�s plan was simple � he was going to kidnap the man right in front of everyone.
When he had been held captive in that hellhole in Pakistan, he had met an Indian prisoner who had taught him the secret marma adi pressure point strikes of the ancient Indian art of Kalaripayattu, said to be the forerunner of the later martial arts of both China and Japan.
It was Cole�s skill in this art which had made him so valuable to Charles Hansard and his assassination program. Through subtle attacks to specific parts of the human body, he was able to cause a wide range of conditions in his victim � from shock, to unconsciousness, to death, to a death which could be delayed for several hours and or even days. It was a seemingly mystical power, but one which was based on thousands of years of observation and practice within the holistic Indian health system of Ayurvedic medicine.
As a �contract laborer� for the US government, Cole could therefore assassinate enemies of the state just by getting close enough to press or squeeze their pressure points, often without the victim even noticing. And by the time the person died, he would be long gone, the death blamed on natural causes such as stroke or heart attack.
It was hard to use such skills in the heat of a fight, as the art required absolute precision to be effective; but when used on an unsuspecting victim, it was the assassin�s art par excellence.
Not that Cole wanted to kill Khat; not yet, anyway.
Instead, he was going to shake the man�s hand whilst pressing into the forearm with the fingertips of his other hand; a simple yet effective attack which would render Khat immediately unconscious. Cole would then apply first aid, make a scene of it being a heart attack, and load him in the Toyota for an emergency hospital visit.
It would require confidence to pull off, but Cole knew that the scene would cause a panic � and when ignorance was mutual, confidence was King.
He edged towards the stall as Khat�s last customer moved away, smiling disarmingly towards the dealer as he approached.
Here we go, Cole thought as he extended his hand in greeting.
* * *
It went wrong almost instantly.
Cole could see Khat�s gold fillings as he smiled widely at him; yet it wasn�t a friendly smile at all, it was the smile of a spider welcoming the fly into its trap.
And suddenly Cole realized how stupid he had been, going into such a place with no surveillance, no reconnaissance, no detailed planning; trusting a man he barely knew.
The gun which came up to press against the back of his head was held by Boom, Cole knew that without having to look. And then Khat�s associates broke away from the stall, drawing their own weapons and forming a semi-circle around Cole.
At the head of the circle was Khat; still smiling, shirt-front open, relaxed and casual.
�You come behind my tent and we talk, yeah?� he called over to Cole.
Damn it.
He�d been out of the game too long, grown soft; not physically, but mentally. There was no way he would have ever trusted Boom a few years ago, no way he would have approached a foreign gun market so eagerly, with such little preparation. But he had been punishing himself for so long � making things hard for himself, intentionally putting himself in harm�s way, putting himself in dangerous situations with no thought for his physical safety � that it had become a habit.
And unfortunately, a habit like that could kill him before he ever got a chance to change it.
He looked around at Khat�s six colleagues; most carried pistols, one aimed a Soviet-era Kalashnikov, all looked like they wouldn�t hesitate for a second before they blew him away. Activity around the rest of the market seemed to have come to a complete halt; all eyes were on the group outside Khat�s tent. Even the pounding music stopped after a time, and Cole felt a deep unease. It wasn�t fear, not yet; but it was close.
�You don�t come to my home and threaten me,� he heard Boom whisper from behind, right in his ear. �Who the fuck you think you are, eh?� Boom spat on the floor by Cole�s feet. �Now do as the man says and move.�
Cole knew that Boom was right. He had no choice; he had to move.
And in a movement so fast it left no time for anyone to react, Cole slipped his head to one side, out of the way of Boom�s gun, and fired an elbow back into the man�s body. Cole heard the crack of ribs, but ignored it as he pulled Boom�s arm over his shoulder, his own hand slipping over Boom�s where it gripped the Beretta, depressing the trigger.
He fired once, taking out the man with the AK with a shot to the chest, before swinging Boom by the arm until he ended up in front of Cole as a human shield. In the same move, Cole stripped off Boom�s hand from the gun and took full control of it himself.
Firing the Beretta, Cole took Boom�s ear in his mouth, teeth clenching down tight to secure him as Cole�s other hand slipped into his own waistband and withdrew another pistol, firing it simultaneously with the first.
He felt Boom�s body shaking, and knew his traitorous friend was being hit, doing a good job of acting as Cole�s shield; but in less than six seconds since his first move, all of Khat�s men were down and out, neat bullet holes in their chests and heads.
The crowd in shock, Khat rooted to the spot with disbelief, Cole opened his bloody mouth and dropped Boom�s bleeding, bullet-riddled body to the floor and accelerated towards his target, planting a powerful thrusting front kick right into Khat�s chest.
The gun dealer went sailing back into his tent, all the air knocked from him, and Cole followed instantly, guns raised and ready.
The small covered tent at the back of the stall was filled with crates of guns, explosives and ammunition, and Cole saw Khat groping around on the floor, struggling to get his breath back. Two men unloading crates stopped what they were doing, looked at Khat, looked at Cole, and went for their guns. Cole shot them before they had a chance to aim, then quickly raced around the tent, stuffing items into a canvas bag. He slung it over his shoulder, along with a shotgun and an AK-47, then saw Khat grabbing for a gun out of one of the crates. Cole smashed the butt of the Kalashnikov into the man�s head, knocking him unconscious.
Cole reached down and hauled the gun dealer onto his shoulders in a fireman�s carry, glad that Khat weighed so little. He knew that there would be a commotion outside, people wanting to help Khat but scared to enter the covered tent.
Cole made some last-minute preparations, then slipped out of the rear of the tent into another aisle of stalls. He got some odd looks as he carried Khat on his shoulders, bedecked with guns, but he knew he had time before anyone realized what was going on.
He also knew that he couldn�t go back to the other side now, towards his car; too many people had seen him over that way, too many people would try and stop him. And so he raced away from the back of Khat�s tent, through the aisles of the maze-like market, towards the dark, forbidding jungle; one hand securing Khat to his shoulders, the other holding his AK as an effective visual deterrent.
A moment later, a huge explosion rocked the market, and Cole could see dozens � perhaps hundreds � of people diving for cover, hands over their heads. Cole didn�t even bother to look � he knew it was Khat�s tent which had blown up, having set the timers on his plastic explosives for thirty seconds.
Even from so far away, he could feel the heat on his back; and then he could hear the sound of thousands of rounds of ammunition firing at all angles, the heat from the explosives having cooked them off. As he ran awkwardly towards the edge of the clearing, he hoped he wouldn�t be shot by one of the uncontrolled stray rounds.
He had almost reached the jungle when he heard the shouts, only now audible above the roaring explosions and the cooked-off ammunition.
There was a mixture of Khmer, Thai and Vietnamese, but the raised voices all seemed to be shouting the same thing.
Over there! He�s escaping! Catch him!
Kill him!

7

The room was stark and bare, empty except for the form of a hooded man, kneeling on the dirt floor with his hands tied behind his back.
He was wearing a torn shirt and what looked like the trousers from a suit, almost as if he had been wrenched from his daily life and normal routine and been dragged kicking and screaming to this dank, evil cell.
Perhaps he had.
Another form entered the room then, tall and slim. This form, too, was hooded, but this hood was far more menacing than the simple rice sack placed over the man�s head; it was pure white with the end pointed, eye-holes cut out from the cloth, black nothingness beyond them. Eyes steeped in shadow; soulless, merciless.
The figure was cloaked in the robes of an Islamic cleric, and a hand shot out quickly from the robe, yanking the hood from the prostrate man. He looked up, and some people would have recognized him as Brad Butler, a war correspondent with CNN.
The same hand dropped the hood to the floor and took hold of the man�s hair, pulling back sharply to expose the throat, even as the other hand withdrew a long, curved, ivory-handled knife.
Butler�s screams stopped just as soon as they�d started as the figure started sawing � back and forth, back and forth � until the man�s head came off entirely, blood spraying in a bright crimson shower over the robes, the hood.
And hidden within the hood, those black pools that should have been eyes still betrayed no shred of emotion at all.
* * *
Within the hour, Abd Al-Aziz Quraishi was back in his office within the Saudi Arabian Ministry of Interior in downtown Riyadh, his bloodstained robes now replaced by a clean set, ready for the day ahead.
A minor and distant member of the House of Saud, Quraishi was Assistant Minister for Security Affairs, a role which suited his needs to absolute perfection.
Although he was a devout Muslim � and indeed believed that not many people across the whole of Islamic history could rival his religious zeal � he was also much more widely educated than most fundamentalist radicals.
As such, he very much believed in Sun Tzu�s advice in The Art of War, written five thousand years before � know your enemy.
It was a mistake many of his brethren had made over the years � their strict upbringing, their blinkered approach, their ignorance of the world outside their narrow perceptions, had made them fail in their jihad time and time again.
But not Quraishi; he knew his enemies all too well. He had been born into one of them, the horrifically corrupt House of Saud; and he had travelled to the United States to learn more about the other, the Great Satan itself.
After joining the Saudi Royal Guard Regiment while still in his teens, Quraishi had volunteered to go to America for officer training at West Point.
And so he had willingly entered the belly of the beast, examining his foe from within; learning American military tactics firsthand, but more importantly, developing an understanding of her people.
And what he had found disgusted him. Yes, they were pleasant enough, but it was all on the surface; deep down there was simply nothing there, years of capitalism and secularity and greed and corruption eating away at the moral fiber of the nation until there was nothing left but blind automatons, slaves to the marketers and advertisers who sold the bland and mundane products of the companies who really ran the country.
His years in America had been insane, like living in a Disneyland populated entirely by spoiled children. Every day there had made him nauseous, but he had put on a fa�ade of acceptance, shown himself willing to adapt to American ways, pretend to be impressed with American customs. He knew it would be expected of him, and would bear fruit in the future, when he could use the relationships he would develop there.
Know your enemy.
He had known it was also expected of him by the House of Saud itself, which prided itself on its relations with America. After all, she was the main consumer of its oil, Saudi Arabia�s multi-trillion dollar industry, and � as was continuously stressed to him by the more senior members of the royal family � good relations with the US were of paramount importance to the regime�s survival.
Not that Quraishi wanted the regime to survive.
On the contrary, he was fundamentally committed to the wholesale destruction of the corrupt, West-loving House of Saud.
And he knew that with the fall of the Great Satan would also come the fall of the hated monarchy which ruled his beloved country; the country which contained both Mecca and Medina, the two holiest places in the entire world, now defiled by the presence of the US military.
He ignored the fact that he was a part of that same monarchy; it was blood only, and not soul.
His soul was committed to Allah, and Allah alone.
And unlike many of his freedom-fighting contemporaries, he was intelligent enough to see that he could use his position, his connections, to further his cause, may Allah forgive him.
He had used his intelligence, his knowledge of Western and Saudi governments, his worldwide connections, to create a new group, an organization of such blessed purity that it made all others pale in comparison.
Harakat al-jihad al-Islami al-jazirat al-�arabiyah.
Arabian Islamic Jihad.
The beheading of Brad Butler had been filmed, and would be posted on the usual websites when the time was right. When the power of his organization was ready to unleash havoc on an unsuspecting world.
His disguised appearance was absolutely necessary; he was far too well known in Saudi Arabia to show his real face, or use his real voice. Vehemently opposed to the Saudi royal family, there was no way that his followers would agree to suborn themselves to someone from that same royal line, tainted as it was with western corruption. There weren�t many who would accept that Quraishi accepted the fa�ade of his position, his public life, only to enhance the probability of success for his real calling in life as The Lion, feared head of the AIJ.
Quraishi was still smiling as he remembered slicing through the neck of that Western tool of propaganda, the CNN journalist Brad Butler, when an assistant knocked at his office door and brought in his cup of jasmine tea.
Quraishi thanked him, then quickly ushered him out when he heard the buzzing of his secure telephone.
�Yes?� he answered when the man had left the office.
The message was good, and the smile remained on Quraishi�s face as his contact talked. An agent of Jemaah Islamiyah, a freedom fighting group within the Indonesian archipelago with whom he had developed a good relationship over the years, the man on the phone updated Quraishi on their recent operation; stage one in The Lion�s master plan.
Yes, Quraishi considered as he sipped quietly at his tea, all the pieces were coming together nicely.
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Trying to move through jungle was an arduous physical prospect at the best of times; carrying an unconscious body on his back, an equipment satchel and assault rifle slung over his shoulder, and cradling a shotgun in his arms, meant that for Cole, it was now even harder. Especially as he didn�t have a machete to hack his way through the thick undergrowth, and he had a mob of well-armed and dangerous gun dealers chasing him.
He tried to keep his pursuers at bay by throwing the odd hand grenade or firing a blast from the shotgun; one advantage he had was that they would want Khat back alive, whereas he could fire at them with no such considerations.
He�d chosen the shotgun for work in the jungle as it was a weapon perfectly suited to the environment; with a relatively short range and scattershot effect, it did the maximum amount of damage at the short, dangerous distances typical of jungle combat.
Even though it was night, the air remained thick and hot, and the tall trees blocked what little light came from the moon and the stars. It was both a curse and a blessing; it made it almost impossible to see where he was going, but it would also make him a much harder target for the people following.
Cole�s heart raced as he pulled himself over ancient tree stumps and tangled vines, the exertion terribly intense. But he had fought in the jungle before, and the sickening harshness of the environment could never overwhelm him. Such feelings were perfectly natural to Cole, who had known little else his entire life. First there had been selection, and then training, and then a lifetime of operational missions. And not one bit of it had ever been comfortable.
And in fact � despite the danger, the sharp hit of adrenalin, the pain in his straining muscles, his searing lungs, his wildly pumping heart � he felt at home, the chase through the ferocious jungle something that was comfortingly familiar to him after being so long adrift.
Yes, he thought happily as he turned into the dense blackness of the jungle behind him, illuminating it briefly with the muzzle flash of his shotgun, the sound of its strident bark almost deafening in the enclosed area as he unleashed another two shells at his unseen enemy.
Yes.
I�m home.
* * *
Cole�s heart stopped as his right foot slid down a bank, his balance gone, and he tumbled over in to the pitch black waters of the Siem Reap River.
He collected himself immediately, cursing himself for making such a mistake. But he could use the river to lose the people who relentlessly followed him; and so he moved the still-unconscious Khat into a lifeguard�s retrieval position, one of Cole�s arms secured around his chest as he side-stroked across the muddy river.
The shouts of men came from the far side only moments later, yells and panicked splashing as they too slipped and slid into the water. Cole wondered if they�d seen him, but the soil of the bank erupted around him just seconds later, the men emptying their assault rifles in his direction, and Cole�s question was answered with frightening certainty.
Cole thought them crazy; in the eerie jungle half-light there was no way they could guarantee missing Khat. But Cole realized that the thrill of the chase, of the hunt, was upon the men now; this particular group might not even have realized who they were chasing, or why; only that there was someone who had caused trouble back at the market, and who needed to be caught. Or killed.
But the time for thinking was later, and Cole pushed Khat onto the far bank, dropped the shotgun and swung the AK off his shoulder, finger pressing the trigger as soon as his grip was secured, spraying the far side of the narrow river with powerful 7.62mm rounds. The rifle on fully-automatic fire emptied its magazine in just five seconds.
Cole had heard a cry, a scream; but pressing his advantage, he ejected the magazine, hands operating in the dark to instantly insert another and spraying the riverside once more until the gun clicked empty.
He was rewarded with cries of pain, guttural shouts, pleas for help, and knew it was time to press on back into the jungle. The men on the far side were out, but their screams would soon attract others, and then this side of the river would be swarming with them.
He turned to pick up Khat�s body, and was horrified to see an empty space where he had left him. Cole looked harder into the green-black gloom, wondering if the body was just covered in shadow, but he could make out a depression in the mud where Khat had been only moments ago.
Damn.
But the man couldn�t have gone far; Cole had spent less than half a minute firing at his pursuers.
Straining his eyes, he managed to make out a small mound of crumpled weeds, a hole of crushed vegetation which led further into the jungle.
Leaving the empty Kalashnikov by the riverside, Cole picked up his shotgun and entered through the imposing green wall, determined to catch his quarry and make him talk.
* * *
Who the hell was this guy? Khat Narong simply couldn�t believe what had happened in the last half an hour.
First, one of his good Thai customers had come up to him and told him that a crazy foreigner was here asking questions about Liang Kebangkitan Apparently the man had come to Boom Suparat�s home and threatened him. Boom had led him here to the Angkor market � a crime Khat might ordinarily have killed him for � but had then been quick to tell Khat exactly what was going on.
Khat had told Boom to circle round and ambush the American from the rear, while six of his own men would fan out to surround him. And that�s exactly what had happened.
But what had followed was hard to understand. How had the man done that? Killed everyone so quickly, so efficiently? Six armed men � not including Boom, who had been killed by Khat�s own men � killed in just a few seconds.
Khat was a tough man; although he looked young, he was fifty-six years old and had lived through the civil war and the Khmer Rouge�s brutal extermination years, seen his mother and father shot in the head and thrown into a ditch by the roadside right in front of him. He�d served as a mercenary throughout Southeast Asia himself, then as an enforcer for a Chinese gang in the Phillipines, before realizing that there was more money to be made supplying arms rather than using them. He�d spent the last twenty years building up his business, and had been instrumental in setting up the Angkor market. Most of his big trade was done off-site and privately, but it was here that he felt most at home, the place where he could meet friends old and new. It was amazing how many lucrative deals had been secured through relationships he�d first developed here in the jungle.
Liang Kebangkitan was one of them, and Khat had cursed out loud when they�d hijacked that ship with three American crewmembers on board. Their name hadn�t been confirmed, but Khat knew it must be them; they were the only pirate group in that area capable of pulling off such a large-scale operation.
Khat had feared that the trail might lead to him; after all, he had supplied the gang with all of their weapons and equipment. Hell, even the fast Rigid Inflatable Boats they used had come from Khat.
But Khat had expected to be questioned only if Arief and his pirate gang were caught; he�d never thought that the Americans might use him to get to the gang in the first place.
But who was this American? He seemed to be working alone, which was strange in itself. And his swift recourse to lethal violence was not something which Khat had experienced from intelligence and law enforcement officers from that country before.
But, Khat reasoned as he pushed through the fierce, cloying vegetation of the jungle, whoever the man was, Khat was best off very far away from him.
* * *
In the grim twilight, Cole tracked the man; using his eyes when he could, stopping to feel the ground, the vegetation, when he couldn�t, using his fingers to get some physical sign of Khat�s progress through the jungle.
It was a strange situation � Cole was hunting Khat, and Khat�s friends and colleagues were hunting Cole.
Cole wondered if Khat would double back, towards his friends, but thought this might be dangerous for the man. As the incident at the riverside would have taught him, there were some men in the �rescue� posse who were willing to shoot first and check who was dead later. Khat wouldn�t risk being shot by going back towards them.
Khat would therefore press on deeper into the jungle, which is what it looked like was happening; although in such a dense, claustrophobic atmosphere it was next to impossible to keep one�s sense of direction intact, especially at night. They could both be running in circles for all Cole knew.
Sounds were confusing in such an enclosed space, blocked by trees, shrubs, bushes and vines; but behind, Cole could hear shouts, the odd AK round being fired. A pistol shot here, a shotgun blast there.
And up ahead�
Cole could have sworn he�d just heard a splash.
Had he been right? Had they just circled round in the dark, and were now back by the river? Or was it something else?
Cautious, Cole edged forward, leading with the muzzle of his Chinese Hawk semi-automatic shotgun.
The tree line came upon him suddenly, but Cole didn�t slip this time; he just stopped and stared at the wide expanse of water in front of him. At the edge of the jungle, the moonlight was able to finally get past the trees, illuminating a perfectly straight line of water which Cole estimated as being a hundred or so meters across.
Cole knew something so straight couldn�t be natural, and realized that it must be a moat, carved out of the jungle hundreds � perhaps even thousands � of years ago to protect the ancient temples beyond.
Had they arrived at Angkor Wat? But Cole was sure that the Angkor Wat moat was even wider than this.
And then he realized � this must be Angkor Thom, an even larger complex hidden further north in the jungle. Less tourists made it this far, but the scale of the place was supposed to be even more impressive than its more famous neighbor.
These thoughts flickered through Cole�s brain in the blink of eye; no longer than it took him to scan the moat and opposite bank with the aid of the blessed moonlight and reacquire Khat.
He was there, a vague figure in the distance, climbing out of the moat on the far side. Cole was impressed; the man must have hauled ass through the jungle to get there this far ahead of him.
Cole considered his options quickly, and reacted while he still had time.
He fired the shotgun across the moat once, then again, and finally a third time. He heard a grunt of pain in between blasts, and saw the figure of Khat stumble on the other bank in the waning moonlight.
The spread of the shotgun shells� pellets at a hundred meters could be probably be measured in yards rather than inches; and yet Cole didn�t want to kill Khat, only to slow him down.
Velocity at that distance would also be seriously reduced, and Cole knew that the pellets wouldn�t penetrate far into Khat�s body. But they would make it difficult to move, and would help Cole track him by leaving a tell-tale trail of blood.
The shotgun blasts would bring other people quickly to the moat though, and Cole knew he wouldn�t have much time left.
And so without a second thought, Cole leapt from the jungle into the still, green-black waters of the Angkor Thom moat.
* * *
Khat staggered through the trees, pulling himself over vines and undergrowth, pain shooting through his legs, into his back.
The bastard had shot at him from across the moat, hit him too; although with a shotgun spread at that distance, it would have been a miracle if some of the pellets hadn�t hit him.
Khat remembered selling a vast quantity of those guns to a Triad gang in Macau. For fun, they�d taken a line of what they�d called �prisoners� � although Khat had had no idea where they�d come from, or how they�d offended the Triads � and then lined them up far away from the guns. Members of the gang had then fired towards them, checked for damage, and then made the line shuffle a few feet further forwards. When the prisoners finally died of their wounds, the Triads had been happy that they�d found the maximum lethal range of the weapons.
Khat seemed to remember it was about fifty yards.
He tried to forget the terrified screams that accompanied that data, however.
If it helped him make a sale, he�d found he could forget anything.
But right now, as pain raced through his battered body, he was unable to forget one terrifying fact � that he was a rat caught in a dangerous trap.
* * *
Cole could hear the shouts as the gun dealers reached the bank of the moat, knew that they�d be able to see him silhouetted by the moon.
He felt the slaps of water near him before he heard the shots themselves, high-velocity rounds fired towards him.
He dove instantly, at once completely immersed in the inky black of the ancient moat�s murky waters.
He swam swiftly down to three feet, knowing he would be completely safe at that depth, bullets and shotgun shells unable to penetrate any further and still do damage.
He didn�t know what the water would do to his own weapons, but was willing to lose them; better to reach the far bank unarmed than to be shot on the surface trying to keep them dry.
He swam through the slimy black water with long, powerful strokes, his body used to such tasks and able to perform them with ruthless efficiency, and soon reached the far bank.
He was glad to drag his body out of the water � if the men had thought to throw grenades into the moat, the shockwaves might well have killed him. But now he was on land, he was too far for someone to throw a grenade anyway. Unless the men had grenade launchers, on the other hand, which they might �
He saw the flash of light and heard a low, deep thump he recognized all too well as the sound of a Mk 19 40mm grenade launcher.
Damn.
In an instant, Cole turned and leapt into the thick jungle foliage just as the grenade landed, exploding in a violent arc of flame and shrapnel.
The leaves and dense shrubbery protected Cole from the shrapnel and the worst effects of the blast, but then he heard the roar of automatic small arms fire, the launch of grenades; and felt the passage of hot air as bullets whizzed past him, tearing away at leaves and chipping through tree trunks, concussive blasts from more grenades erupting all around him.
And then he could hear the high-pitched scream of a General Electric XM214 Minigun, the whine from its electric motor instantly recognizable as it spewed lethal 7.62mm rounds into the jungle foliage at up to 10,000 rounds a minute. The gun was supposed to be fitted to helicopters and light aircraft, and Cole wondered how the hell his pursuers had managed to haul one through the undergrowth.
But it was there now, and the power of the weapon tore the jungle apart around him.
Staggering, his head reeling from the pressure of the explosives, Cole fell through the damaged tree line, escape his only thought.
And even over the sound of the Minigun�s motor and its continuous supersonic chattering, Cole was sure he could hear the men on the far bank laughing.
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Cole�s mouth dropped open as he burst out of a line of trees into a clearing, waterlogged shotgun still leading the way.
Through a thin line of trees, Cole had been confronted by an ancient wall, its archaic, sculpted stonework previously hidden in the darkness. The laterite walls, buttressed by earth, were at least twenty-five feet high, but Cole didn�t have a choice.
Desperate, Cole hauled himself up the city�s protective wall, digging hands and feet in deep, getting purchase as he climbed as quickly as he had ever done, the Minigun spraying the trees and the wall around him.
And then he was on a parapet at the top, rolling off quickly and letting himself down the other side, the wall now providing complete protection from the assault. He�d slipped down to his knees to catch his breath, and smelled the coppery scent of fresh blood.
Khat.
He looked hard at the ground around him until he picked up the man�s blood trail. It was difficult in the dark, but not impossible; he�d had plenty of practice over the years, and could recognize the shiny black spatters left across leaves and vines even at night.
He�d followed the trail across the path which separated the wall from the jungle, and re-entered the forbidding wall of dense vegetation, senses on high alert.
He knew that there was road access across the moat, from all four cardinal directions. The people chasing him wouldn�t even have to swim across; they could walk by the side of the moat until they got to a bridge, and cross quickly.
But Cole had decided not to dwell on that; his primary aim was to find Khat, and he could deal with everything else once that was out of the way and his captive was secured.
And now the blood trail had led him here � the main ceremonial square of Angkor Thom itself.
As the tree line gave way to open ground, Cole could see a central wall illuminated by the stars and the moon, now high in the sky overhead.
Blood glistened on the grass in front of him, and Cole stalked forward, towards the southern gate, the temples looming beyond.
In the dead of night, with no tourists and just his own soft breathing to break the still night air, it could have been thousands of years ago and a deep sense of unease swept over Cole. He wasn�t a superstitious person by any means, but as he entered the central Bayan area, he had the feeling that this was a special place, one that had existed for so long that it had been imbued with a power that couldn�t be understood by mortal man.
There in front of him was the vast stone expanse of the Bayan itself, the ancient state temple of King Jayavarman VII rising up before him in its ethereal, vine-covered, regal glory; the ages-old edifice erupting out of the jungle like some primeval force of nature, as if placed there by the gods.
Cole heard vehicles then, and knew that the men from the gun market were coming for him in force.
But over the sound of racing diesel engines, Cole could hear the soft whimpering of a man, and Cole looked down to follow the last of the blood trail, watching in the moonlight as it led to the crumbling stone steps underneath a rising, heavily sculpted monument. An enormous head sat atop the monument, the strange light playing off the green stone eyes, making it seem almost as if it was a giant come to life.
And on the steps lay the body of Khat Narong, chest rising and falling with great effort, the man�s breath hollow and rasping.
Cole raced forward, careful that Khat might be leading him into a trap. Yet when he got to the man, he could see it was no act � Cole�s shotgun pellets had lacerated the man�s legs and back, and he was bleeding profusely. Blood seeped out of the gun dealer�s mouth, and Cole wondered if perhaps some of the pellets had indeed penetrated further. There wasn�t an ounce of fat on the man, and it was possible that a vital organ might have been pierced. And the chase through the jungle had now left Khat near death.
Cole looked around, saw the uneven glare of headlights being driven at speed along bumpy roads. He only had minutes left now; maybe not even that.
From his belt, Cole withdrew a US Marine KA-BAR knife he had taken from Khat�s stall, crouching down to Khat and placing it between his legs.
�Your friends will be here soon,� Cole whispered in his ear, watching how Khat looked at him, hatred and fire in his weak, rheumy eyes. �They�ll be able to help you, get you medical assistance. You�ll live,� Cole assured him, even as he nudged the knife closer to Khat�s testicles, the razor sharp blade parting the camouflage shorts, the tip resting by the scrotum.
�I�m going to ask you a question,� Cole said softly. �If you tell me the truth, I�ll let you go, and I�ll just disappear right back into the jungle and you won�t see me again.� He let the tip of the blade pierce the wrinkled skin of the scrotal sack, and Khat flinched, panic replacing the fire in his eyes. �If I think you�re lying, then Mrs. Narong is going to have to find herself a new man, you understand? No more boom-boom time for you, my friend.�
Sweat poured from Khat�s head, and he nodded quickly, all resistance gone now. He was too weak, too tired, and far too terrified.
�Good,� Cole said, all too aware of the shouts coming from nearby, cars having arrived close by, men jumping out, holding guns and flashlights. It wouldn�t be long now.
�Now tell me who your contact is with Liang Kebangkitan.�
Khat hesitated momentarily, a lifetime of discretion overriding his current terror, but a gentle nudge of the knife turned back his focus in an instant.
�Wong Xiang,� Khat whispered, breath caught in his throat.
�Who is he?�
�Chinese arms broker,� Khat said nervously. �Acts as middleman between me and pirates, you know?�
�Where is he based?�
�You want his fucking address?� Khat spat, before grimacing as the knife pulled away the skin between his legs. �Okay� Okay� I don� know the address man, really� but he live in Jakarta, okay? He based in Jakarta.�
�How do you contact him?� Cole asked, his own pulse rising as the flashlights came ever closer.
There was resistance to the question, and Cole let the knife slip further, eyes burning into Khat�s.
�I don� contact him, man! He contact me, okay? But I met him before � two, maybe three times � at a place in east of city, Vietnamese restaurant, okay? Everyone know him there, yeah?�
Cole examined the man�s eyes in the short time he had, and could see no guile in them, no hint that Khat was misleading him; the knife between his legs truly terrified him, as Cole had known it would.
He could hear footsteps on the surrounding steps now, approaching from the other sides.
Cole withdrew the knife from between Khat�s legs, and the little Cambodian gun dealer didn�t even pause to sag with relief. Instead, he instantly screamed out in Khmer, calling to his friends, shouting for help.
Cole plunged the knife into Khat�s chest up to the hilt, the blade striking right through the breastbone and the heart, and the man�s words stopped immediately, head lolling to one side.
Cole sprang away from the steps a moment later as the crumbling stone was illuminated by a high-power torch, and then obliterated by the high-velocity rounds of an assault rifle.
The sound of Cole�s shotgun rang out then, and the shooter was blasted across the temple steps before he had a chance to react. The water hadn�t caused a fatal blockage at least.
Cole was about to make a run for the safety of the jungle when he had another idea; and instead of heading away from the man he had just shot, instead he raced across the steps, picking up the man�s assault rifle as he went.
He heard other men approaching, flashlights bouncing across the vine � encrusted stonework, and tucked himself into a shadowed corner, levering himself up the temple walls.
He scrambled quickly upwards, lost in shadow, until he was high enough to avoid completely the glare of the flashlights.
He stared down as a dozen armed men arrived on the steps next to the body of Khat and their friend, heard them cursing and shouting as they looked around the area for Cole.
Cole steadied himself in the arms of the Cambodian stone giant, aiming the Steyr AUG bullpup rifle he�d taken from the man just moments before.
And just when the confusion was at its peak � some people looking at Khat�s body, others at the second man�s, whilst still more shone their flashlights in big arcs from left to right, weapons tracking with them, looking for something � anything � to shoot, if only to unload their frustrations � Cole opened fire himself, filling the ancient stone enclosure with the staccato blasts of full-auto 5.56mm ammunition.
It was like shooting fish in a barrel, and Cole watched as men fell one after another, their confusion working against them, unable to see Cole from his position on the giant statue, and firing back at their own comrades instead.
By the time the smoke cleared, they�d killed more of their own people than Cole had.
There wasn�t time to assess the morality of his actions, nor any need � they�d been trying to kill him, and instead Cole had killed them. It was self-protection, plain and simple; survival of the fittest.
And he had just re-learnt the hard way with Boom Suparat not to trust anyone.
As he heard more people approaching, lights once more bouncing through the temple complex, Cole turned and climbed further over the domed pillars of the incredible structure, heading away from the south side.
He slipped down further away, keeping to the shadows as he got to ground level and stepped over the ancient paving, moving smoothly, unseen by the encroaching enemy.
Ahead, Cole could see the headlights of a truck, parked south so it faced the complex, illuminating it with full beam, engine ticking over at idle.
Cole saw that the hood was up, running engine exposed, clips attached and leading to the right, towards�
Cole saw the Minigun, its electric motors needing the power of the truck battery to get going, positioned on the back of a pick-up parked with its rear to the temple; the mounted Minigun had its barrels facing outwards, primed to destroy everything in its path.
Cole slipped through the shadows towards the truck, glad to see most of the men racing forwards towards the Bayan.
Controlling his heart, he crept forward inch by careful inch, keeping close to the ground, until he was close enough to reach out and touch it.
And then he sprang up, shot the driver through the side of the head, his skull exploding across the window; and then double-tapped the center mass of the man in the pick-up stood behind the Minigun, dropping him instantly; and then the two men checking the engine battery connections, only now looking up as Cole fired towards them.
And then he was inside the truck as his rifle clicked empty, kicking the dead driver out the other side and taking immediate control, foot down on the accelerator and hands wrenching the wheel around in a tight circle.
He could feel the tires struggling to get traction, felt the weak impact of rounds being fired at him from over at the Bayan; and then the tires got their grip and he accelerated towards the northern gate.
He looked in the rear-view mirror, saw men struggling to turn the pick-up truck around, get someone else on the Minigun, get it connected to the pick-up�s battery and aimed at the escaping truck.
But by the time they had got themselves organized, it was too late anyway; Cole was through the gateway and blasting north along the jungle road, the electric hum and ferocious power of the Minigun lost and useless behind him.
Even then, Cole didn�t allow himself to relax; he couldn�t.
For now he had a new mission.
Jakarta.
And a meeting with a man called Wong Xiang.

PART TWO
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�Destroyers?� Jeb Richards asked in disbelief. �DEVGRU? A whole fucking Ranger battalion?�
As Secretary of Homeland Security, Richards had overall responsibility for America�s domestic safety, and was unable to understand why the kidnapping of three � only three, for crying out loud!�� US citizens was resulting in such a large scale commitment of American military forces.
�Hey,� warned Vice President Glen Swain, �watch your language Jeb, okay?�
Richards merely nodded his head in answer to the rebuke and continued his tirade to the rest of the National Security Council, who sat around the huge table wedged into Conference Room One, deep within the White House Situation Room.
�What if we�re hit at home by something else?� he said. �We�ve got Islamic terrorists coming out of our ass, this whole shit sandwich with Korea, things happening everywhere which could seriously � and I mean seriously � affect our national security, and we�re wasting millions of dollars on recon, surveillance, intelligence and military staging on finding a damn Chinese boat?�
Ellen Abrams eyed Richards directly across the table. She supposed she should have expected such a response from Jeb; a violently conservative Senator from the Texan heartlands, he believed that money not spent directly on domestic security was money wasted. Unless it was being spent on operations abroad which had direct benefits to domestic security, which he could just about tolerate.
In a way, this vehemence is what made him such a good Secretary of Homeland Security; he fought like a tiger for what he believed in, and America was safer place because of it.
However, such a blinkered approach could sometimes cause problems when it came time to look at the bigger picture; and then it was up to Ellen Abrams to remind him how it worked.
�I understand your feelings on the matter Jeb,� she began steadily, her gaze level with Richards�. �However, there are some niceties here that perhaps you haven�t considered. Like our relations with the Chinese government, who we�ve pledged to help as part of the Mutual Defense Treaty. It�s a long-term game, remember. We help them here, they help us with something later.
�And then there�s the fact that three of the crew are Americans, and our citizens expect us to do something. If we don�t respond, what kind of message does that send to our people? To put it in your own terms � from a domestic security point of view � imagine if we do nothing, and three of our people end up being tortured and killed. How would that play out on the streets of American cities? Demonstrations, riots, who knows? And what forces would we need to commit to sorting that out?�
All eyes around the table watched as Abrams calmly attacked Richards� arguments, gutting him with a smile. It was a skill which had taken her from a Boston lawyer�s office to a United States Senator from Massachusetts, to the 45th President of the United States of America, the first woman in history to ever hold that position.
She was a fighter, but a smooth one.
�And then there�s our reputation to think of,� she continued, still with the voice of reason. �If we give in to demands, or are seen to not act when the security and safety of our citizens is directly threatened, then when message does that send other criminal groups, other terrorists? Think about that, Jeb. Do we want that message being broadcast? I don�t think it will make domestic security easier, do you?�
There was a pause, and all eyes turned to Richards, whose own were facing down towards the briefing papers on the table in front of him.
�Jeb?� Abrams asked again. �I asked you a question. Do you?�
Richards looked up at last and met the president�s eyes. �No ma�am,� he said, beaten.
�Good. Then we will proceed as planned. Pete?�
Abrams handed the ball back to Pete Olsen, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, who had been halfway through his briefing when Richards had started complaining.
�Thank you ma�am,� Olsen said. �As I was saying, we have one DEVGRU squadron now located at Subic Bay, under Commander Ike Treyborne, where they�ll be making preparations to re-take the cargo ship when its found.� Olsen continued detailing military dispositions and strategies until everyone around the table had a clear picture of what was being done.
�Thanks Pete,� Clark Mason said, turning then to address the table. As US Secretary of State, Mason was the third most important person at the briefing, just under Abrams and Swain.
�Although Jeb was perhaps a bit offhand in his manner,� he began reasonably, �and we are all agreed that we have to respond to this situation in the way we are, we shouldn�t forget other pressing issues. Korea, or example. I understand that there has been a spike in terrorist communications warning of a new attack on the south? Cat?�
Catalina dos Santos was the Director of National Intelligence � like the president, the first female to hold the position � and was the immediate replacement for the notorious � and still missing � US traitor, Charles Hansard. It was a tough role to take on after the scandal left by her predecessor, but the general consensus was that dos Santos was doing a pretty good job so far.
As she started to give a breakdown on what was known about the situation in South Korea, Jeb Richards looked across the table and nodded his head imperceptibly towards Mason in a gesture of thanks.
Even though Mason had been subtle, Richards recognized the fact that the Secretary of State had supported him.
So, Clark Mason thought that it might be dangerous to concentrate too much on the hijacking incident too. Interesting.
As the meeting wore on, Richards considered the fact that he might have an ally in Clark Mason. And there weren�t too many better allies to have than the Sec State, a man of enormous power and influence, backed up by huge personal wealth.
And � seeing the potential opportunities � Richards wasted no time in starting to make his plans.
* * *
The cold hard stare was enough to seriously unsettle Major Ho Sang-ok; he had used it enough times himself, and knew what it meant.
It meant his career � if not his life � was over.
�My dear friend,� Lieutenant General U Chun-su began gently, �would you be so kind as to update me on the current situation?�
Ho cleared his throat. �As you know, demands have been made by the pirates directly to the Tsing Tao Shipping Line, in the order of a fifty million US dollar ransom. The Chinese government has vetoed the paying of this ransom, and President Abrams was also clear that there would not be a payout. The intelligence services and military of both China and the US have been working overtime to locate the vessel, presumably with the intention of retaking it by force.�
�The cargo?� U asked, eyes narrowed.
�We believe that the most likely scenario is that the pirates will sell the cargo off to cover their costs and raise some capital. We�ve got agents in the area right now, trying to find out any information about who�s selling what to whom.�
�My friend, this does not fill me with confidence. What is the status of our own cargo?� The fa�ade slipped suddenly, and U�s hand crashed down onto his desktop. �Do you have any fucking idea where our cargo is, you fucking incompetent? Do you realize what�s riding on this?�
Ho kept his gaze level, standing rigidly to attention. �No, sir. We do not have any information about the location of our cargo. Captains Jang and O are no longer in communication with us, and we have to assume that they were killed or captured while defending the ship.�
U looked down at his desk, reorganizing the scattered papers, regaining control of his emotions. �President Kim is not happy, as you might well expect. Someone�s head will roll for this, Major Ho, and � I assure you � it won�t be mine. Do we understand each other?�
Ho nodded his head. �Yes sir.�
�Good. Now what do we know about these pirates?�
�Our intelligence in that region is limited, but we have identified a group calling itself Liang Kebangkitan as the most likely hijackers.�
�And what do we know about these people?�
�Not a lot, I�m afraid sir. Apparently it�s led by a man called Arief Suprapto, a career criminal. But nobody knows where they�re based, or how to contact them.�
�This doesn�t sound promising, Ho.�
Ho smiled for the first time during the meeting; he was about to play his only trump card, the only thing which � if it came off � might save him.
�We have learnt that the pirates source their weapons through a well-known local arms broker based in Jakarta, Wong Xiang. We think that he might be able to help us locate their lair, and the hijacked ship.�
�Where is he now?�
�My men tell me he�s at home in the city, sir. They�re getting ready to move in. Special agents from the Third Bureau�s Singapore field office.�
A smile also broke out on the face of Lieutenant General U Chun-su. The Third Bureau�s special agents were possibly the most highly trained killers in the world.
�Very good, Ho,� he conceded, before his smile turned to a scowl. �But you�d better hope that our cargo is still on board that fucking ship, or I�ll be sending those agents to see you right away afterwards. And they won�t be after information my friend,� U teased with a gleam in his eye, �they�ll be after your fucking heart.�
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Vietopia was located in an early twentieth century Dutch colonial storefront on Jalan Cikini Raya in central Jakarta. Cars were parked haphazardly right out front, and a second floor balcony ran the length of the block.
Cole observed the building from the shadows which covered the other side of the street, his first look at the place a simple walk-by.
He had researched Vietnamese restaurants in the city on the internet back in Cambodia, ensconcing himself in an internet caf� in Phnom Penh for a couple of hours before flying out to Jakarta on a fake passport. He was glad he�d kept his false documents and papers, credit cards and cash from his previous life, and was again forced to admit that he�d only been hibernating these past months; he had always known that he would have to reemerge at some stage.
Vietopia was the only such place in the city, and although information was scant, there were some pictures he memorized, as well as online maps of the area. He had been trained to quickly pick up on key areas on maps � public transport locations, points of interest, major streets and travel routes � and was able to build a mental picture of the city with incredible speed. He knew from experience that sometimes his life could depend on it.
He had also managed to worm his way into the secure computer files of the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. He knew � like Charles Hansard before her � that Catalina dos Santos, as DNI, would have access to the combined intelligence of the CIA, DIA, DEA, Secret Service, ATF and NSA. Her office was a clearing house for the intelligence services; and what was more, Cole knew how to break into her system.
He had been pleased to see that security hadn�t measurably improved from when he�d hacked into Hansard�s system on a previous occasion. In fact, it turned out to be an easy job for a man of Cole�s skills; skills which had been taught to him by the top experts at the National Security Agency, and had actually � and ironically, as it turned out � been insisted on by Hansard himself, who had believed that cyber hacking was a vital skill for an independent operative.
He had scoured the system for information on both Liang Kebangkitan and Wong Xiang, but it was woefully thin on the ground. The only thing he learnt about the pirate group was that it supposedly favored northern Sumatra, and was led by a charismatic lifelong pirate named Arief Suprapto, who apparently believed that he was the reincarnation of the famous fifteenth century pirate king Liang Dao Ming.
There was a little more in the files about Wong Xiang, including a set of black and white surveillance photos from an ultimately aborted attempt to arrest him on arms smuggling charges in the late 1990s. He would undoubtedly look different now, but the ATF had kindly supplied a few computer-enhanced images of how he might possibly look after aging twenty years.
Wong�s file described he had been an officer in the army of the PRC, before absconding with an entire tank regiment, which he subsequently sold to African warlords to make his first fortune. He had subsequently been arrested and tortured by the Chinese, but had somehow managed to escape before being executed.
The incident seemed to have tempered his ambitions somewhat, and he continued in the trade as a broker instead of supplying direct, playing the middleman being a much safer line of work � and only slightly less lucrative, once he�d bumped up his percentage.
Cole noted that there was no information in the files on his current whereabouts, or what groups he was involved with, nor any other up-to-date intelligence on the man. He had fallen through the net, and was now ignored by agencies with much bigger fish to fry.
Still, Cole now had a picture of the man and � whilst undoubtedly inaccurate � it would still enable him to make a rough identification if he was to enter the restaurant.
Cole was aware that he was on the clock, but his experience back in Siem Reap had been a harsh reminder to him of the all-important �seven Ps�, as he�d been taught by his British colleagues in the elite Special Boat Service, the UK equivalent of the Navy SEALs � proper planning and preparation prevents piss poor performance.
He hadn�t planned his last operation, and his performance had indeed turned out to be piss poor. Alright, he�d got the information he�d needed, but he�d almost been killed doing it; not to mention aiding in the wholesale destruction of a thousand year old world heritage site.
And so he wasn�t going to take any chances here � he would play it by the book, perform proper recon and make sure his kidnapping of Wong Xiang went without a hitch.
* * *
It was only a few hours later when Cole � situated on the roof of an old tenement block directly facing the Dutch colonial storefronts, staring through a recently purchased pair of high-powered Zeiss binoculars � saw Wong Xiang for the first time.
The age-enhanced computer images from the ATF were surprisingly accurate, as it turned out, and Cole had no trouble recognizing the man.
Wong had arrived on foot with another man, a shifty-looking, swarthy Indonesian dressed in bright blue shorts, pink t-shirt and sandals.
Wong himself was tall and lean, and was dressed in a tropical-weight suit, white shirt open at the neck. He looked poised and confident � the kind of confidence which came from money, and also undoubtedly from the gun he carried in the shoulder holster slung underneath his left arm.
Before returning to the restaurant, Cole had hired a car which he had then parked directly outside the Vietopia. This would give him the option of following Wong on foot if he decided to walk, or by vehicle if he took a cab.
He would shadow Wong�s movements for a while, get to know the man�s routines � even hopefully discover where the man lived � so that he could decide on the best place to take him.
A part of him wanted to follow Wong inside the restaurant, but he didn�t want to show himself too soon; after all these years, Wong probably had a sixth sense about close surveillance. Cole was exceptional at tradecraft, but he was uncomfortably aware that he was alone, which made spotting him an easier job. And he knew that in such a situation, patience was a virtue.
As Wong and his loudly-dressed companion were greeted by the staff and escorted to a table inside, movement out on the street caught Cole�s attention.
Four Asian men were approaching the restaurant, jackets on despite the heat. Cole immediately remembered why Wong was wearing his jacket � to disguise the gun under his armpit. The guns weren�t so obvious on these men, but Cole nevertheless knew they must be there.
It was the way they moved � smoothly, assuredly, the masters of their bodies and their minds. They were professional men, on a mission; Cole could see it on their faces, in their eyes.
Cole�s blood ran cold as he recognized the men for exactly what they were; for they were like Cole himself, and it took one to know one.
The four men approaching the Vietopia were trained killers, and Cole remembered another military truism � plans rarely survived contact with the enemy.
Rolling off his shooting blanket and gathering his things, Cole prepared to move.
* * *
�What the fuck was that?� shouted Jeb Richards.
The rest of the room was silent, having just watched the horrific beheading of Brad Butler with a mix of shock and utter helplessness.
The group consisted of James Dorrell, Jeb Richards, and John Eckhart. They were in Eckhart�s office in the far corner of the West Wing, getting a first look at this horrific video before Eckhart briefed Abrams in the Oval Office.
�Wait,� Dorrell said. �There�s more.�
It had been one of CIA�s technicians who had first come across the video circulating on various extreme websites, and Dorrell knew that action had to be taken immediately, before it went viral and was appearing across the mainstream media. His contact at Al Jazeera was agreeing to give him twelve hours before broadcasting the tape, but that was all.
The three men watched as the menacing hooded figure, drenched in blood and holding Butler�s severed head as the corpse lay in a deep scarlet river, began to talk calmly to the camera. The words were Arabic, and had been digitally altered to disguise the voice and thwart electronic recognition systems, but the calmness of the voice � straight after carrying out such an horrific, bloodthirsty act � was disturbing beyond all measure.
�What does it mean?� Eckhart asked, and Dorrell passed around translated transcripts of the speech.
�Let the death of this infidel,� Richards read from the transcript, his voice dull with shock, �this disgusting pawn of the Western disbelievers, be a warning to America and any nation that sides with the Great Satan in the ongoing battle of good against evil.� Richards choked on the last words, disbelief on his face; he screwed up the paper and threw it across the room. �Son of a bitch!� he shouted, hurling the ball of paper across the room. �Son of a fucking bitch! Who the fuck do these rag-heads think they are? They can just kill a man, hack off his fucking head, and then threaten us? They ��
�Calm down Jeb, please,� Eckhart urged, hands up. �We need to keep cool heads on this one. There�s more.� Eckhart pulled up his own transcript and started to read. �Arabian Islamic Jihad takes responsibility for the merciful killing of this vile pawn of American propaganda, and hear this, my people � the day will soon be here when the Great Satan is brought to its knees, and a glorious Islamic caliphate will triumph once and for all.�
Dorrell nodded. �Yup.� He sighed. �That�s what it says.�
�Have Butler�s family been notified?� Eckhart asked. �The last thing we need is them to hear it on Fox News.�
�His wife and kids are being brought in as we speak,� Dorrell confirmed.
�Okay, so just who in the name of holy fuck are Arabian Islamic Jihad?� Richards asked. �Have we heard anything about them before? Do we know anything about them?�
Dorrell shrugged his shoulders. �Not much on the radar, no,� he admitted. �But you know those rumours of a well-funded al-Qaeda off-shoot, responsible for those attacks in Muscat, Riyadh and Dubai?�
Richards and Eckhart nodded their heads in unison. The attacks on Western interests in the Arabian Peninsula had been spectacularly violent � a car bomb at a football game, a casino machine-gunned, and a five-star hotel levelled by a dozen suicide bombers � and no group had yet claimed responsibility.
�Some of my boys think that they�re related, they think this AIJ organisation is just getting started, but the signs are that they�re planning something major, those attacks in the Gulf are just the prelude.�
�Should we be worried?� Eckhart said.
�Well John, you know Islamic terrorism�s been dying down over the past few years, and a lot of that�s been due to a weakening in the leadership of key groups, especially al-Qaeda. But that doesn�t mean extreme beliefs aren�t there anymore, and it�s left a power vacuum that needs to be filled. Now,� Dorrell stated, hands spread wide, �what we have are rumours about a new group we need to watch out for, one with a lot of money behind it � maybe from rich oil families, maybe from somewhere else � and this video, the first concrete evidence we have of Arabian Islamic Jihad�s existence. But now we have a name, we should be able to find out more. Once we�ve left here I�m on my way to brief Bud in on the situation and ask for his help identifying AIJ message traffic.� Bud Shaw was the Director of the National Security Agency, America�s incredibly powerful electronic surveillance organization.
�Good,� Eckhart said. �Good. When I brief Ellen, I�ll keep it simple. When this gets out, the public will freak out, but I guess that�s her problem.� He sighed. �I don�t envy her.�
�Hey,� Richards complained, �nobody asked her to apply for the job. She knew what it meant when she put her name forward.�
�Do we know the provenance of the recording?� Eckhart asked, ignoring Richards� barbed comments. �Can we trace it?�
�I�ve got my people working on it, and that�s another thing I�m going to ask Bud to help with,� Dorrell answered.
Eckhart nodded. �Okay, that�s good enough for me for the time being.� He sipped from his cup of coffee, then looked back at the two men. �Do we have anything else?�
�Other than the Fu Yu Shan? Just the rumours about an attack on South Korea,� Dorrell said.
�Details?� Eckhart asked.
�Not yet, but I�ll keep you posted.�
�Damn rag-heads,� Richards grumbled. �Korea�s welcome to �em if you ask me. In fact, they can keep �em. If they�re blowing shit up over there, that�s less work for me here. Am I right?�
Dorrell and Eckhart exchanged glances.
Unpalatable though Richard�s words were, neither man was able to argue with them.
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Park Hae-sung pushed through the door of the Vietopia and immediately saw his target ahead, seated at a table with a ridiculous-looking man in a pink t-shirt.
Park was not a patient man at the best of times, and believed that direct action should be used wherever possible. A sixth degree black belt in the Korean martial art of taekwondo and a fifth degree in hapkido, much of Park�s outlook on life was determined by the theories of the martial arts.
Whereas taekwondo was a hard, aggressive art, characterized by a spectacular variety of powerful kicking attacks, hapkido was considered a �softer� method, more defensive in nature and using the opponent�s energies against them using many of the same principles of Japanese aikido.
Park was a taekwondo man through and through.
Like now, for example. As leader of the four-man special operations team which had just been called into action from their home base in Singapore, Park had been charged with determining the location of a pirate hideout by getting information from a man called Wong Xiang.
And while it was true that a subtle approach might entail less danger, he had not joined the Third Bureau of the RGB to avoid danger; he had put himself through the hell of selection and training so that he could throw himself into the thick of the action, and be rewarded for it. Major Ho expected results, and he would get them.
With two of his men left outside to guard the street, Park nodded to his partner, Chae Hyoon-seok, and approached the arms broker with his 9mm handgun already raised.
* * *
Cole was down on the street in under a minute, a Fairbairn-Sykes commando dagger he�d bought earlier in the city palmed by his side. He wished he�d brought some weapons with him from Cambodia, but he�d been unwilling to travel with them; since the hijacking of the Fu Yu Shan, airports throughout Indonesia were undergoing thorough security checks in a bid to find any cargo which might be being shipped around the area.
The dagger would have to do.
He saw the two men left outside, eyeballing him as he crossed the street. Cole made a show of ignoring them, fumbling in his pocket for the keys to his rental.
The trouble was, he had no idea who these people were. If they were Chinese, they could well be from the PLA special forces, which made them US allies under the Mutual Defense Treaty; and if they made Wong Xiang talk, then wouldn�t that be a good thing?
And yet for some reason that Cole couldn�t quite articulate, he had a bad feeling about these guys; something about them was off, and Cole had learnt over the years to listen to his instincts. If his gut was telling him something, it was probably his subconscious taking in millions of pieces of information, sorting and deciphering them in fractions of a second and making a decision based on evidence that his conscious mind simply had yet to process.
He knew that the two men would be able to spot a fellow operative, and so stumbled slightly, throwing his balance off intentionally; not so much as to appear drunk, but just enough to disarm the men slightly, disguise his true ability.
But it was no good � the men were too well-trained, too sharp to be deceived, and Cole watched as they started to draw their venerable yet highly reliable Browning Hi-Power 9mm pistols, eyes locked onto him.
At the same time, Cole broke into a sprint towards the two men; Chinese agents or not, they were about to shoot him in cold blood, and Cole could now feel justified in any action he might take against them.
He raced between the cars and chopped the callused edge of his hand down onto the forearm of the first man, making him drop the gun which was still only half-way out; at the same time, he slashed across at the second man, aiming for the throat.
But the agent moved with seemingly superhuman speed, dropping his gun � near useless now at this distance � and stopping Cole�s arm with a vice-like grip around his wrist, stiletto blade just an inch from his throat.
Cole felt a blow to the side of his head from the first man, a powerful shot from someone who knew what he was doing, and he felt his knees buckle beneath him, even as the second man twisted the knife from his grasp.
The first man aimed a fast roundhouse kick at his head, but Cole managed to slip underneath, taking hold of the man�s groin and violently twisting his testicles, shooting out a low side-kick to the second man�s knee.
The man with the mangled groin stifled a scream but fell to the sidewalk, and the second jammed a foot into Cole�s leg to stop the kick, jabbing the pointed blade of Cole�s dagger towards his face.
Cole slipped his head to one side, aiming his hardened fingertips in a dagger thrust of his own. The blow caught the man just next to the solar plexus, his jacket putting Cole�s aim off slightly, but it was enough to stun him momentarily.
Not knowing what was going on inside the restaurant, Cole knew he had to end this encounter quickly; but the men were damned good, and wouldn�t make it easy for him.
He turned to kick the first man, but to Cole�s surprise, he was already back on his feet, launching a vicious spinning kick of his own towards Cole�s head.
Cole knew the blow would be aimed at his temple; a killing technique, and one of the trademarks of the martial art of taekwondo. Cole wondered for a brief instant if the men could be Korean � and if so, what the hell their interest in this could be � and then ducked inside the kick, catching the kicking leg under one arm and scooping up the man�s body with the other, kicking out the supporting leg from underneath him.
Manhandling the expert martial artist, Cole threw him directly into his colleague, both men crashing to the concrete.
Knowing he would have just moments before the men were back on top of him, Cole turned to the restaurant and ran.
* * *
Park could hear something happening outside, but knew his men could take care of it. All four of them were not only experts in unarmed combat, but were also crack shots and superb knife fighters. Whatever problem they were having wouldn�t be a problem for long.
Wong Xiang had seen Park by this time, looking up from his menu to see the two North Korean agents stalking towards him, staff members already backing away to one side, fearful of what was happening.
Wong took in the sight of the pistols in the men�s hands and immediately went for his own.
Park fired once, a shot which took the man in the pink t-shirt right between the eyes.
Between the sound of the shot and the time when the man�s body finally toppled backwards to the floor, the whole restaurant erupted into chaos; the staff were running for the kitchen, customers were either rooted to the spot in fear or else throwing themselves to the floor or backing away to the front door.
�Stop!� Park called out in broken English. �Everybody down on the floor!� he ordered. �Now!�
His gun never left Wong�s head, and Chae rushed forward to disarm the man, pocketing his expensive SIG-Sauer 10mm. Chae�s own gun now at the man�s head, he forced the broker to stand.
�Whatever you�re being paid,� Wong said evenly, �I�ll be able to beat it. Trust me.�
Park smiled; not a friendly gesture, it was the smile of a predator about to consume its prey. �Not everyone is motivated by money, Mr. Wong.�
�Come on,� Wong persisted, �everyone wants something. What do ��
Park saw then that Wong was just playing for time; first he saw the man�s eyes flicker behind him, then he saw Chae turn to look in the same direction, gun immediately leaving Wong�s head and aiming over Park�s own shoulder.
Park�s head turned just in time to see a Caucasian man running towards him at high-speed.
* * *
Cole�s tackle took Park right off his feet, and Cole kept the man going backwards until he crashed Park�s body into Chae�s, knocking both men to the floor.
As soon as the men hit the ground, Cole grabbed hold of Wong�s forearm and pulled him towards the rear of the restaurant, his cupped open hand slapping Chae�s rising head over the ear as they went.
But then a hand reached out and gripped Cole�s leg, tripping him. Cole went down, but as he fell, he managed to grab a fork from the next table. As soon as he hit the floor, he was already sitting back up, and jammed the fork deep into the hand which was holding his leg.
He felt, rather than saw, a fist hurtling towards him from the side, and managed to get back to his feet to avoid the blow, picking up a chair in the same movement and turning, letting the chair come crashing down over Chae�s head.
He pirouetted and kicked Park across the jaw just as he was standing, but the man�s resilience was astounding; he staggered backwards but took the blow and immediately responded by kicking the edge of the nearest table, driving it across the tiled floor until the opposite end struck Cole hard in the gut, doubling him over.
Park followed up with a hard roundhouse kick which whistled over the table top, but Cole rode backwards out of the way, intercepting the kick with his hand and jamming the leg down onto the tabletop. At the same time Cole�s hand snaked out to the next table, picked up a meat skewer from a customer�s plate, and jammed it down through Park�s extended leg.
The two men from outside were racing into the restaurant now, guns out, and Cole dived to one side as they opened fire, scrabbling with Wong across the littered floor to the double swing doors of the kitchens.
�Who are you?� Wong demanded as Cole ushered him through the cramped, steaming kitchen, staff members cowering on the floor; all except for one of the chefs, who launched himself towards Cole and Wong, a meat cleaver in his hands.
Cole sidestepped the attack and knocked the chef out with a clean punch to the point of the chin.
Hearing noise from behind, Cole stooped to pick up the cleaver and rotated, hurling it towards the doorway.
Cole was pleased to see the cleaver hit its mark, sharpened edge hitting the first man from outside right in the chest. The agent dropped to his knees, the life instantly draining from his eyes.
Cole pushed Wong towards the rear service doors � he wanted to question the arms broker, but he would have to be alive if Cole was ever going to be able to do that � just as the second agent from outside clambered over the body of his dead colleague, Browning up and aimed.
Cole sprang forward, one hand grabbing the man�s gun arm while the other struck out towards his throat with the web of skin between thumb and forefinger. The agent pulled his chin down in response to the blow, but Cole used the distraction to grab his jacket lapel, dropping suddenly backwards, foot to the agent�s stomach, throwing him straight overhead in a flying somersault.
The man landed squarely on the hot plates, the scalding heat burning the man�s skin instantly, and he screamed as his body recoiled off the grill unit; but his body fell again, and the man had to sacrifice his arm, protecting his body as he rolled off, writhing in agony on the kitchen floor next to the unconscious chef.
Cole saw Wong reach the rear doors, and grabbed a handful of plates as the swing doors to the kitchen moved again, Park and Chae rushing inside, Park visibly limping from the skewer in his thigh.
Before they could shoot, Cole started hurling plates towards them one after the other in rapid succession, smashing into the walls, the doors, and the two agents themselves.
The men were forced to raise their arms instinctively to protect themselves, and in his brief moment of opportunity, Cole turned and raced for the fire exit, out in the open air and slamming the heavy door closed to the sounds of dozens of 9mm rounds which peppered the other side of the steel exit right behind him.
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Cole saw Wong fleeing down the alleyway ahead of him and sprinted after the arms broker, catching up with him at the end of the block.
�Xiang!� Cole said, taking hold of his arm. �Where are you going? Those men are going to kill you, do you understand? I�m here to protect you!� Cole hoped he could build trust with the man, capitalize on the situation so that he would be more likely to get information out of him later. If they survived.
Wong looked at Cole suspiciously. �But who the hell are you?� he asked in confusion, events having erupted so fast he still hadn�t had time to mentally sort himself out.
Just then, the steel door crashed open at the other end of the alleyway, and Cole pulled Wong into the street with him. �Later!� he said as they raced together out into the light traffic of Cikini 1.
Cole waved his hand for a taxi, and no sooner had he done so than a bright orange three-wheeled Bajaj � Indonesia�s version of the auto rickshaw � pulled up next to them, the driver smiling with a mouthful of golden teeth. �Where to?� he asked in English, in deference to Cole�s appearance.
�Anywhere!� Cole said, jumping into the back with Wong as he eyed the Korean agents hightailing it down the alleyway after them. �Just move!�
�No problem!� the driver said jovially. �I ��
The next words caught in his throat as a 9mm bullet entered the side of his head, skull and brains showering the windscreen.
�Get down!� Cole ordered Wong, who was already curling himself into the Bajaj�s cramped foot well. Stepping over the driver, Cole slammed his foot down hard on the gas pedal and pulled the wheel around sharply, making the three-wheeler perform a tight U-turn in the middle of the road, the little vehicle teetering violently to one side as it did so, threatening to turn over completely.
But it regained its traction and Cole leaned over the dead body in the driver�s seat, saw the men approaching, and accelerated off into the oncoming traffic.
* * *
Park looked on in disgust as the American escaped with their target.
Who the hell was he? The throbbing in Park�s leg told him that whoever he was, the man was good. Park had removed the skewer, and luckily it hadn�t done any real damage; it had passed through the meat of his leg, and the wound was now merely uncomfortable. But it would be nice to kill the man who had done it.
But what were they going to do now? The target was getting away and the Third Bureau didn�t tolerate failure.
Indecision, however, was a foreign concept to Park, and he immediately turned towards the street and aimed his gun at a passing car, forcing it to a halt.
Park was pleased to see Chae responding immediately, opening the door and reaching inside to pull the driver out onto the street, slipping in behind the wheel and gunning the engine. Park made for the passenger door, and saw that Song Soo-chul, the man who�d been stationed at the front of Vietopia with his now dead colleague, was about to climb in the back.
�No!� said Park, noticing a passing motorbike. He fired a single shot from his Browning which hit the rider in the chest, knocking him from the bike, and pointed towards the fast two-wheeler which skittered on its side to a stop in front of them. �Follow him on that!�
And just seconds later, they were on their way, following Wong and his American guardian angel into the oncoming traffic, ignoring the chaos they were leaving behind.
* * *
Cole saw in the Bajaj�s small wing mirrors that he was now being pursued by a car and a bike. Each had advantages and drawbacks; the car would provide a stable platform for shooting but was less maneuverable in traffic, while the bike would be more likely to catch up to them but would be difficult to shoot from. Combined, however, the agents had both firepower and maneuverability. Cole knew that the bike would try and cut them off, and the car would approach to perform the executions.
Watching the two vehicles in his mirrors as he weaved the dented Bajaj in and out of the oncoming traffic, Cole opened a door and � waiting until the time was right � kicked the driver�s dead body out into the street, wrenching the sagging door closed behind it.
* * *
Song saw the body hit the ground and roll towards him and instantly veered left, cutting across an approaching sedan and straight back in, avoiding hitting the dead man. He knew what the American�s plan had been � make the bike hit the corpse, which would have sent Song flying off.
But it hadn�t worked, and Song accelerated again towards the orange three-wheeled rickshaw.
Behind Song, Chae leaned on the horn to clear the traffic ahead of them, Park hanging his body out of the side window, handgun aimed down the street on the off-chance he could squeeze a few shots off at the Bajaj. He saw Song skillfully avoid the driver�s body, and smiled as Chae took the direct route and ran straight over it, the car rocked by a heavy thumping as it passed underneath the wheels but kept on course.
Chae was playing a game of chicken with the oncoming traffic, and he was winning; other drivers veered out of their way, crashing into cars and nearby storefronts, and Park considered that perhaps it was partially down to the gun he was pointing towards them.
He pulled himself back into the car as he saw the Bajaj, and then the motorbike, take a right turn at the end of Cikini 1, merging with traffic going north on Jalan RP Suroso.
�They�re turning right,� he told Chae, who merely nodded in acknowledgment, his own mind locked onto the targets ahead of them.
* * *
Cole fought to control the Bajaj as he ducked in and out of the steady thrum of traffic headed north, the little engine struggling to cope with the demands he was placing on it.
Behind him, he could see the car struggling to keep up, but the bike was moving ever closer, able to weave through the other vehicles even more easily than the three-wheeled Bajaj.
He jerked the wheel left at the last second, careening on two wheels onto Gondangdia 2, a narrow road leading west. Cole pushed his foot down harder and took off at speed past the Menteng Regency apartment building, a group of tourists stopping to stare at the crazy Bajaj driver, mouths agape.
Cole could see that his maneuver had paid off; the bike hadn�t been left enough time to turn, and had gone sailing right past. But Cole knew it wouldn�t take the rider long to correct the error; he would either turn around quickly, or else carry on to the next parallel road and then cut across to intercept them further up.
And Cole knew that the car would certainly have enough time to respond, and would soon be after them.
With Wong Xiang still cowering on the floor in the back of the Bajaj, Cole whipped down the street and took a right turn at the end onto Gondangdia 3, which ran parallel to a set of train tracks.
Cole knew from his earlier research that the tracks led to Gondangdia Station, and an idea began to formulate in his mind.
Cole heard the supersonic crack of a 9mm round followed an instant later by the sound of a ricochet, and saw in his wing mirrors the agent he stabbed through the leg, gun in hand. He was leaning out of the car, which was accelerating fast towards him.
More shots followed, and Cole kept his head down as the bullets ricocheted off the metal skin of the Bajaj. And then he heard the screaming of an engine at high revs and looked right to see the motorcycle racing towards him down another side-street, gun in the rider�s hand. He saw a flash from the barrel, and buried his head under the wheel, the bullets tearing through the Bajaj�s canvas upper.
Cole immediately punched the accelerator down even further and turned left at the end of the road onto Cut Meutia, the motorcycle right next to him now, the rider pointing his handgun through the open window.
Cole wrenched the wheel across and knocked the bike off to the side, keeping the momentum going and coming off the road; suspension shaking, he mounted a grassed central reservation, ploughed through a barrier and crossed over onto Jalan GSSY Samratulangi, heading north.
The bike was out of action for the time being, but the car followed him, bullets flying out across the highway as he gunned the tiny engine and headed for the train station which was now just ahead.
Time to see if his plan would work.
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�We�ve got him!� Chae said confidently. Traffic was clogging up outside the station, and soon even a Bajaj wouldn�t be able to get through.
Park grinned and leaned further out of the window, gun arm steady, waiting for the kill shot. He�d take the American out, and would then move in to grab Wong Xiang. It was even providential that it would happen outside the station; they could get Wong away from the area nice and quickly by just taking the train. By the time anyone thought to follow them, they�d be long gone.
But then Park saw the little Bajaj turning, cutting sharply across traffic, across pedestrians, across the sidewalk; and then the American and Wong Xiang were gone completely, the little vehicle having been driven inside the train station itself.
* * *
�Are you crazy?� Wong called from the rear, people�s screams reverberating off walls and ceilings having told him they were now driving indoors. �You�re fucking crazy! Let me out!�
Cole ignored him as he piloted the Bajaj past stalls and ticket desks, in and out of startled onlookers, looking for the escalator.
He saw it moments later and drove the three-wheeler straight towards it. He revved it hard and the front end shot up and mounted the steps, the escalator�s motors pulling the lightweight vehicle right onto it.
Screams came from all quarters, but again Cole ignored them, keeping the revs high to ensure that the Bajaj didn�t fall down backwards to the foyer.
And then they were at the top, the little vehicle�s front tire bit down, then the rears, and it catapulted forward onto the platform, waiting commuters jumping out of the way and running for their lives.
* * *
�Son of a bitch!� Park spat as Chae mounted the curb and they both got out at a run. What was the American thinking? What did he hope to achieve?
A security guard, alerted by the screaming and running crowds, stood in the foyer. A look of confusion and panic was on his face, but a gun was in his hands and Park shot him on the run, passing him and mounting the escalators.
But then he heard the high whine of an engine behind him and moved to the side as Song mounted the moving staircase on his bike, accelerating up past Park and Chae onto the platforms above, in hot pursuit of the wild Bajaj.
* * *
Cole gunned the little auto rickshaw along the platform, people jumping out of the way left, right and center. A security guard drew a gun, but Cole veered close and clipped him with a wing mirror, knocking him to the ground.
Behind him, Cole could hear the sound of the bike accelerating up the escalator and found himself being impressed; if Cole was determined to win, then so were his pursuers.
Cole drove parallel to a stationary train, which began to move away from the platform, passengers wide-eyed as they watched him from their windows.
He saw the biker in his mirrors, raising his gun and firing, and again Cole hunkered down, hoping that the thin metal of the Bajaj would protect him.
And then the train left the station completely and Cole veered across the platform and accelerated towards the edge.
The orange three-wheeler left the platform with a less than graceful leap, plummeting hard to the tracks below; but the Bajaj got traction and pulled away after the train, puttering over the railway line.
They were only doing thirty miles an hour, the Bajaj all but incapable of doing any more, but in the damaged, semi-open three-wheeled rickshaw, it felt much faster.
As Cole turned to see the bike perform a superb jump off the platform onto the train tracks, he knew that the motorcycle was fast, and would be on them soon.
But at least he had narrowed his pursuers down to just one, the other two left behind to watch uselessly from the platform as their lone comrade continued the chase.
* * *
Song accelerated down the railway line towards his prey. He would have to kill the American for sure; the skill would be in capturing Wong Xiang safely.
As the bike bounced up and down on the metal pilings, Song was forced to pocket his Browning; there was no way he could control the bike with only one hand. But he was catching the Bajaj rapidly now, and would soon be in a better position to attack.
Song was there within half a minute, revving the bike hard and taking the bone-shattering impacts of the rutted sleepers as they passed under his narrow tires. He pulled alongside, close now; he knew that the driver would be reluctant to ram him again, as the sideways movement might put the Bajaj off the track completely.
Holding tight with his hands to the handlebars, Song balanced on his far leg and shot his near-side boot through the open cockpit, connecting with the American�s face, rocking him back.
Song grinned as he swiftly retrieved his leg, checked the track ahead � saw it curving in a gentle bend � and then lashed out again, steel toe-caps whipping across the driver�s jaw.
While the American was distracted, Wong too scared to offer any assistance, Song put both feet firmly back down and reached out for the Bajaj, hoping to pull himself inside to use his knife on the driver.
But then � what the hell?�� the American reached out and grabbed his hand, pulling it further in and then kicking the inside of his own door.
Song realized the man had been overreacting to his blows, luring Song in closer; and as the door hit him hard, he knew what was going to happen.
His hands came away from the door, the impact of the driver�s kick sending the bike skittering sideways over the tracks, and he was fighting to control it round the bend when he heard it; the sound of a train, approaching at speed.
Song looked ahead, saw that he was on the opposite track now, the flat grey metal fa�ade of a locomotive speeding towards him at over one hundred miles per hour.
* * *
Cole pulled the door shut as the train crashed into the biker head-on, sending both the motorcycle and its rider flying back the other way along the tracks before it crushed them underneath a thousand tons of fast-moving metal.
The passage of air as the train whipped past the Bajaj was almost enough to jettison the rickshaw from the tracks; but as soon as it started, it was over, and Cole was past the rear of the train now, heading towards freedom.
* * *
It was just minutes later that he heard it � another train, this time coming from the rear; within moments, it would be bearing down right on top of them, crushing the Bajaj beneath it just like the bike before it.
�They�re on the train!� Wong called out to him.
Cole looked in his mirrors again, and saw that Wong was right � literally; the remaining two agents were on the roof of the train, riding it towards them. Far from being left behind at the station, they must have simply jumped aboard the next train and followed them, knowing they would be able to catch up.
Cole looked across the elevated tracks, saw the traffic on the road beneath, and yanked the wheel over. �Hold on!� he yelled to Wong.
Moments later the little rickshaw smashed through the side barrier and went flying through the air, Cole�s stomach lurching up into his throat as they seemed to sail out across the streets below.
But then the Bajaj crashed onto the street, weight crunching down hard onto the tires, the suspension, rocking the vehicle and its occupants with its savage impact.
Cole looked up at the tracks and his jaw dropped open.
The two agents had hurled themselves from the top of the train in an insane final bid to catch their prey.
* * *
Park grabbed hold of the limbs of the tree, using them to break his fall, branches lacerating his skin as he tumbled down, his momentum eventually slowing before landing in a parachute roll on the grass below.
He was satisfied when the bloodied but otherwise undamaged form of Chae landed by his side. It might have appeared suicidal, but Park had seen the section of trees planted on the corner of Medan Merdeka Timur and Medan Merdeka Selantan, and aimed his highly-trained body towards them, knowing that at that height, the branches would break his fall sufficiently for him to survive.
He saw that the Bajaj had also miraculously survived the fall from the railway bridge, landing heavily on Selantan. As he and Chae pushed through the trees towards the road, he watched the rickshaw travel a few tentative feet before giving up the ghost completely; the engine blew and the axle snapped in half, depositing the body of the car right onto the hot tarmac.
The American grabbed Wong instantly and took off at a run, leaping a barrier across the road and heading for more trees beyond.
With all parties now on foot, Park could feel victory right around the corner, and he and Chae set off in hot pursuit, guns out and ready.
* * *
Cole and Wong broke through the tree line and were immediately taken aback at the sight which loomed before them; a marble-clad obelisk topped by a flame covered in gold foil, the National Monument rose over four hundred feet into the brilliant blue sky above the teeming city of Jakarta, a symbol of the fight for Indonesian independence.
Cole and Wong raced forwards to try and lose themselves in the crowds of tourists, and were soon in amongst people, trying to blend in, to hide and regroup.
Cole saw the gun rising towards him almost too late, the black barrel emerging from a crowd to his left, the muzzle flashing as a shot was fired.
But Cole was already moving, pivoting to the side before snaking back in at an angle, both hands seizing the barrel and turning it upwards, forcing Park�s wrist back on itself until the gun was ripped from the man�s grasp.
Cole quickly aimed it back at Park, but the man�s leg lashed out and kicked the weapon out of Cole�s grasp. Cole responded instantly by launching a solid rear hand punch to the man�s face. He thought he could feel the eye socket fracture, but Park barely seemed to notice, whipping a round kick into Cole�s thigh before looping another towards his head.
Park had obviously hoped his first kick would topple Cole and allow the second to be the coup de grace; but Cole had spent the last eighteen months in the rings of Thailand, Laos and Cambodia, where leg kicks were the bread and butter of the vicious combat sports practiced there.
He therefore stood his ground and intercepted Park�s second kick, hooking his hand around it and spinning the man further around, launching a strong front thrust kick of his own into the agent�s back which sent him sprawling into the frightened crowds.
Cole could hear police sirens in the streets beyond the square, and police whistles much closer; but he ignored these for now and turned to find Wong.
Seconds later he spotted the man, being marched away by the other agent, a pistol held to his back.
Cole sprinted ahead but the agent must have heard him and turned, pistol aimed at Cole�s chest. Cole was glad when Wong slammed his hands down hard onto Chae�s arms, the gun discharging harmlessly into the floor; and then Cole was there, kicking the gun out of his hands and grabbing the man�s head, pulling it down onto a powerful knee strike.
But Chae anticipated this and put up his hands to block the blow. Cole in turn snapped the man�s head down and slipped his arm around his neck in a guillotine choke, sinking his forearm tight into Chae�s throat, arching his back to lift the agent off his feet, cutting off his air supply completely.
Cole felt Chae�s hands pummel at him uselessly from his bent-over position, waited for him to adjust his weight as Cole knew he would, and then wrenched up violently, severing the man�s spinal cord in one devastatingly final motion.
Cole turned to face Park, but a group of policemen had surrounded him, taking him out of the picture for now.
His head snapped back to Wong, but the arms broker was no longer there.
Seeing his chance, the man had simply vanished.
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Wong Xiang breathed hard as he rode the elevator to the National Monument�s viewing platform.
Who the hell were these people? The white guy had been protecting him, but why? It was obvious that the Asians weren�t so friendly, but Wong knew one thing for sure � he was better off without any of them.
At first, the viewing platform had seemed like a good idea; it was far away from all the trouble on the ground. But what if he�d been seen riding it up? Wouldn�t he be followed? But it looked like the police were on the scene back in the square, so maybe they�d all been arrested; maybe even killed each other.
But Wong didn�t believe it; none of the men back in the square looked like the type to let themselves get arrested, and he knew that at least one of them would survive and come for him.
So what were his options? If he waited at the top, someone would find him sooner or later. But if he simply rode the car back down, it was equally likely that there would be someone waiting for him there.
The emergency stairs? If someone followed him up, he could run down while they were taking the elevator. Unless they were coming up the stairs the other way, of course.
He pulled his cellphone out, realizing that he could call some friends to come to the rescue; well-armed bad-asses that would sort out these guys no problem. Except that by the time they got here, he could already be dead. He looked down at his phone. There was no signal in the elevator car anyway.
There was only one option left.
He looked up at the roof and sighed.
* * *
Cole raced up the stairs two at a time, determined to intercept Wong Xiang at the top.
He knew he might soon have company � the last thing he�d seen of Park was a blur of movement from the crowd behind him as he went for the surrounding police officers. Gunshots were ringing out by the time Cole had hit the stairwell, and he hoped that it was the policemen who�d been firing; from what he�d seen of Park already, however, he had to accept that the policemen could all be dead.
Cole burst out of the stairwell into the viewing platform, knocking an overweight security guard to one side as he raced to the elevator.
Yes. He�d made it in time; the elevator had just arrived, the door opening to reveal a group of tourists. And yet they didn�t pour out of the car with the excitement they would have ordinarily displayed; instead, their eyes were all staring upwards, and Cole poked his head through and looked up too.
The access hatch was open.
And Wong was gone.
* * *
Although it was still warm at four hundred feet, the wind whipped at Wong, threatening to rip him off the top of the enormous structure.
It had been crazy, but what else could he do? He was being chased by the most relentless people he had ever met, and he still didn�t know why. He�d be able to buy some time up here, stay here until things quietened down.
He checked his cellphone again, hoping to place that call to his friends. They�d be able to secure the square, escort him back down. Hell, he was in tight with half the local government.
But there was still no signal.
He threw the phone on the floor in disgust. What fucking use was it?
A noise to one side caught his attention and he turned, horrified to see the American hauling himself up onto the roof.
�Damn,� he said in resignation, �you one persistent motherfucker, you know? What the hell do you want?�
* * *
Cole approached, hands raised in placation. �I�m not here to hurt you,� he began. �I was sent here to protect you. I�m a friend.�
�Friend? Friend of who? Who sent you?� Wong was backing away, but Cole noticed his body language relaxing slightly. The fact was, Cole had demonstrated his desire � and his ability � to protect the man, and had therefore built some measure of trust. Would it be enough?
But then the roof access hatch next to Cole burst open and an enraged Park launched himself towards him, unarmed but deadly. Cole was unhappy to see that he�d been right about him taking out the police officers back in the square.
Cole absorbed the man�s energy and turned him over by grabbing the arms and dropping his bodyweight, using a throw common to both judo and aikido.
Park rolled across the rooftop and regained his feet instantly, rising up into a fighting stance.
Definitely taekwondo, Cole thought as the two men circled each other, Wong forgotten for the moment. At the top of the four hundred foot National Monument, the city of Jakarta spread out far and wide below them and no barriers to protect them, Wong wasn�t going anywhere.
Cole himself had trained in the martial arts since boyhood; first in boxing and wrestling, and then in the oriental martial arts of karate and judo. He�d carried on his training in the military, becoming an expert in the Israeli defense system of krav maga and the grappling art of Brazilian jiu-jitsu, as well as excelling at the host of specialist unarmed and close quarter combatives courses he had been sent on while training as a covert operative. And then there was the ancient art of Kalaripayattu and the death strikes of marma adi he had been taught while imprisoned in Pakistan, the supposed mother of all martial arts.
It was a rare occasion when Cole faced somebody as adept as he was, but Cole could see that Park was such a man; his body honed to perfection, his mind razor-sharp.
The two men continued to circle each other, searching their opposite number for an opening of any kind, any opportunity they could capitalize on. In each man�s mind�s eye, a hundred scenarios were thought through and discarded in fractions of a second; moves and counter-moves, actions and reactions.
But taekwondo was an aggressive, attacking art, and Cole could tell from the slight tension in the man�s muscles, the tightness of his jaw, that he wanted to attack; it was in his nature, and Cole knew that if he was patient, the man�s attack would be launched as surely as night following day.
The stand-off seemed to last an eternity, but finally � inevitably � Park�s face contorted into a seething rage and he let out a piercing kihap shout to attune his energies as he leapt at Cole with a powerful jumping front kick.
Anticipating the surge, Cole sidestepping and scooped his forearm in and up, hitting the leg from underneath and turning Park over in the air.
Miraculously, the man performed a full somersault and landed on his feet; but Cole seized his own opportunity and skipped in, punching out at Park�s face with his thumb, pushed in tightly and extended from his fist. The thumb found its mark, jabbing deep into Park�s left eye, half-blinding him instantly.
Enraged, Park instinctively reached out and took hold of Cole, hands clenching around his neck and jerking forwards violently with his head.
The dense bone of Park�s skull crashed into Cole�s face; he felt the cartilage in his nose give way, and Park reared back to do the same again, his grip still tight around Cole�s neck.
As his battered face rushed towards Park�s head, the bunched-up fingertips of Cole�s right hand ripped suddenly upwards, catching Park in the soft tissue between his throat and his chin.
Park�s grip released instantly as he staggered back, gasping for breath, and Cole rushed forwards, throwing a straight right to Park�s temple.
But Park recovered more quickly than Cole thought possible and deflected Cole�s punch, hands securing tight around his wrist and throwing him across the rooftop in a perfect hapkido wrist throw.
Cole rolled across the roof and collided with Wong, the impact knocking the arms dealer back towards the edge of the roof.
�Aniyo!� Cole heard Park shout; Korean for No!, which confirmed his suspicions about the man. But Cole had no time to fully process this information, as both he and Park raced to the roof edge to save their only source of vital information.
Both men�s hands leapt out to grab hold of Wong � his arm, his leg, his shirt, anything!�� but it was too late and, his eyes wide with terror, shock and simple disbelief, Wong Xiang fell from the rooftop of the National Monument, four hundred feet to the concrete square below; and Cole and Park watched in dejected horror as the body erupted over the sidewalk, shattered completely, whatever information he could tell them about Liang Kebangkitan lost forever.
For an instant Cole wondered whether there was any point in fighting on; their target was lost, why not just agree to move on? But he knew deep down that this could never happen, that Park�s warrior honor would demand closure; and then he felt the air parting and moved back from the edge of the building just in time, Park�s boot flying an inch from his face.
Cole trotted back to control the center of the roof, keeping Park�s back to the edge, using his footwork to keep to the safety zone.
Park attacked again with a side kick to Cole�s knee, and Cole stepped off to one side and threw a powerful shot into the man�s liver, doubling him up and then lashing out with a Thai leg kick of his own, smashing his hardened shin bone into the side of Park�s knee., shattering the patella and tearing the ligaments.
Pain creased Park�s face and he stumbled, struggling to stand; but his guard was still up, and his eyes were still focused.
Cole threw a hard front kick, but Park intercepted it with his elbow, jamming the point down onto the small bones of Cole�s foot. As Cole sagged forward, Park unleashed a front kick of his own; powerful enough, even with his knee destroyed, to propel Cole back across the rooftop, his feet touching the edge.
Like Wong, he teetered, trying to get his balance, and then went, toppling backwards over the edge.
Unlike Wong, Cole managed to twist his body in mid-air, turning to catch hold of the precipice with his vice-like fingertips. The wind pulled at him, threatening to rip him off the side and send him plummeting to the concrete hundreds of feet below him, and for a second Cole was overwhelmed by a powerful sense of vertigo as he saw the great Indonesian city spread out like a grey urban blanket beneath him.
But then his equilibrium recovered and he tried to pull himself up. He saw the black boots of his opponent come stamping down towards his hands and instead of hauling himself up onto the rooftop he swung one leg up and around above him, sweeping Park�s supporting leg out from underneath him like a scythe.
He pulled himself back over the parapet in one smooth movement, jumping on top of Park, legs either side of his chest trapping the man tightly as he rained down blows on the agent�s head and body.
When Park went to cover up his face, Cole reacted to the opportunity and pulled one of the Korean�s arms out and up, securing it to his own chest with his hands as he swung one leg over Park�s face, moving his body until it made a right angle with Park�s, his elbow trapped across Cole�s hips.
And then in the same smooth fluid movement, Cole pulled back on the arm while raising his hips violently upwards, breaking Park�s arm at the elbow with the juji gatame armlock of both judo and jiu-jitsu.
Park stifled a scream and turned in towards Cole, unleashing the fist of his other arm in a frenzied attack as he struggled back to his feet. Cole pushed him away and they were separated again, both men now breathing hard despite their conditioning.
Cole knew the end was near � Park was at the limit and only had one good attack left in him.
It came sooner than Cole expected, a violent roar that emanated from deep within the center of the Korean�s powerful body. And then � even with a broken knee and arm � Park ran towards Cole � two steps, three, four � then braced his legs and to Cole�s amazement launched himself off his damaged leg, attacking Cole with twimyo yeop chagi, the immensely powerful flying side kick of taekwondo which had been used once upon a time to knock armored warriors from their mounts.
Cole knew that if it caught him in the chest or head he would have no chance � the power of the kick would send him sailing out into the void with no hope of grabbing the roof.
But Cole was able to read the passage of the kick as it sliced through the air and grabbed it with both hands, right around Park�s lower leg; and, keeping his center of gravity low, Cole pivoted violently, using Park�s own momentum to turn him in midair, swinging his body around like an Olympic hammer thrower until the point of��
Release.
Cole let go of Park�s leg and watched as the Korean�s body went spiraling off the side of the building, eyes finally wide in panic as he realized that there would be no second chance.
And then he was gone.
Cole saw the body hit the square below, not too far from Wong�s, the Korean�s halo of bright red blood mixing with the arms broker�s, and he sighed.
Damn.
What was he going to do now that he�d lost his only lead?
He sat down on the roof, exhausted from the combat, the adrenalin.
Across the dusty marble roof, he saw something.
It was a cellphone, and hope leapt in Cole�s heart as he raced over to it.
Yes, he thought happily.
Maybe there was still a chance after all.

PART THREE
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Minister of State Security Choi Ho-ki stared across the parade ground, hands behind his back, watching the military parade in front of him; hundreds of loyal soldiers in the Korean People�s Army Ground Force going through intricately choreographed drill moves with wonderful precision.
President Kim himself was watching too, from a raised dais behind a row of battle tanks, surrounded by his normal entourage of key advisers.
The morning air was chilly, and Lt. General U Chun-su breathed out steadily and watched the air turn to steam in front of him as he waited for Choi to speak.
�What do you think our great leader will say when I speak to him later?� Choi said finally, eyes still locked on the parade ground, not even wanting to look at the Director of the RGB.
�I will tell him myself,� U said humbly, knowing that it would be expected. �I will tell him that I failed.�
There was a pause as Choi seemed to consider the matter. �No,� he said evenly. �That is not what will happen. President Kim is expecting results, and we will deliver them, do you understand?�
�But what can we ��
�We can press ahead as planned. Off schedule of course, but you will have to be flexible. We still have quantities of the product left at Camp Fourteen?�
�Yes, we have a large stockpile, but what ��
�That is what you will need to figure out,� Choi explained patiently. �If you wish to retain your position as Director, you will carry out this mission as directed. President Kim is only interested in results, not in methods. Get it there, use it, any way you can. Yes?�
U nodded his head slowly, watching the army parade in front of him, marching right past them with the click of boots and the swish of material; postures erect, faces proud.
He was just going to have to be creative.
* * *
�Tango down!� Lt. Commander Jake Navarone called out after making the shot, his suppressed H&K MP-10 submachine gun tracking across the room in front of him, his partner Duke Kleiner covering him as they cleared the ship room by room.
They�d already been through countless drills since arriving in Subic Bay � dry firing drills, range drills, practicing approaching the Navy boats via covert insertion, boat handling and night swimming � and had now been granted permission to use a full-size cargo ship loaned to the US Navy by Storm Shipping, an American company who�d had a ship at dock in the nearby Port of Batangas.
�Clear!� he heard Kleiner announce, followed by more pronouncements by other members of his squad.
�Upper deck all clear!� Navarone said through his throat mike.
Navarone and Kleiner swept out of the room and headed for the bridge where they were to regroup with the other SEALs, hearing muffled shots as they moved.
Before they reached their rendezvous, Navarone heard Commander Treyborne over his earpiece. �Hostages secured, all tangos down.�
Navarone smiled. Even though it was only an exercise, the people playing the pirates were no pushovers � they were all operators from SEAL Team Four who were stationed at Subic Bay. But DEVGRU were the best of the best, and trial runs like this were what made them so effective. Practice didn�t make perfect on its own; perfect practice made perfect, and that is what DEVGRU constantly strived for.
This latest exercise was only part of the puzzle; a piece of the mission broken down so that it could be perfected. They hadn�t inserted via boat or clandestine underwater swimming, and they wouldn�t be going through fully securing the ship and the extraction of the hostages. These skills would again be practiced separately, each man�s performance analyzed so that mistakes could be corrected and ironed out. And then it would all come together in a full mock-up of the operation � or as near as they could manage without detailed information such as the exact location of the vessel and the numbers and armaments of enemy personnel.
Once the vessel was located, thorough recon would have to be performed so that such questions could be answered, and then they would have to go through all their exercises again before committing to the real thing.
But when they did, Navarone knew that the pirates wouldn�t stand a chance.
* * *
Amir Al-Hazmi watched the volunteers as they went about their daily business in the compound. Men and women both, they had no work to do here, no chores as such, but each of them was an earnest true-believer and spent their time in deep prayer and meditation on what was to come.
They had been selected by The Lion � Al-Hazmi was one of only a selected handful of people who knew his leader�s true identity as Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, Assistant Minister for Internal Affairs at the Saudi Arabian Ministry of Interior � a long time ago, chosen for their backgrounds, their religious zealotry, and their absolute trust in Quraishi and the ideals of Arabian Islamic Jihad.
Al-Hazmi had known Quraishi for many years and had nothing but the highest regard for his master�s divine skills as a freedom-fighting mastermind. As he played with the curved, heavily-inscribed blade of his janbiya, the Arabic dagger characterized by both its curved short blade and its rhinoceros horn handle, Al-Hazmi thought back to how he and Quraishi had first met.
Al-Hazmi had only been a young man at the time, but had already been fighting with Al-Qaida fi Jazirat al-'Arab � al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula � for years, and was a hardened veteran of many violent campaigns.
He had entered the life after his family had been killed during a botched raid on their home by Saudi Arabian security forces. Al-Hazmi had been a young boy when it happened, and had been forced onto the streets to take care of himself. And he had � his innate abilities with the janbiya, used against the criminals and street toughs who threatened him, soon brought him to the attention of the AQAP leadership. They took him in and provided him with a home, food, and religious education.
It was at the madrassa where he had learnt about the true greatness of Allah and the corrupt perversions of the United States and her puppet, the House of Saud. He had been a willing student, and as well as his studies of the Qur�an, he soon excelled at the paramilitary training camps of Yemen and Syria.
In his early teens he was a part of several successful operations, fighting against the Americans in Iraq and Afghanistan; and the US troops had soon come to fear his janbiya, which he used to hack off souvenirs from dead soldiers and take them home for his grisly collection. But then his chance came to attack the heart of Saudi Arabia itself, a full-on assault of the Interior Ministry.
At just nineteen years old, he had led the attack himself.
But Allah, in His great wisdom, had decreed that the attack should fail, and Al-Hazmi and all of his colleagues had been captured and taken to the interrogation chambers below the government buildings of Riyadh.
It was there that he saw Quraishi for the first time; but instead of torturing him, Quraishi instead lectured him about why AQAP�s attacks were doomed to failure; poor leadership, poor training and � most importantly, according to Quraishi � poor intelligence.
Quraishi explained to Al-Hazmi that he wanted to use his power, his position, to lead a new jihad against the West and her allies; a jihad which would accomplish finally what all others had not � the annihilation of the Great Satan.
Al-Hazmi had been impressed with the man�s arguments, and found himself inspired by Quraishi�s leadership.
He had asked to join Quraishi�s fledgling organization then and there, and was accepted instantly, which made him one of the founding members of Arabian Islamic Jihad, and The Lion�s right-hand man.
Over the intervening years, as the membership and reach of the secretive group grew and grew, Al-Hazmi acted as Quraishi�s enforcer and executioner, tasks which soon earned him his own title of respect in the organization � Matraqat al-Kafir, the Hammer of the Infidel.
As one of the AIJ�s most senior operational leaders, Al-Hazmi had been entrusted by his master to secure and protect this all-important compound and to ensure that the upcoming operation went smoothly, including making sure that each and every volunteer boarded the correct planes at the correct time, and proceeded on to their destinations unhindered.
One of the resident medical personnel at the compound would see to the technical requirements of the mission; even now they were hard at work examining the contents which had just arrived by private jet from Medan in northern Sumatra. Without direct access to the scientists who developed it, they would have to spend some time experimenting to know exactly how to use it in the most effective manner. But that was work which would occur in the underground laboratory, and Al-Hazmi found that he didn�t really want to know too much about it. He had been there once, and had no yearning to go back.
Al-Hazmi knew that part of his job was to make sure that the volunteers didn�t have any second thoughts about what they were about to do, and so he had given clear instructions for them never to speak to the medical personnel, or to venture underground. Better for their motivation if they didn�t see what it was they had to do before the time was upon them.
Not that Al-Hazmi had much to worry about; they had been chosen just as he had been chosen himself. All of the volunteers were true believers, religious warriors who would do anything for the cause. Like Al-Hazmi, most of their families had been raped, tortured and executed by Saudi or US troops, or else killed by indiscriminate bombings, �collateral damage� which provided a never-ending supply of fresh blood to the cause.
No, Al-Hazmi considered as he ran his thumb along the well-used blade of his priceless janbiya, he didn�t have to worry about the volunteers. And then he smiled broadly as he thought of what lay ahead.
No, he thought happily, it was the Americans who should worry about the volunteers.
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The square was in absolute chaos when Cole finally returned to ground level. He�d known that police and security personnel would be using the elevator and stairs, and so he had ridden down on the roof of the elevator car, waited until the coast was clear, and then lowered himself through the access hatch and merged with the crowds.
Luckily, not enough time had elapsed for the authorities to cordon off the area or to secure it properly, and the square had been filled with hundreds of curious onlookers, many of whom were fixated by the two shattered bodies which had fallen from the top of the monument. It had been a relatively simply job for Cole to slip away in the confusion.
He�d since escaped fifty miles west to the city of Serang, where he�d located an internet caf� and was enjoying a cup of bandrek � a hot drink of spiced coconut milk popular in western Java � as he worked on the dead arms broker�s encrypted cellphone.
Cole used his hacking skills to piggyback onto one of the NSA�s decryption systems, and soon broke the encryption using sheer brute force. To Cole�s delight, the man had stored the contact details of many of his clients, one of whom was listed as Arief. Cole wasn�t surprised that Wong Xiang had such details; he would simply have believed that the sophisticated encryption would be enough to deter anyone who looked at his phone if it was ever lost.
Not that Cole could be sure that the number would still be being used by the pirate leader; a quick check of the number showed that it was a throw-away prepaid cellphone, and could easily have been replaced since the last time Wong had contacted him. But with nothing else to go on, Cole decided to pursue the lead.
Cole used the caf�s secure landline modem to hack into the Indosat computer mainframe. He quickly called up the last known transmitter used by Arief�s cellphone, and found that it was a cellphone repeater station based in the town of Dumai on the coast of Sumatra � in the known operating zone of Liang Kebangkitan, and not a million miles away from where the Fu Yu Shan was hijacked.
Sure he was onto something, Cole nevertheless wanted something more concrete before he set out to perform a physical reconnaissance. A cellphone transmitter was one thing, but what he really wanted was a current GPS location for the phone.
Using the Indosat system, Cole remotely downloaded a tracking app to the pirate�s suspected cell phone and called up the information onto his own computer.
It immediately came up with a list of GPS coordinates, which Cole fed into a mapping system, pinpointing the cellphone exactly.
It seemed to be currently located on a narrow, unnamed island less than a mile long, sandwiched between the Sumatran mainland and the larger island of Pulau Rupat.
Cole smiled; it was an ideal location for a pirate base, an unknown islet wedged in a narrow channel which would deter large military vessels from attacking, whilst offering plenty of opportunities for the pirates to escape if discovered � to the mainland, to Pulau Rupat, or out of the channel and into deeper waters.
From the satellite maps, Cole could see that the island was heavily forested, the trees obscuring any rivers or internal channels which might be hiding a hijacked ship. In fact, at the resolutions offered by the maps, nothing of the little island except its vague shape could be made out at all.
Due to the nature of the area, Cole doubted that even the high-definition real-time surveillance footage of a targeted drone aircraft would reveal much more � the vegetation covered everything, and Cole was sure that the ship would also be camouflaged and perhaps even hidden in a sheltered sea cave, making positive identification next to impossible.
Cole wondered whether he should notify the US authorities, but thought better of it; what did he have to go on? At the moment, all he knew was that a cellphone which was linked to someone listed as �Arief� was currently located on that little island. It could mean nothing, or it could mean everything, and Cole didn�t want valuable resources to be wasted if he was barking up the wrong tree.
Cole sighed as he finished his bandrek. There was only one thing for it.
He would have to find his way onto the island himself, and confirm that the Fu Yu Shan was actually there.
And if it was, he would remain on-site to provide real-time recon intelligence for the special ops team which would undoubtedly be sent to rescue the hostages and blast the pirates back into the fifteenth century.
* * *
The 35 day dry-aged rib-eye steak from the Shenandoah Valley Beef Cooperative tasted sublime as Jeb Richards consumed piece after mouthwatering piece.
It wasn�t on the menu for that particular evening, but Secretary of State Clark Mason had spoken to the ma�tre d� of 1789 and � sure enough � it had become instantly available.
The restaurant was one of the culinary icons of Washington DC, and was as good a place to spot political royalty as anywhere in the city. Richards knew that tongues might wag about his meeting with Mason, but who cared? They were both cabinet members, and meetings like this happened on a daily basis, especially at the city�s elite restaurants. Everyone knew that most of the important things which happened in the city originated over a good steak and a glass of wine during private meetings exactly like this one.
It would have been much more newsworthy if they had tried to meet clandestinely; for nothing was ever a secret for long in Washington, and the press would have had a field day with conjecture about what they were discussing.
As it was, relaxing in their mahogany chairs in the famous dining room, its cream-colored walls bedecked with centuries-old oil paintings, they were ignored completely; which suited Richards just fine.
�So tell me you think this whole ship thing is a waste of time,� Richards said through a mouthful of medium rare steak. The small talk was over for the evening, and now it was time for business.
Mason wiped at the edge of his mouth with a thick white napkin and took a sip of his Puligny Montrachet, regarding Richards with keen eyes.
�I wouldn�t perhaps go that far,� Mason began diplomatically. �I certainly think it�s important for us to put on a show, make all the right noises, don�t you? Ellen was right about the treaty with China, which is shaky at the best of times. Do we want to upset them?� He shook his head. �Not really.�
�But �� Richards began, before Mason cut him off with a wave of the hand.
�Sorry Jeb, but I didn�t finish. I said I think the pretense of doing something is important, not the actual doing itself. I would favor taking no real action, the same as you. As it happens, I think you�re right; I don�t think the kidnapping of three Americans � Chinese Americans in actual fact, and ones that don�t even live here, don�t pay their taxes here � well, I don�t think it�s anything to lose sleep over in the overall scheme of things, do you?�
Richards shook his head vigorously. �You�re damned right I don�t,� he said. �A big waste of time and money is what it is. And it�s taking our eye off the ball, the things that really matter, you know? I mean, honestly, who gives a shit about a Chinese cargo ship?�
Mason shrugged his shoulders, taking another sip of his wine. �Not me. But the president does, I�m afraid and � for now, at least � she�s in charge.�
Richards smiled, knowing that Mason had his own eyes on Abrams� job, fancied himself as the party�s chief candidate for the next election in just over four years� time, when Abrams would step down after completing her second term. If she won the November election.
But it was generally believed � and the polls supported the assumption � that Abrams would win again, her appeal still high after surviving the assassination attempt. Richards knew that Mason had no wish to oppose her directly this November; but he also knew that the Secretary of State did want that top job one day, and wanted to appeal to this sense of ambition.
�You�re right,� Richards said eventually as he slurped unceremoniously at his own wine, �you�re right. We can only hope that our next president� � he looked pointedly at Mason as he spoke � �is more sensible, and has a better grip on both foreign policy and internal security.�
Mason nodded his head in understanding. �Some of us take those things very seriously,� he said with affected gravitas. �Very seriously indeed.�
Richards nodded his own head, pretending to be impressed with Mason�s words, his dedication. �I think that perhaps this incident might play badly for Abrams,� he said at last. �It would be most unfortunate of course, but � after committing to finding the ship as she�s done � if the Fu Yu Shan was never found, if � let�s say � certain obstructions were placed in her path � then it would be very embarrassing for her, politically speaking.�
Mason smiled, warming to the idea. �You�re right,� he said. �That would be very unfortunate, wouldn�t it?�
Richards smiled as he watched Mason finish his wine and gesture for the attendant waiter to pour him another glass. Mason picked it up, and Richards joined him with his own. �Here�s to the Fu Yu Shan,� Mason said over the tinkling of crystal.
�The Fu Yu Shan,� Richards agreed, knocking back his own glass.
So Mason was aboard, he thought happily; and his own personal agenda was now one notch more secure.
* * *
�Yes my friend,� Abd al-Aziz Quraishi said into the secure telephone which rested on his office desk, �in sha�Allah.� If God wills it.
It always amused him when infidels attempted to impress him with their vain attempts at expressing Islamic concepts. Quraishi knew that � for the man on the other end of the line � they were entirely empty words, devoid of meaning. For how could an infidel ever hope to understand?
But it did not matter to Quraishi; all it meant was that The Lion was a man who others needed to impress, even the man on the phone; a man with some considerable power in his own world, but who wielded no control at all over the leader of Arabian Islamic Jihad.
Quraishi put the phone down without another word and stretched out, pleased with how the day was progressing so far. This was the second good news he had received; he had already spoken earlier to Amir al-Hazmi, his beloved Hammer of the Infidel, who had assured him that preparations at the operations base were coming along exactly as planned. The scientists had not only received the necessary package, but were making good progress in understanding how to get the most out of it.
Quraishi stood and moved to his window, staring out at the busy streets of Riyadh below. The people of Saudi Arabia went about their daily lives with no idea about how those lives were about to be changed. Saudi Arabia � even the name of his beloved land offended him; but it wouldn�t last long.
For no longer would there be the corrupt rule of the House of Saud, in thrall to the American government and defiling their great nation with their continuous dealings with the hateful Satan. The hypocrisy of the regime continued to amaze Quraishi even after all these years; how could a nation which espoused shariah law and a strict interpretation of Islam also allow such gross disbelievers to desecrate their holy lands with their armed forces? How could they engage in business deals and political relationships with the enemy? It made Quraishi physically sick to think about it, but soon � very soon � America would fall, and without the backing of that nation�s all-powerful military, the King and his entire regime would crumble to dust under the might of The Lion and the AIJ.
None of the citizens in the street looked up at the building which housed the Ministry of Interior, and Quraishi was not in the least bit surprised. The Ministry was responsible for the Mabahith, the feared secret police unit which pulled men, women and children kicking and screaming from their beds in the dead of night and dragged them away to the brutal interrogation chambers dug out of the cool earth underneath the city � some located within the three subterranean levels of this very building.
Quraishi had worked within the Mabahith himself for many years � a perfect cover for a man his own organization would have recognized as a terrorist � and it had been a horrific time. To maintain his cover and progress his position, he had had to willingly torture and execute his fellow freedom-fighters, his fellow believers.
It had taken an enormous force of will to do the things that he had done, but he had trusted in Allah that it was all for a reason, believed that it would be worth the sacrifice when his final mission came to fruition, as it was now doing.
The innocent blood on his hands would be cleansed, and Allah would forgive him.
Quraishi opened a window to breathe in the air of his homeland, and the thick heat washed into the room immediately, smothering the overworked air conditioning and clawing its way over his body, sweat rising instantaneously from his pores, soaking his shirt.
He stood there looking out at Riyadh, thinking about the other reason people tried to ignore the building � it was hideous.
A gigantic upside-down concrete step-pyramid capped by a huge concrete dome, it was too modern by far for Quraishi�s traditional tastes, and merely another example of the regime�s Western perversions. The architecture of the various ministry buildings had been lauded across much of the world as bringing Saudi Arabia out of the dark ages, but to Quraishi they looked as if they had been designed by an unimaginative American kindergarten child with a box of broken crayons and a sight impediment.
Quraishi looked again at the people in the streets below him and was surprised to find a tear in his eye. He didn�t know whether it was caused by the memories of his horrifying past working in the Mabahith�s dark dungeons, or simply by his passion to release these people from their chains of slavery, bound as they were to a house of corruption and evil; but whatever the reason, he wiped the tear away, his face hard.
Now was not the time for emotion; not when there was still serious work to be done.
He could release all the tears he had when America was destroyed and Arabia had reestablished its true position as a holy land, and a paradise for true believers.
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Cole�s head emerged from the dark waters, scanning the river ahead of him with his waterproof night-vision goggles, an unknowing gift from the dead arms dealer Wong Xiang.
Cole had managed to access Wong�s computer files through the cellphone�s internet connection, and had soon found reference to several storage warehouses rented in Wong�s name throughout western Java.
One had been not too far from Serang, a secure lock-up in the small coastal town of Cilegon, and Cole had headed straight there, wanting to beat the authorities before they accessed Wong�s records and made their own way there.
He had been delighted by what he had found; an arms cache far more impressive than the one underneath Boom�s garden shack. And it wasn�t just weapons; there was military-grade equipment of every type, and Cole realized that Khat had probably only been one of a handful of dealers who supplied Wong�s business.
He had quickly decided what he needed, packed it all up in a huge military rucksack and a couple of canvas kit bags, and headed for the local ferry port where he�d boarded the last boat of the day across the narrow strait which separated Java from Sumatra.
Arriving in Bandar Lampung later that same evening, and with nobody showing any sign of interest in the contents of his heavy bags, Cole had rented a 4x4 and immediately set off on the long journey north to Dumai.
Cole had driven the eight hundred miles to Dumai in one go, stopping only for food and gas, and arrived in the city within twenty hours of getting to the Sumatran mainland. Exhausted, he had rented a cheap motel room to get some much needed rest. Despite his desire to get on with the operation, he nevertheless made sure he slept long enough to fully recharge his batteries, not knowing when his next chance to rest might be; and being alert would be an absolute necessity over the hours and days ahead.
The long journey through the contrasting jungles, rice paddies and sudden urban sprawl of Sumatra had given him time to reflect on who he was; what he was.
He was a weapon, and that was all; a weapon as finely honed as any before him.
He had already killed � how many since leaving Thailand? He had tried to count, but hadn�t managed to get past Cambodia. Who knew how many had died during the chase through that dark jungle, the battle at the temple?
And did it even matter anymore how many there had been? How many more there would be to come?
Because Cole knew that there would be more; had always known, ever since his first kill in Iran as a young twenty-year old SEAL sailor just out of training. He had felt it then, and he felt it now; it wasn�t a compunction to kill, just an acceptance of its inevitability.
Would a Michelin-starred chef ever stop cooking? Would a world champion boxer ever completely get over the urge to hit the bag, just a little?
Mark Cole; it wasn�t even his real name.
He had tried family life, and had even loved it, loved those whose lives he had been blessed with.
But somewhere � somewhere deep down � he had known it would not last. Could not last. That sort of life was simply not a long-term option for a man like him, and as he piloted the heavy 4x4 along the broken, unpaved roads of Sumatra�s rural heartlands, eyes bleary with exhaustion, the realization had hit him like a slap to the face.
Had he willingly endangered his own family? Had he wanted them to die, so that he could get back to the life he knew and � yes, he could admit it now � loved?
He simply didn�t know; all he did know was that Sarah, Ben and Amy were not the only family he had lost.
When he had agreed to leave the life of Mark Kowalski behind, in order to become Mark Cole, a deep-cover contract laborer for Charles Hansard and the American government, he had accepted that he would have to leave his family behind, all believing that he had been Killed In Action on a mission to Pakistan.
His mother, his father, his two brothers, his sister; grandparents and cousins, nieces and nephews; he had left them all behind in the frozen trailer parks of Hamtramck, Michigan.
What would they think if they knew?
And so the hours had passed, one after the other, on the long journey to Dumai; until Cole had fallen into bed with one final thought.
If he was a killer, he would use his skills � his nature � for a just cause, to protect those who couldn�t protect themselves.
He was a guard dog, and he fell asleep to the sounds of howling.
* * *
Upon waking, Cole had then driven further north to a more remote location on the coast, and had used his stolen SCUBA gear to swim to an adjacent island just one mile to the west of the suspected pirate�s lair. He had laid up there and scoured the opposite coastline with his high-powered binoculars for signs of a river or other ingress into the island.
He had spotted what he thought might be a channel, although it was hard to tell at that distance even with the binoculars; and had then bypassed the island at a safe distance and swam across to the larger island of Pulau Rupat, where he had repeated the procedure for the islet�s eastern coast. On that side he had spotted no sign of a water-based entrance inland, the coast overgrown with vegetation.
Cole wasn�t able to observe the northern and southern coasts, but they were so narrow that there wasn�t much that he would have missed; and he therefore decided that his best course of action would be a covert infiltration of the small island via the channel he�d identified on the west coast.
The miles of swimming weren�t a problem to Cole � his years in the Navy SEALs had prepared him in exquisitely demanding fashion for tasks exactly like this, and with fins on, the job was even easier. What was a problem now, as he made his way down the riverine channel which cut a swath through the dense jungle, was being seen.
He�d chosen to carry out the recon mission at night-time. He�d been confident enough to observe the islet from more remote locations during the day, but when it came time to access the little island itself, Cole knew it had to be under the cover of darkness.
But he still worried about the pirate gang�s own night-vision devices; if they sourced their equipment from Wong, then it stood to reason that they would probably have the same gear as him. Possibly radar too, although Cole knew it was unlikely that they would have anything sophisticated enough to pinpoint a single human body.
He didn�t want to swim on the surface of the river � which was, he�d already noted, just about big enough for a vessel the size of the Fu Yu Shan to float down � due to the threat of being seen by alert sentries; and so he was forced to swim a certain distance underwater and then emerge at regular intervals to observe the riverbanks around him. It wasn�t ideal, but it would have to do.
Treading the warm water beneath him, Cole scanned the northern bank first, before something caught his attention and drew his gaze southwards. It was at the extent of the goggle�s perception, but Cole was sure he�d seen movement further down the river, on the south bank.
Knowing he would have to get closer, Cole reentered the water and kicked steadily upstream.
Two minutes later he raised his head again, looking south.
Yes.
There was something here, and Cole looked across the river and tried to discern the green and black images fed to him through the night-vision goggles.
There was a dark shape, and Cole soon identified it as a cave which cut into the side of the jungle, a tributary from the main river feeding into it.
Swimming in closer, Cole could soon make out what appeared to be a dock hidden inside the cave, armed men standing guard along a wooden jetty. They seemed alert, switched on; none of them smoked or did anything else to compromise night discipline, but Cole was relieved to see that they weren�t using night-vision devices. Perhaps they were confident that the hideout would never be found, or else never considered the fact that a lone swimmer could prove a danger. Security would probably only be really boosted when radar, or lookouts posted further out, at the entrances to the main channel between the mainland and Pulau Rupat, alerted them to the presence of a suspicious boat in their waters.
But Cole was sure of one thing; he had found the pirates� hideout, the lair of Liang Kebangkitan.
Now all he had to do was find out if the Fu Yu Shan and its crew were still inside.
* * *
The cave itself was illuminated by high-wattage floodlights which ran on huge portable generators, and Cole knew that he wouldn�t be able to surface without being seen. After ditching his SCUBA gear on the far bank � fearful it would leave a tell-tale stream of bubbles rising to the surface as he entered the cave � Cole swam back across the river with just his fins, submerging as he neared the entrance.
He knew he didn�t have a lot of time, but slowed down as he entered anyway, careful to check for underwater booby-traps or surveillance devices. He swam over some steel netting which was designed to trap a submersible, but otherwise passed into the lair without a problem.
He tried to keep to the darkest, most shadowed parts of the water, knowing that if he was seen, he would be dead � and the pirates would be able to carry on keeping their hideout undiscovered.
Cole paused, his powerful lungs allowing him to stay submerged for minutes at a time, and slowly let his waterproof portable periscope break the surface of the still waters of the inner dock. He fitted his eye to the rubberized seal of the eyepiece and had his first real look at the base of operations for Liang Kebangkitan.
The cave was immense, a vast cavern in the hillside; Cole could see a variety of portacabins across the far side of the dock, leading deeper into the cave. In front of them was a row of marine craft including several fast RIBs, and what looked like a fairly large sailing yacht.
But on the other side � its vast bulk covering the inner channel in the shadow in which Cole was hiding � was the immense cargo ship, the Fu Yu Shan.
As the periscope tracked across the docking bay, Cole depressed a switch which activated an internal camera in the viewfinder, taking shot after shot after shot of the pirate�s lair.
Finally he let the periscope come back under and propelled himself silently further inland, until he could feel the rough steel hull of the ship under his hands. He slipped around the ship until he was between the hull and the wooden dock, and � covered in shadow � finally allowed himself to come to the surface.
He took in a sweet lungful of tropical air, careful not to make any noise as he did so, knowing that a sharp gasp would soon bring people running, and assessed the situation. He had found the ship, but he still didn�t know whether the hostages were here too, or had been shipped out to some other location. Before he contacted the US government, he had to be sure that the crew was here too.
There was only one thing for it; he would have to go ashore.
* * *
Just over two hours later, Cole was back on the far side of the river, wearing dry clothes and watching the cave entrance through military-grade night-vision binoculars.
His time in the cave had been short but adrenalin-fuelled, as he crept through the shadows, securing his special equipment in several hard-to-detect places.
Since slipping back into the warm river waters and swimming back to his observation post on the opposite bank, Cole had already learned a great deal more about the lair, and was ready to make his call.
He pulled the encrypted satellite phone towards him, and dialed the number for the White House.
�I need to talk to the president,� he said when the call was answered, careful to keep his voice low.
He was rewarded by a laugh at the other end of the line. �Take a number pal,� a young man�s voice said with heavy sarcasm. �Everybody wants to speak to the president.�
�Tell her it�s about the Fu Yu Shan,� Cole said as calmly as he could, impatience building within him; here he was opposite the pirate hideout that the entire world was looking for, and he was being dicked around by a kid with a chip on his shoulder.
�The what?� the voice asked.
Cole�s patience snapped suddenly; he didn�t have time for this. �The fucking cargo ship that was hijacked and everyone in the entire world is looking for!� he whispered violently. �Now get me the fucking president on the phone, now!�
The authority in Cole�s voice caused hesitation on the other end of the line, and Cole knew the man was weighing his options.
�The president is busy,� he said eventually. �She can�t take unsolicited calls. Who is this? I�ll make an appointment for you to call back when she�s free.�
�Trust me, she�ll take my call,� Cole assured him, not wanting to play this card, not wanting anyone to know that he was still alive. But what other choice did he have?
�Tell her that it�s the Asset.�
* * *
Ellen Abrams� blood ran cold as she heard the words �
I�ve got a call here from someone calling himself the Asset, claims to have information on that hijacked ship, the Fu Yu Shan.
The Asset.
Mark Cole.
A man from the past, a man who had saved her twice; recently, when her own bodyguard had tried to assassinate her, and once a long time before, back when she�d been a senator visiting Iraq on a fact-finding mission for the Senate Intelligence Committee, and Mark Cole had still been known by his real name.
Mark Kowalski � a SEAL team member from Hamtramck, Michigan; before that treacherous bastard Charles Hansard had got his claws into him and destroyed his life.
Kowalski had been recruited by Hansard directly from SEAL Team Six into a new group that was being formed, based on the unit known as the Intelligence Support Activity but with an even lower profile, and an even broader remit.
Only two years into active operations for Hansard�s coyly-named Systems Research Group, Kowalski had been caught on a mission in Pakistan and imprisoned for over a year in a hellish jail in the remote Northern provinces. He had eventually been found � entirely by chance � by Hansard, who�d been visiting the prison on other business entirely.
Kowalski had already been declared KIA � Abrams herself had spoken at his funeral � and Hansard had made him an offer a patriot like Kowalski found impossible to refuse; become an off-the-books �contract laborer�, unconnected to the US government but entrusted with the most dangerous, the most secretive, and the most vital missions in existence; jobs that nobody else was capable of.
Abrams didn�t know the exact details, but much of the work involved assassinations; apparently Kowalski had learned some form of method while in prison that allowed him to kill without detection.
But to be completely unconnected to the US government, military, and intelligence services, Kowalski had to be reborn; and so Mark Cole had come into existence, his appearance altered through plastic surgery and a completely new life created for him to fill.
�Mark Cole� was a diving instructor from Phoenix, Arizona, who lived with his newly-wedded wife Sarah at a beach house in the Cayman Islands; a man whose real job as America�s spearhead covert operative meant that he could be called into action at anytime, anywhere in the world.
Nobody in the US government who used his services knew who he was; they just knew that if they needed a job doing, they went to Charles Hansard and asked for use of the Asset.
The Asset.
A man who had lost his wife and two children and had then disappeared, assumed dead in an inferno that engulfed a house in the Austrian village of Kreith.
A man she owed her life to.
She smiled. So she had been right all these months; he was still alive.
When all those people, part of Hansard�s violently reactionary group known as the Alumni, had perished in that �accidental� fire at the hotel in Mexico, Abrams had wondered if Cole had somehow managed to survive, and had gone on to exact his revenge.
But he hadn�t reemerged, and she had eventually all but forgotten about him as the months passed.
But now he was calling about the location of the Fu Yu Shan, and Abrams felt her pulse quicken as she allowed herself to wonder what he had managed to find out.
�Put him on,� she ordered the secretary. �Immediately.�
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An emergency meeting of the National Security Council had been convened, and there were hushed whispers all around the huge conference table as people wondered what was going on; but all conversation died down when President Abrams swept into the room and took her place at the head of the table.
Jeb Richards fidgeted in his seat nervously. He had done what he could to suppress useful intelligence, and knew that Mason would have been doing the same, but the persistent rumors suggested that the reason for this meeting was that there had been a breakthrough in the hijacking case.
Richards could only hope that it wouldn�t interfere with his own plans, his own assurances and promises that he had made to other parties.
�Thank you all for coming at such short notice,� he heard Abrams begin, morbidly curious to see where this was going to go, �but we have received information that we need to work on, fast. In conjunction with John� � she nodded her head towards Eckhart, the National Security Adviser � �and Pete� � she nodded again, this time at the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs � �I have ordered the DEVGRU squadron to our naval base at Sembawang, Singapore, from where they will stage a proposed hostage rescue mission for the crew of the hijacked cargo ship, the Fu Yu Shan.�
Secretary of State Clark Mason was almost out of his seat by the time Abrams had finished her opening statement, eyes bulging. �What exactly�s going on here?� he demanded as calmly as he could. �And why haven�t I been informed about any of this?�
Abrams regarded him icily. �I�m informing you now,� she said. �Time is of the essence here, as I�m sure you appreciate, and I didn�t wish to waste any time informing each and every one of you individually.�
Mason bowed his head in acceptance, and Abrams carried on with the briefing. �We have received intelligence pertaining to the location of the Fu Yu Shan.� There was a collective murmur from the group, but it ended as quickly as it began as Abrams continued. �It appears that the group behind the hijacking was indeed Liang Kebangkitan, and their hideout has been traced to a small island off the coast of Sumatra. Pete will give you all the details later, but suffice it to say that the ship is there, and so are the hostages.�
Richards grunted. Mason might have accepted the situation, but Richards didn�t mind having a pop himself. �Where has this information come from?� he asked with a concerned expression. �I haven�t heard anything about it. What kind of source is this?�
Abrams held up her hands, soothing the atmosphere. �It comes from a reliable source,� she said reasonably. �One that I trust implicitly.�
�Can you tell us what it is?� Richards shot back acidly. �This is the National Security Council, isn�t it? If we�re going to authorize any form of action, then we need to know it�s from a trusted source. And if I haven�t heard anything about it through any agency in my department, then it makes me want answers, okay?�
Richards watched Abrams nod her head thoughtfully, seeming to weigh things up. �Okay,� she said at last, �this intelligence comes directly from one of our operatives, codenamed the Asset.�
Richards almost choked as he heard this. �The Asset?� he blurted out. �But who the hell is he? Can we trust him?�
There was more conversation around the table now, more heated and open than before, but all heads turned as Abrams cleared her throat.
�We can trust him,� she confirmed. �I can vouch for this man one hundred percent.�
�You think?� asked Clark Mason, getting himself back into the picture. �With all due respect, I believe we�re going to need a little more than that before we launch a military operation on foreign soil.�
�We�ve got more than that,� Major General Pete Olsen�s voice boomed down the table. �Now why don�t you do us all a favor, simmer down a bit and listen to what we�ve got?�
Richards was shocked by the man�s brusque disrespect to the Sec State, but Mason seemed to fold under the man�s intense gaze.
�Good,� Olsen said as nobody else dared interrupt him. �Now look at this.�
An image came up on the high-res screens around the room, showing the coast of Sumatra. �Now, here we can see the coastal city of Dumai on mainland Sumatra,� he intoned with his rich bass voice, �with the island of Pulau Rupat off to the east. If we look closer,� he continued as he flicked a button, the image on the screens zooming in, �we can see seven smaller islands in the channel between the two. Our interest lies with the easternmost islet, here,� he said as he zoomed in even closer, highlighting the tiny island, the satellite maps showing a green outline of thick vegetation.
He clicked another button, and the image switched to direct line-of-sight photographs of a narrow river. �This is a riverine channel which cuts through the island,� Olsen said, pressing the button once more. �And here is the entrance to the pirate�s hidden cave, where they are hiding the Fu Yu Shan and its crew.� Several images flicked by, taken in both daylight and nighttime conditions. �And here,� he said pointedly, �is the Fu Yu Shan itself� � he clicked through to another picture � �the cabins used by the pirates� � another picture � �and some of their marine vehicles and other equipment.�
Olsen looked around the room at the stunned expressions on the faces of the Security Council members.
�When were these taken?� asked Catalina dos Santos, stealing the words right from Richards� open mouth.
�Yesterday,� Olsen replied evenly. �And we are getting regular updates.�
�You mean the Asset is still there?� Richards asked in disbelief.
�Yes,� Olsen replied with a smile. �We�ve got real-time, on-site reconnaissance.�
Dammit, Richards thought to himself, cursing the agent who had found the pirates.
Under the table, he started to text his personal secretary.
Urgent. Find out everything you can about intelligence agent codenamed The Asset.
* * *
�Listen up,� Ike Treyborne announced to Red Squadron, lined up in front of him in an old aircraft hangar at Sembawang naval base. �We�re going to get our gear squared away immediately. Night Stalkers are also en route and should be here by morning. After that, we�ll need to be ready to move at an hour�s notice, understood?�
Jake Navarone, along with the other members of the Red Indians, gave a nod of his head in affirmation. The Night Stalkers were pilots from the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (Airborne), the incomparable covert ops flyers charged with delivering JSOC special mission units such as DEVGRU to their targets. Piloting advanced aircraft such as the Black Hawk and Little Bird under some of the harshest operational conditions imaginable, they had built a legendary � and well-deserved � reputation for themselves.
�We have maritime elements also en route,� Treyborne continued, �but if push comes to shove and we have to move quickly, we�ve got access here to some suitable vehicles. I�ll discuss that with troop commanders individually at this evening�s briefing.�
Red Squadron had been called into action more quickly than expected, but the intelligence that they were being fed by JSOC was real-time, and nobody knew for sure how long the agent providing it could stay in place for.
And the intel was good; photographs of the river, the surrounding area, the cave entrance, the disposition of buildings within the cavern, the Fu Yu Shan itself. Whoever was sending it over must be one hell of an operative, Navarone considered.
JSOC was even able to patch through to them up-to-date thermal imagery from infra-red cameras that the agent had somehow managed to set up throughout the cavern. A gift of exquisite operational value, it allowed the SEALs to see where each and every person was in the cavern.
It appeared that the hostages themselves were being held together in a room off the main cavern. It wasn�t clear from the thermal imagery, but Treyborne and the analysts back at JSOC believed that it was likely to be a smaller side-cave, probably sectioned off with steel bars.
What was clear was that there were eleven bodies in that room � identified as hostages by their limited and restricted movements � whereas the ship had originally had a complement of twenty-two, including its armed security element. Navarone and the other SEALs wondered what that meant for the missing eleven.
Navarone could guess about the six men who had been charged with protecting the ship; they had probably all been killed during the initial assault. But the other five? They might also have been killed during the raid, or after � perhaps as an example to the others, maybe because they tried to fight back. Or else they may have died subsequently from illness, dehydration or starvation, or any number of other complications.
But there were eleven live hostages left, and to Navarone and the rest of the Red Indians, that was a hell of a lot better than none.
The thermal imaging also allowed the SEALs to track the movements of the pirates; who was on sentry duty, when and where, as well as a wealth of further information about their general habits within the lair.
The on-site agent was also sending back analysis of the lair�s fortifications and defensive systems, which seemed formidable. JSOC specialists were running through it all now, and Navarone knew that he would probably learn more at the briefing for troop leaders later on.
But they had an intelligence goldmine, and that would make their work a lot easier.
�I spoke to Commander Lewis before setting off from Subic,� Treyborne continued, referencing Chad Lewis, the Commander of Task Force 73, Logistics Group Western Pacific, who was the officer-in-charge of the base, �and he�s already been setting up an ad hoc training facility based on the general layout of the river and cave system, so we can get some situation-specific rehearsal in.�
There was a general murmur of approval amongst the man; they couldn�t wait to get started, knowing that time spent rehearsing was never wasted.
�So get yourselves squared away and back here in thirty minutes ready for our first run-through,� Treyborne instructed. �We don�t have the mission green light yet, as it needs approval from above� � at this there were the expected moans and groans, and Treyborne raised his hands for silence � �but we need to be ready when we get the call. Any questions?�
�Just one,� Navarone said. �Who the hell do we have out there? Who�s getting us all this intel?�
Treyborne shook his head. �I�ve got no idea, son, and I probably never will. But if I do ever find out, I�ll be buying him a cold beer, that�s for damn sure.�
* * *
The young woman was pushed roughly to one side as Arief Suprapto sat up in his bed, running a hand through his long hair, head pounding from too much moonshine whisky. There had been plenty of alcohol being shipped aboard the Fu Yu Shan, but Suprapto had never been one for labels, and generally found that he preferred his own concoctions anyway. Besides which, the expensive bottles had already been sold at great profit to a dealer on the supposedly tee-total mainland.
In fact, most of the cargo had already been sold on, just one part of his deal with Jemaah Islamiyah. He didn�t normally like to sell on the cargo until after the hijacking negotiations had been concluded one way or another � selling products from hijacked ships was one way that his gang could be traced, and he had survived so long by not giving into impatient greed. But the terrorist group had offered him a princely sum � both for the single crate, and to offload the rest of the cargo as quickly as he could � and just this once, Suprapto had agreed to throw caution to the wind.
He was surprised by the amount offered by his Jemaah Islamiyah contact � a sum far greater than what was typically available for the fairly small regional Islamist group � but had never been a man to look a gift horse in the mouth.
Although he had agreed to sell the cargo, he had made sure that his men travelled far and wide to do so. Goods had therefore been traded all through Sumatra, as well as to connections in Java, Malaysia and Singapore.
It had brought Liang Kebangkitan hundreds of thousands of dollars, but Suprapto was not interested in the money; or at least not for its own sake. Money was only good because it motivated his men, and allowed him to purchase equipment that enabled him to go on pirating.
It also bought all sorts of tasty equipment for his gang�s hideout, including marine radar systems which were used by several of the world�s most advanced naval forces. It was this sort of perimeter security which allowed him to relax in his luxurious private cabin without fear of a sudden raid; any such attack would be picked up a long, long way away.
He had sonar too, in case of a submarine insertion, and airborne radar to warn him of unfriendly breeches of the channel�s airspace.
The remote cavern was loaded with means of defending the gang if attacked, too � torpedo launchers and anti-aircraft guns to take care of naval and air assault, and the entire island was rigged with mines and other nasty surprises in case anyone was stupid enough to approach on foot.
The fact that the Chinese shipping firm hadn�t yet paid the ransom that he�d demanded didn�t trouble him unduly; negotiations like this often took a lot of time, months in some instances. He was aware of the strong line being taken by both the Chinese and the US governments, but he knew � sooner or later, when the ships and her crew still hadn�t been located, and everyone was tired of the story in the world media � they would open up and agree to Suprapto�s terms. Especially if he began sending back pieces of the hostages; a finger here, an ear there, and they would soon pay him what he wanted.
Not that he was in a hurry; the money from Jemaah Islamiyah was more than enough to tide them over for years to come.
The hooker in his bed, one of a group he�d brought over from Dumai as a reward for him and his men, reached out to caress his thigh, but he cast her hand away and stood, strolling naked to the bathroom to relieve himself.
His phone rang then, and he returned to his bedside to pick it up. It was Umar Shibab, his contact with JI. What the hell did he want? Suprapto thought gruffly as he answered; their business should be concluded.
The answer came moments after he picked up the call, although the possible ramifications of the information took a while for his moonshine-addled brain to process.
It seemed that his arms broker had ended up dead in Jakarta, hurled from the top of the National Monument. It might not have seemed so strange in and of itself � arms brokers dealt with some pretty unreputable people, and such instances were not particularly uncommon � but a second body had been found right next to Wong Xiang. This man was unknown, with no ID or distinguishing features, but the rumor appeared to be that he was a Korean agent of some sort. And the bodies of three more Orientals � also thought to be Koreans � had also been found scattered throughout the city.
It only concerned Shibab � and now Suprapto himself � because the crate which had been delivered to Jemaah Islamiyah had been the one from North Korea which had been loaded onto the Fu Yu Shan at the port of Dalian.
Was it merely a coincidence? Or had North Korea found out about the link between Liang Kebangkitan and Wong Xiang, and sent men to question him? And if they had, what would they have learnt from the man before his fall from the tower?
And why had the Koreans been killed? And who had killed them?
Whatever the answers, Suprapto knew one thing � he would have to increase security measures on his island.
Pulling on his clothes, he raced from his cabin to find Reza Panggabean and get things organized.
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Jeb Richards stifled a yawn. He and the rest of the National Security Council members had been in the Situation Room for hours now, and it was beginning to grate.
Sure, they�d had breaks to grab a coffee and use the restroom; and the group had broken up into smaller units on occasion to discuss things independently, to try and win people over to a particular way of thinking in a vain attempt to build some sort of consensus.
But the bottom line was that they had been at this damned table for most of the day, and a decision still hadn�t been reached about what was going to happen.
Essentially, the room was divided into those who favored direct and immediate military action, and those who wanted to approach things more diplomatically.
Richards and Mason belonged firmly in the second c& Mason because he was a born diplomat, and ordering military action wasn�t really in his nature; Richards because he didn�t want a raid to reveal things he wanted to keep a secret, for now at least.
And his secretary still hadn�t got back in touch with him with any information about the Asset.
And so on and on the hours dragged, as Mason and the Attorney General discussed the legalities of operating in a foreign nation, and Olsen and his followers argued back about the primacy of US interests and how they had to strike while they had usable intelligence.
�Look,� Mason said reasonably, starting another round of negotiations, �the fact is that now we know where the ship is, where the crew are. We�ve got the upper hand now. I�ll go back to Jeb�s proposal� � Richards nodded his head as Mason gestured towards him � �to block the channel and surround the island, in order to enter negotiations with this Arief Suprapto and his group. Furthermore, I ��
�We don�t negotiate with terrorists!� Olsen shot back quickly, cutting Mason off. �We never have, and we never will! What are we going to say? Please can we have our citizens back? Pretty please? With sugar on the top?� Olsen shook his head. �You must be out of your mind.�
�We don�t negotiate with terrorists?� Mason asked gently in response. �That�s a na�ve attitude, and you know it. We�ve negotiated with every terrorist group in the world at one time or another, when we thought it would serve our interests. Hell, we created the Taliban when we sponsored the mujahedin against the Russians, if you can remember that far back.�
�If I can remember that far back? How dare you, sir! I was fighting Soviet proxies in Granada and Panama back when you were jerking off to the Sear�s catalogue in your mommy and daddy�s bathroom! I ��
�Gentlemen, please!� President Abrams interjected quickly. �This is not the time or the place for behavior like this, do both of you understand?�
Olsen nodded his head, his military training instantly making him obey his commander-in-chief. �Yes ma�am,� he said. �Please forgive my outburst.�
Mason nodded also, though he was slower and more reluctant to respond than Olsen. �Sorry Ellen,� he said. �I guess it�s just the pressure getting to us.�
Abrams looked around the table. �We�re all under pressure,� she said. �I understand that. But unfortunately, that�s the job, and we�ve brought it on ourselves. The American people expect a decision, they expect us to act, and we will sit here and work things out until a decision is reached. Do I make myself clear?�
There was a murmuring of acceptance around the huge conference table, and Abrams nodded. �Good. Now, my own gut instinct is to move in immediately, as soon as all our pieces are in position � which won�t be until tomorrow morning. So you�ve got until then to convince me,� she said, eyeing Mason and Richards. �If you think diplomacy and negotiation is the answer, fine. But you need to lay out exactly what you propose, and how you intend to achieve it.�
Mason nodded his head and smiled. �No problem. We can do that.�
�I have a question,� Richards asked. �Given that the Fu Yu Shan is a Chinese ship, and that most of the crew are Chinese, when are we thinking of telling President Tsang Feng about all this?�
Richards didn�t know what the answer would be, but he did know that the mere thought of the Chinese would muddy the waters yet further. They couldn�t take the risk of upsetting their partner, and yet if a combined rescue operation was to be launched, it would take weeks, if not months, to set up and organize.
By which time, it wouldn�t matter what was discovered there.
�The situation is delicate,� Abrams responded, �but I have already spoken to President Tsang, and he is happy to allow our forces to take the lead on this, given our proven track record in direct action raids. He is asking to send personnel from the PLA Special Operations Command to liaise with DEVGRU in Singapore, and JSOC is currently working out the details.�
Pete Olsen nodded his head, glad to be able to stop Richards� troublemaking in its tracks. �DEVGRU�s squadron commander actually thinks it might be a good idea to have liaison officers there, as the PLA spec ops people have had some recent experience on anti-piracy missions and know that area better than we do.�
Ah well, Richards thought, shrugging his shoulders at Mason, it was worth a shot.
Still, there were still plenty of other things they could use to delay and obfuscate the �
Just then the secure telephone rang on the table in front of the president.
She picked it up immediately and kept her composure as she listened to the person at the other end of the line, all eyes on her.
�Thank you,� she said after a time. �I will be in touch shortly.�
She replaced the receiver and looked down the table at the members of her security council.
�Looks like the timetable�s been moved up,� she said. �The Asset has just reported activity at the pirate base. It looks like they�re getting ready to move the hostages.�
Oh shit, Richards thought helplessly as he looked across the table at Mason.
�General,� Abrams said, turning to Olsen, �I authorize the rescue mission to go ahead, effective immediately.�
Olsen grinned. �Yes ma�am,� he said as he picked up his own phone. �Get me General Cooper at JSOC,� he barked down the line. He waited impatiently for several moments as he waited for the JSOC commander to be located. �Miley,� he said eventually, �it�s General Olsen. We have the green light for the hostage rescue operation. Mission is a go. I repeat � mission is a go.�
Richards slumped back into his chair and sighed. It was possible that all was not lost; perhaps enough time had already passed for it not to matter anyway?
And he and his colleagues would have to be very unlucky for someone to be able to work out what had really happened, and why the Fu Yu Shan had been hijacked in the first place.
Richards felt his phone vibrate in his pocket, and pulled it out, reading the text message.
Yes. His secretary had information about the Asset.
Richards excused himself from the conference room, and fled down the corridors of the West Wing to make his call, and learn everything that she had found out.
* * *
The day�s training finally over and done with, Treyborne�s detailed briefing now also out of the way, Jake Navarone sat in front of the secure laptop computer in the squad�s recently commandeered recreation room.
�Hi!� he said happily, connected via the internet to his family�s home computer back in Tampa, Florida.
�Hey Jake!� his father replied, a huge smile over his weathered face. �How you doin�, son? And where the hell are you? Oh, I forgot, you can�t tell me, right? Secret stuff I bet, wow, my little Jake the secret agent man!� Ernesto Navarone broke off his diatribe and turned behind him, yelling out, �Celia! Girls! Get down here, we got Jake on the phone from Mars or someplace! Come on!�
Behind his dad, Jake could see feet coming hurriedly down the stairs; the large pair belonging to his mom, the next two pairs those of his sisters.
Jake Navarone wasn�t married; nor did he have a steady girlfriend. The fact was, he just didn�t think it was fair. The life of a commando in SEAL Team Six wasn�t that of a married man, or that of a father. Not a good one, anyway. And his family had been so good to him, he only wanted the best for his own wife and children when he was eventually ready to settle down. Which, the way he felt now � charged up and excited about the mission ahead, filled with the fear-tipped thrill of adrenalin � probably wouldn�t be any time soon.
But he kept in constant touch with his parents and kid sisters, at least as much as operational security allowed. They kept him grounded in reality, and his head screwed on right.
His mother�s grinning face pushed past his father�s into the video camera. �Hey Jake!� she said, �How�s it going? How you doing?� Her eyes narrowed. �You looking after yourself? You eating right?� She leaned closer to the screen, examining him from a thousand miles away. �You look a little skinny.�
�Leave him be, Celia,� Ernesto said, pulling his wife onto his lap and letting Jodie and Bobbi get past.
�Jake!� they screamed as one, excited to see him as always. Navarone felt his heart warm, and he smiled. He could be anywhere in the world, preparing for any kind of mission, but the feeling he got when he called home was always the same.
The sisters were twins and were just ten years old, an eighteen year gap between them and Navarone; a big enough gap for people to wonder if there�d been a mistake of some kind. But his parents refused to use terms like �mistake� or �accident�, believing that anything so perfect could only have been a blessing for their family.
Navarone had an older brother too, a great guy just two years older who had his own small office supplies business up in New York and a young family of his own. In fact, Brandon Navarone�s two boys weren�t much younger than the twins.
�Where are you, Jake?� asked Jodie.
Bobbi shook her head and tutted at her sister. �He can�t tell you that,� she said impatiently, before a smile played across her lips. �If he did, he�d have to kill you. Isn�t that right, Jake?�
Sitting on a broken canvas chair in a bland concrete rec room on a Singapore naval base, Navarone nevertheless felt he was back at home, right back with his family.
�Well, I don�t know about killing anybody,� he said with a grin, �but I might have to � �
Navarone felt a vibration against his waist and looked down at the pager on his belt. But before he had a chance to read the message, the door to the rec room burst open and Tim Collins, a young Team Six shooter from Tallahassee, shouted over to him, excitement across his eager face.
�We�re on!� Collins shouted across to Navarone. �Come on!�
Watching the man as he raced off down the corridor, Navarone turned back to his family. �Sorry,� he said, �I�ll have to call back some other time.� He was already rising from his chair, hand reaching out to disconnect the call, and he reflected again that this is why he wasn�t married.
�I�ve got to go to work.�
* * *
From his vantage point across the river, Cole had seen enough to distinguish the regular daily routine of the pirate hideout. And what he had been witnessing over the past few hours was decidedly out of character for the previously quiet little cavern.
Men had been racing around all over the place, checking nets here, weapons there; and more men were arriving too, presumably other pirates from Liang Kebangkitan who had been getting some R&R away from the base.
Cole had identified the man he believed to be Arief Suprapto, and could listen in to the man�s screamed orders through the parabolic mike which rested next to him, nestled in the undergrowth. The words meant nothing to him unfortunately, as they were spoken in an unintelligible Indonesian dialect; but he was feeding the data directly back to JSOC, and perhaps they would be able to decipher it.
President Abrams and General Olsen had decided to link Cole up directly with Lieutenant General Miley Cooper, commander of US Joint Special Operations Command, and Cole had been impressed by their common sense. All too often, politicians and military bigwigs tried their best to get themselves inserted too deeply into special ops missions, with the result that decisions were delayed, information was not passed on, and � ultimately � the wrong people often got killed as a result. But in direct contact with JSOC, Cole would be able to help guide in any team that was sent.
He had described the situation to Cooper over the secure sat-phone he�d taken from Wong�s warehouse � defenses were being shored up, and the hostages had been moved back on board the Fu Yu Shan.
Cole realized that Suprapto must have gotten wind that something was happening, and wondered how he knew. Was there a leak in the White House? The Pentagon? If China knew, was there a leak on their end? Or else had Suprapto found out about Wong Xiang back in Jakarta, and was merely taking precautions just in case?
He didn�t know, but at the end of the day, it didn�t really matter either; all that mattered was that the situation was changing, and things would have to happen fast on the American side if they were to have any hope of resolving the situation.
Cole suspected he knew the reason for moving the hostages back aboard the cargo ship � if the hideout was attacked, Suprapto would set sail with the boat and threaten to sink it and kill the crew unless the assault force withdrew.
Cole had reported all of this back to JSOC, and had been pleasantly surprised by the speed of the response; not a full hour had passed before Cooper was back informing Cole that the mission had been given the presidential green light.
Cooper wanted Cole to remain in position and help guide the team in. Apparently there would be a squad from DEVGRU, Cole�s own old unit, who would insert on inflatable boats up the riverine channel the same way Cole had. Once close enough they would swim underwater and enter the docks, several of their number gaining access to the ship through the steel hull, from where they would secure the hostages and re-take the hijacked vessel.
At a certain point after this initial action, other team members would emerge from the cave�s waters and take out the pirates and secure the hideout.
The Night Stalkers were still en route, but due to the limited time frame it had been decided to launch the rescue without air support. The location of the hideout precluded close naval support too, and there was no way that the Ranger battalion was going to be on-site in time.
Cole had been amazed, but impressed; air, naval and ground support was always nice, but it was the icing on the cake. The warriors of SEAL Team Six were trained to do things without support of any kind, and were good enough to succeed without it, too. But normally, politicians were wary of sending in men without backup, just in case things went wrong and there were congressional hearings to deal with as a result.
But, he remembered, Ellen Abrams was one tough bitch; if she wanted DEVGRU to go in now, then that�s what would happen.
Cole just hoped he would be able to help.
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Jake Navarone slipped into the slow-moving, warm waters of the riverine channel which cut through the small island; the unnamed island which held the pirates, the hostages, and the Fu Yu Shan.
Tag Johnson deflated the boat and swam down to secure it underwater, marking the spot which a small electronic buoy in case they needed to return to it later.
Navarone and Johnson and ten more men submerged themselves and swam for the cavern entrance, using Draeger rebreathable tanks which recirculated the air and therefore didn�t leave any bubbles.
Another troop would be approaching from the other side, and another was infiltrating overland. A fourth element, an ad-hoc group made up of men from the normal three troops and led by Ike Treyborne, was stationed on the opposite bank to provide reconnaissance and covering fire, plus reinforcements if needed. It was planned that Treyborne and whoever had been providing on-site intel would link up, but Navarone didn�t know whether that had happened or not; he had his own tasks to concern himself with.
The water was dark and murky, but Navarone didn�t have to see further than his low-light compass to know where he was going, and the twelve men of Red Squadron�s Bravo Troop made steady progress towards the cave.
* * *
He couldn�t put his finger on why, but Arief Suprapto had a bad feeling. A very bad feeling. And as a man who always trusted his instincts, he decided to act sooner rather than later.
He had put the crew back on board the Fu Yu Shan as a precautionary measure, knowing that Chinese or US forces would be extremely unlikely to attack the vessel with hostages onboard, and was prepared to make sail in the vessel at a moment�s notice. The engines were up and running, it was fully fuelled, and crewed by his own men.
But he still wasn�t happy, and got on his radio to Panggabean, asking for Captain Yang Yaobang to be brought to him immediately.
And then he went to make sure that his beloved Liang Dao Ming was ready and waiting for him.
* * *
Cole waited patiently in the thick, dense underbrush, his eyes never leaving the pirate cave across the river from him.
The Fu Yu Shan hadn�t set sail, but the engines were on, and it looked like it had a full complement of crew members. Cole was feeding information back to JSOC on a regular basis, who in turn were briefing the SEAL squadron in real-time. He had already described the dispositions and armaments of the pirate gang, and knew his hidden cameras were also providing much needed information.
He checked his watch � 0150, just minutes before all hell would break loose.
He was expecting the command and control SEAL troop to be here any second, ready to set up shop and provide fire support for the assault elements. He would hand over all of his equipment, and let them run the show.
He�d done enough.
But then he saw a man being dragged off the Fu Yu Shan, and brought to the pirate he�d previously identified as probably being Arief Suprapto, who stood on the dockside.
And then he watched in disbelief as first the hostage, and then Suprapto himself, were lowered down into another vessel, hidden in the water between the dock pilings. Cole zoomed his night-vision binoculars in as far as they would go, and confirmed his fears.
It was a mini-submarine.
How the hell had he missed it?
In an instant, he considered his options � notify JSOC and let them make the decision; wait for the SEAL troop to arrive and explain the situation to its commander, and let them handle it; or option number three.
As the mini-sub�s hatches were closed and it sank beneath the calm waters of the cavern, Cole decided in a heartbeat on option three.
Jump in the river and follow the damn thing himself.
* * *
�Where in the hell is he?� Ike Treyborne asked as his group came across the site that had been used by the recon operative. All of his things seemed to still be there, but no sign of the man himself.
Maybe he�d heard them coming and had decided to make himself scarce? Maybe he didn�t want to be identified, even by DEVGRU?
But then Treyborne�s earpiece cackled to life, his direct line to JSOC. �Our asset has identified a small submersible leaving the dock,� came the voice of Lieutenant General Miley Cooper, �possibly containing one hostage and Arief Suprapto, the pirate leader.�
Damn! Treyborne wondered how he�d known they were coming.
�He�s pursuing the submersible himself, so as not to interfere with the planned operation,� Cooper advised him. �You are therefore to continue as planned.�
�Yes sir,� Treyborne said as he looked at his watch, checking down the line to verify that his men had strung themselves out in proper formation. It was 0159, and his SEALs had their weapons trained on the pirate hideout. Next to them, two liaison officers from China�s Special Operations Command scanned the opposite bank and reported back to their own commander, who had based himself at Sembawang.
Treyborne wished the unknown agent luck with the submarine, but he had his own job to do.
And there was just one minute left until it began.
* * *
Cole had managed to strap on his SCUBA gear and was in hot pursuit of the mini-sub as it accelerated slowly away down the channel towards the river-mouth and the open water beyond.
The vehicle was easy to follow, the pilot using lights to illuminate the dark waters ahead. Cole wondered what the SEAL troop coming this way up the river would think.
Cole swam as quickly as he could; the sub was going slowly for now, Suprapto being careful in the narrow channel, but as soon as it left the mouth of the river and entered the open water, it would be able to disappear instantly.
Cole recognized the model as a Triton two-man submersible, primarily designed for use by the owners of luxurious super-yachts. The two adjacent seats were entirely exposed by a large Plexiglas bubble, situated in a bright yellow horse-shoe. It had a top speed of only three knots, but that would be more than enough to lose a lone swimmer if it opened up.
They were getting close to the river mouth now, and Cole knew he would have to make his move soon or risk losing them forever.
He felt reverberations through the water then, and realized that DEVGRU�s assault had begun in earnest. Cole knew that they would rescue the ten hostages aboard the Fu Yu Shan.
Cole grimaced as he increased speed; he would just have to make damn sure that he rescued the eleventh.
The assault on the Fu Yu Shan went so smoothly that Jake Navarone was immensely grateful for the hours of rehearsal they�d put in. The fact was that � compared to the highly-trained SEALs of Team Four who�d been playing the enemy back in Subic Bay � the pirate gang was no match for them.
They were fine as long as they were attacking unsuspecting vessels which couldn�t defend themselves, but when it came time to face real professionals, they folded instantly.
Navarone and his men had inserted into the boat via the anchor�s hawse hole, and a concealed rear access point which had been identified from plans sent to them by the Tsing Tao Shipping Line. They had subsequently gained access to the ship completely undetected, and � once they were all in position � the assault had commenced.
Their suppressed weapons had taken the pirates out in the blink of eye, and the ship and the hostages were completely secured in under a minute from the first shot being fired. With control of the ship secured, Navarone made the call to the other assault elements to proceed, and the noise of gunfire and explosions rang out only seconds later.
In less than four minutes, Navarone heard the words of Alpha Troop commander Bill Hoggs come through over his earpiece. �Sector One secure,� the experienced SEAL announced to Navarone�s relief, followed soon after by Charlie Troop commander Nelson Iboria�s affirmation that Sector Two was also secure.
�Affirmative,� Treyborne confirmed over the radio. �Location is secure, and we are ready for phase two.�
Navarone smiled, glad that they had been able to take over the hideout so quickly, but knowing that it was down to hard work, training, and professionalism. The pirates had never even had a chance to use their radar or defensive weaponry, and Navarone was glad that they had not waited for support; sometimes missions were better off with as few elements involved as possible, as it minimized the amount of things that could go wrong.
But now, as Commander Treyborne had announced, it was time for Phase Two; checking that the base was entirely secure, and then inviting everyone else to join the party.
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Suprapto was disheartened, but pleased with himself nevertheless. The ripples through the water could only be from explosions, which meant that his base was under attack, just as his gut had told him.
How he had known, he had no idea; but he was inordinately glad he had taken Captain Yang into the submersible when he did. With the most important hostage still safe, there was still a chance for negotiation. And if Reza managed to get the Fu Yu Shan moving, all was not lost; not yet.
He smiled as his powerful lights showed the mouth of the river opening up ahead. He would soon reach open water, and be safe.
But then he felt the mini-sub lose speed, as if it had caught on something. Was it dragging something?
He tried to look around out of the clear Plexiglas cockpit, and then his heart stopped dead as he saw the masked face peering in at him from the dark waters.
* * *
Cole had reached the submersible just a few hundred yards from open water and now gripped hold of the bright yellow sides and pulled himself up to the cockpit bubble, his masked face appearing from the gloom.
He saw a man dressed in a ship captain�s uniform in one of the seats, gagged and restrained; presumably Captain Yang Yaobang of the Fu Yu Shan. In the other, his mouth wide in shock, was the pirate king himself, Arief Suprapto. The man�s hair was Samson-like in its extraordinary length, his ears and eyebrows adorned with golden rings, and Cole could see tattoos covering the muscular body which lay underneath his camouflage combat vest.
And then the look of shock was replaced by one of indignant rage, and Cole watched as Suprapto pulled a Colt .45 from his thigh holster and placed the barrel against Yang�s head, shouting at Cole through the bubble.
Cole couldn�t hear him, but the meaning was clear enough; get off the submersible, or Yang would be killed.
But rather than heed the warning, Cole shrugged his shoulders and held something up to the Plexiglas bubble, close enough so that Suprapto would make no mistake about what it was.
A thermal grenade.
Cole then made a big show of magnetically attaching it to the hull of the Triton submersible, showing Suprapto his empty hands.
To the pirate king�s fury, Cole then held up three fingers and swam away into the murky depths.
Three minutes until the thermal grenade exploded, and the mini-sub was blown out of the water.
There was only one choice that Suprapto could possibly make.
* * *
Arief Suprapto was enraged. What had that lunatic done? Did he want to kill the captain? Did he not care if the hostage lived or died? What sort of man was this?
And now he was swimming away, brooking no further negotiation, so confident was he that Suprapto would have to land the mini-sub, pop the hatch and escape before the grenade blew.
And the kicker was that this man was right; that is exactly what he would have to do. His pride was great, but his desire to survive to fight another day was greater yet.
As the counter timed down, Suprapto turned the mini-sub and piloted it straight for the south bank.
* * *
Cole watched and waited as the Triton two-man submersible rose to the surface, racing south until it collided with the muddy riverbank, beaching itself.
The huge Plexiglas dome popped open moments later, just as Cole made it to shore himself.
Cole raced towards the beached submarine, kicking off his flippers, stripping away his SCUBA gear, and pulling a stainless steel SIG Sauer 10mm from a shoulder holster as he ran.
He had the handgun up and aimed as he neared the sub, its yellow paint � now covered in mud � reflected eerily in the moonlight. He looked around, trying to trace the pirate and his hostage.
In the light from the moon and stars, Cole saw the tracks leading through the thick mud. Suprapto was already well away from the vessel, dragging Captain Yang by his hair into the jungle.
Cole fired a shot into the air, and Suprapto stopped in his tracks. He could have shot the man, but it was important that he be kept alive � if possible � for questioning.
An explosion rocked the shore, the thermal grenade exploding and blasting the Triton submersible into a million pieces.
Flames licked at the edge of Cole�s vision, illuminating the scene in front of him as Suprapto pulled Yang towards him, arm around his neck as his Colt .45 was once again aimed at the captain�s head.
The fire played over Suprapto�s savage face, flickering in his reptilian eyes. The pirate king�s tongue flicked out, licking his lips.
�Let me go,� he said in broken English. �Let me go, or else you have to explain why captain has no head, eh?�
Cole kept his aim steady. �I don�t really have to explain myself to anybody,� Cole said, his voice as steady as his gun.
A shot rang out and Suprapto�s body was wrenched violently backwards, the Colt flying from his hand. He dropped to his knees, blood spurting from the gunshot wounds in his arm, Cole�s single shot penetrating both the forearm and the bicep.
Captain Yang staggered back, eyes wide with shock at how close he had come to death.
Cole moved toward the injured pirate, who held his arm in agony as he stared at Cole with burning hatred, flames still flickering across his blood-spattered face.
Cole kicked the man onto his back, stepping down with his boot onto Suprapto�s bicep, the damaged bone fracturing under the pressure, and placed the barrel of his gun between the pirate�s eyes.
�Now let�s talk,� he said with a smile.
* * *
�We�re just missing the captain, sir,� Navarone explained to Commander Treyborne as they stood on the cargo ship�s main deck. �Yang Yaobang.�
The hostages were walking freely around the dockside now, trying to get some life back into their unbound limbs and some sense back into their terror-riddled minds.
Ted Grant, a shooter from Alpha Troop who was also a trained psychologist, had set aside some space on the bridge to talk to the hostages, and was holding conference in the semi-private room.
The bodies of the dead pirates had been collected and placed in rows to be examined, and the few remaining survivors were corralled in the rock pen where the Fu Yu Shan�s crew had recently been staying.
�I know,� Treyborne replied. �Our contact saw that Suprapto was making off with him in a damn freakin� mini-sub, and took off after them. I don�t ��
�Hold it!�
Navarone heard the call from the cavern entrance, and he and Treyborne raced over to the rear of the ship to find out what was happening.
Navarone saw an athletically-built man carrying a blood-stained half-naked pirate across his back, a man in a captain�s uniform limping along behind them.
The SEAL who had his gun pointed at the men listened to the athletic man speak, and nodded his head in understanding, turning back to look up at the deck of the Fu Yu Shan.
�Sir!� he called up. �It�s the Asset! He�s got Captain Yang with him, and Suprapto!�
Treyborne grinned. �I�ll be right down!� he said happily.
* * *
Cole remembered Ike Treyborne. They had served together in SEAL Team Six, back when they had both been lieutenants. He�d been a good man, and Cole was delighted to see that he was still operational, despite his rank.
But even though Cole recognized Treyborne, it was unlikely that the commander of Red Squadron would recognize him; he�d changed considerably through plastic surgery since his days as Mark Kowalski.
�So you�re the Asset?� Treyborne asked with a smile as he met Cole by the dockside. Cole nodded, and Treyborne extended his hand, pumping it furiously. �Well, I gotta tell you, I�m damned glad you were here. You did an amazing job. Really, I mean it.� Still shaking Cole�s hand, his eyes narrowed. �Do we know each other?� he asked.
�It�s possible,� Cole said noncommittally. �I�ve been around.�
Treyborne laughed. �Yeah, I�ll bet you have.� He looked down at the body of Arief Suprapto, unmoving on the dock. �Is he ��
�Dead?� Cole finished, then nodded his head. �Yes, unfortunately. Captain Yang� � he gestured behind him at the dazed Chinese captain, whose eyes were still staring off into the distance � �got a bit carried away, picked up Suprapto�s Colt .45 when I was questioning him and blew a hole in his chest. Guess he had a lot of built-up frustration.�
Treyborne laughed again, Cole�s deadpan humor overcoming the disappointment. �You said you questioned him?� he asked hopefully, as Captain Yang was led away by one of his men.
�I did,� Cole replied seriously. �And I think we need to talk.�
* * *
�Well I�ll be damned,� Treyborne said as he listened to Cole�s debrief. �So what does it all mean?�
Cole had managed to convince Suprapto to tell him everything � or at least as much as he was able to tell him before Captain Yang had gone and put a .45 slug in his heart.
It had been the Korean agents back in Jakarta which had made Cole so determined to get answers. Why were they interested? What was their part in all this?
It hadn�t taken long for Suprapto to admit that the hijacking wasn�t opportunistic; he had been hired specifically to target that particular vessel. Cole learnt that Liang Kebangkitan had been hired by Jemaah Islamiyah to hijack the Fu Yu Shan, earning the princely sum of twenty million US dollars for one small crate.
Suprapto didn�t know what was in the crate, and Cole believed him; he had merely travelled to the mainland and handed over the wooden box to his JI contact, Umar Shibab, who had put it in his jeep and driven off. For some reason, Suprapto suspected he had been planning on flying it out somewhere else, but didn�t know why he�d thought that; perhaps something the man had said.
What Suprapto did know was that there had been two highly trained men on the ship who had tried to defend the cargo; and when the pirate leader had quizzed the captain about them, it transpired that they had joined the crew at Dalian � the same port where the crate had been taken on board.
Cole knew the port of Dalian � it was right next to North Korea.
�I think our best possible guess,� Cole answered Treyborne, �is that North Korea was trying to smuggle something out of the country and into Karachi, possibly for use nearby, or else for further transportation elsewhere. And Jemaah Islamiyah � or one of the larger, better funded groups behind it � got wind of what it was, and decided it wanted it for itself. So they hired these pirates and took control of the crate.�
�And we think that inside the crate is��
Cole nodded his head. �A weapon most likely, yes. What kind? I�ve got no idea. But obviously powerful enough to be worth all this effort, as well as twenty million US dollars.�
Treyborne breathed out slowly. �Nuclear?� He watched as Cole shrugged his shoulders, and his own slumped. �Ah, shit. So this thing�s far from over, I guess.� He bowed his head as he thought. �Well,� he said finally, �I guess we better tell the president.�
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The mood throughout the White House Situation Room had been buoyant and enthusiastic after the first transmissions from General Cooper � the hostages and ship were safe, and Liang Kebangkitan had been subdued without any serious US casualties. President Tsang Feng had also been delighted with the news, and there had been an air of excited satisfaction within the members of the National Security Council.
But then Cooper had patched Commander Ike Treyborne through directly to the NSC, and the mood had been soured immediately.
Could the hijacking of a cargo ship really have just been for the sake of one small box? A small box of unknown origin, which could contain anything?
�What else can we get from Suprapto?� asked Catalina dos Santos, worry across her handsome features.
On the satellite video uplink, Treyborne shook his head sadly. �Regrettably, Arief Suprapto was killed before we could finish questioning him. But I think we need to take this seriously and start making some moves. On the one hand, we need to pursue the Jemaah Islamiyah lead and find out where the cargo went, and on the other, we need to trace the cargo back to wherever the hell it came from so we can find out exactly what it is we�re dealing with.�
�Thank you for your advice, Commander,� Jeb Richards said, �but let me establish something here. All we really have � in terms of suspecting this wasn�t just an ordinary, run-of-the-mill hijacking � is the word of this unknown operative?� Richards asked. �Nobody else knows anything about it?�
�Captain Yang was also there when Suprapto was questioned, but at the moment he�s been sedated and is unable to be of any help.�
�How convenient,� Richards said. He took a drink of his coffee, set the cup down, and cleared his throat. �So let me get this straight. The pirate leader winds up dead, this Asset claims that Yang shot him, and then comes back with a report of a mystery weapon from North Korea? Which we can�t really corroborate now, one way or another?� Richards looked around the room. �Does that strike anybody else as a little hard to believe?�
�I�ll vouch for the man,� President Abrams said forcefully.
�Ah, Ellen?� Clark Mason interjected smoothly, and Jeb Richards watched in anticipation, knowing that Abrams� confidence was about to be somewhat curtailed. He took a long slurp of coffee and waited for Clark Mason to begin in earnest.
�Yes?� Abrams asked impatiently.
�It�s just that you might not want to pin yourself too closely to this Asset. I�ve received intelligence that this operative is the former agent known as Mark Cole, one of Charles Hansard�s hired assassins.�
Mason paused as there were collective gasps from around the room, and Richards admired his sense of theater.
�Although he was believed to have been killed in Austria, at the time of his supposed death there was still an arrest warrant out for him, relating to the deaths of dozens of our own agents throughout Europe.� Mason looked around the room, all eyes turned to him. �He was also implicated in the death of Bill Crozier, who at the time was Director of the CIA�s National Clandestine Service.�
�Those agents who were killed were all later suspected of being tied to Hansard�s own group,� Abrams fired back, �and there was never any evidence that this man had anything to do with it.�
�Nevertheless,� weighted in Milt Staten, the Attorney General, �having spoken to Clark and some of our other colleagues, it is clear that this Mark Cole � if it is indeed him � should be brought in for questioning on charges of assassination, treason and murder.�
Abrams looked around the room, disbelief on her face; it was clear that she felt she�d been set up, betrayed. Richards� smile only widened.
�I�ve taken the liberty of drawing up a warrant for his arrest,� Staten concluded with a grave tone, �if you�ll beg my pardon, Ellen. I felt time was of the essence.� He turned then to the image of Commander Treyborne, who was waiting patiently yet furiously as the politicians went about their self-interested cliquish little games back in the capital. �Commander Treyborne,� Staten instructed the military officer, �as Attorney General of the United States, I order you to arrest Mark Cole and bring him back to the United States for questioning and possible trial for the aforementioned charges.�
Richards nodded across the table at Mason, still smiling. Assassination, treason and murder.
Perfect.
�And I suggest,� Richards added, just to get his own little dig in, �that we take whatever this killer has to say about mystery crates and North Korean agents with a very large pinch of salt.�
Treyborne�s face was grim as he entered the bridge, where the Asset and his troop leaders were now going through the day�s events.
He saw Navarone and the other leaders noticeably tighten up as they saw his face; they instinctively knew something was about to happen.
And when Treyborne raised his H&K MP-10 submachine gun in the direction of the mysterious agent, they all immediately followed his lead and went for their own weapons, until they were all trained on the man they knew only as the Asset.
Mark Cole looked around at them, not making any sudden moves, hands rising slowly in surrender. �Is there a problem?� he asked.
Treyborne shook his head sadly. �I�m sorry, son. I really am. But I�ve just been ordered by our attorney general to place you under arrest and bring you back to the United States for questioning on charges of assassination, treason and murder.�
Cole nodded his head in understanding. Someone had talked.
�Okay,� he said, looking around at the confused but determined faces of the men surrounding him. �But you were right before. We do know each other. And before you go through with this, maybe I should tell you who I really am.�
* * *
The Lion emerged from a cell in the second basement of the Ministry of Interior building, hood, robes and camera equipment stored safely back in the briefcase he carried at his side.
Abd al-Aziz Quraishi had just made another recording for his followers throughout Saudi Arabia and around the world, another call to arms under the banner of Arabian Islamic Jihad. As he waited for the elevator that would take him back up to his fourth floor office, he reveled in the irony. The basement cells were for torturing enemies of the regime, and here he was, inciting revolt from within. It was beautiful, a poetic justice that could only come from Allah.
As he rose upwards through the building, cell phone service was restored and he felt a vibration in his pocket. He took out his phone and read the message, anger rising instantly to the surface.
The Americans had re-taken the Fu Yu Shan.
He controlled his breathing, his self-mastery overriding his initial anger immediately. What did it mean? What would they be able to learn?
At a push, they might get Suprapto to talk, and he might let slip that he was hired by Jemaah Islamiyah to hijack the ship. But it was unlikely in the extreme that they would be able to find out that Jemaah Islamiyah had in turn been instructed to hire the pirates by the Lion�s own organization. And even more unlikely that they would know about the crate, or be able to find out what was in it. And they certainly wouldn�t know that the crate was now in an AIJ safe house, under the protection of Amir al-Hazmi, the Hammer of the Infidel; being examined by a team of loyal scientists in an underground laboratory while his volunteers waited above to be called to action.
But it was a matter for concern nevertheless, and as soon as Quraishi was back in his office, he placed a call to al-Hazmi on his secure phone.
�Amir,� he began in his melodic voice, �there have been complications. We will have to move our timetable ahead. Tell the scientists to start the procedure.�
He received confirmation from his trusted second-in-command, and replaced the receiver.
Everything happens for a reason, he considered as he paged his secretary for a cup of jasmine tea.
If the timetable was being moved up, then it could only be the will of Allah.
The West would just have to fall sooner than planned.

PART FOUR
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Dan Chadwick wasn�t looking forward to this. The flight from Dallas/Fort Worth International was nearly nineteen hours, and his destination wasn�t exactly the Caribbean.
He�d never been to Dhahran before, and yet the thrill of discovery was noticeably absent. It was, after all, in Saudi Arabia � an Islamic country still ruled by a monarchy with its strict shariah law, and not one he had ever had a desire to travel to. And yet Dhahran was the seat of Saudi National Oil, the world�s largest oil company, and was therefore a very common destination for executives from his own company.
Chadwick had only joined Texas Mainline Oil last year, and this was to be his first meeting with his opposite number at Saudi National Oil. But the unexpected call from Ezzard Kaplan, TMO�s chief executive, had been unequivocal; Chadwick was to drop everything and make his way to the airport for the flight to Dhahran that very evening.
His meeting was to be with Abdullah Al-Zayani, Senior Vice President of Finance, Strategy and Development; a potential investment deal was in the offing between Saudi National Oil and Texas Mainline Oil, and Kaplan wanted Chadwick � as TMO�s Vice President of Finance � to start discussing the money. Chadwick could see why Kaplan was keen � the deal could potentially be worth over a billion dollars a year to the American company.
It did mean, however, that the pressure would be on right from the start, and Chadwick knew that the nineteen hours aboard the plane would be spent in harassed preparation for the endless meetings ahead.
At least he would have the comfort of the executive lounge before setting off, he considered as he stepped out of the company limousine, into the baking Texan heat, right outside the terminal�s entrance. Maybe he could start the day off with a nice martini to steady his nerves.
* * *
Jim Yancy watched the limousine pull up to the main airport entrance, coming to a smooth stop right outside the door. The trunk was popped open and the bags whisked away even before the passenger had been let out by the uniformed driver.
It was definitely him � Dan Chadwick of Texas Mainline Oil.
Right on time.
Yancy nodded at the man opposite him, who held up the hypodermic needle and nodded back.
He then checked out of the van�s blackened windows once more, turned to the man next to him and nodded again.
The van�s side door was immediately slid open, and Yancy burst into action.
* * *
Chadwick watched as assistants came to take care of his bags, and started to move slowly towards the electrically sliding doors of the airport terminal.
He was still thinking about that dry martini when everything changed.
The first thing he heard was the noise of a vehicle pulling up behind him; then a door sliding open; and then the he felt arms reaching out for him, a sharp stabbing sensation in the side of his neck; and then there was nothing at all.
* * *
Lt. Commander Nelson Iboria nodded to Lieutenant Yancy, who held the unconscious body of Dan Chadwick, and banged hard on the partition to the van�s cabin, alerting the driver. The van pulled away immediately, heading for the airport exit.
From Chadwick stepping out of the limousine, to being drugged and unconscious in the moving van, had taken no longer than four seconds � a short enough period of time for any witnesses to doubt the possibility of what they had seen. It had been like a magician�s illusion, a trick which nobody would be able to fathom. And now Chadwick was safely in the van, the next part of the plan could commence.
The operation had been planned by Commander Treyborne with incredible speed, but time was definitely of the essence and Iboria was just glad that he�d got to play a part in it. After all, it wasn�t strictly speaking an authorized mission.
But, as Treyborne had explained to all the men, it was absolutely vital to American interests that Chadwick be intercepted at the airport; and that was good enough for Iboria. Let the politicians play their little games in their ivory towers, but when there was work to be done, Iboria was the man to do it.
And � authorized or not � Dan Chadwick of Texas Mainline Oil was now in the custody of SEAL Team Six.
* * *
Mark Cole strolled through the gates of Dallas/Fort Worth International, his passport bearing up to the scrutiny of two independent sets of airline security.
He was now travelling as Daniel Jordan Chadwick of Dallas, Texas; the real man would soon be comfortably ensconced in the nearby Hyatt Regency for the duration of the operation, courtesy of Commander Treyborne�s Red Squadron SEALs.
Back in Sumatra, Treyborne had been all set to arrest Cole; but when Cole had told him who he really was, Treyborne�s old friend Mark Kowalski, the SEAL commander had been so surprised that he had listened to Cole�s entire story � his recruitment into the SRG, his time in prison, his rescue by Charles Hansard and his new identity.
Treyborne had known Cole was on the level; after all, he�d been the best man the commander had ever worked with. And so he had continued to listen as Cole explained what they needed to do.
It was clear that the hijacking wasn�t all it seemed, but it was also equally � and unfortunately � true that certain people at the White House didn�t want to know about it, and would make any further operations difficult to get off the ground. Plans probably would get made, but not rapidly enough to deal with the situation effectively.
Cole�s name was muddied by the accusations, and � despite the safe retrieval of the Fu Yu Shan and its crew � anything he said was going to be regarded as tainted. In fact, it seemed that some elements on the National Security Council were questioning how Cole had managed to find the pirate lair in the first place, insinuating that perhaps he was involved in the enterprise somehow himself.
But no matter what the politicians said, Cole was happy that Treyborne still trusted him. The SEAL commander believed what his old colleague told him about Arief Suprapto�s information, and � to Cole�s delight � was willing to stand by what he�d told President Abrams; the leads to both Jemaah Islamiyah and North Korea should be followed up.
Cole knew that the NSC would be slow to follow up on the first; after all, the only evidence to link the hijacking to Jemaah Islamiyah had been Suprapto, who was now dead. And so Cole had suggested that he follow up the lead himself; he could do so quickly, and such undercover work was his specialty.
The connection to North Korea was easier to sell to the men higher up the chain, and Treyborne had managed to convince first Scott Murphy, the DEVGRU commander, then General Cooper, and finally General Olsen, that he should be allowed to assign some of his men to an investigation.
And so � to both Cole and Treyborne�s immense relief � DEVGRU�s Red Squadron had received unofficial authorization from General Olsen to follow-up on the leads stemming from the container which had been taken on at Dalian, and the two mysterious sailors who had boarded with it.
But for Cole to pursue the leads to Jemaah Islamiyah, he was going to have to avoid being arrested by the SEALs; and it had therefore been agreed that he would manage to �escape� the island and go on the run.
Cole was immensely grateful to Treyborne; he knew any help he received with this part of the mission � such as the abduction of the real Dan Chadwick � would be completely unauthorized, and potentially illegal. It was a big ask, but Treyborne was a patriot first and foremost, and understood that something big was about to happen; and if he could help, then he would, and hang the consequences.
And so Cole had �fought� his way off the small island and escaped the SEALs who were supposed to arrest him.
He had immediately started making his enquiries, checking out local airports and downloading flight plans and logs while also scouring intelligence databases around the world for information on Umar Shibab, Suprapto�s alleged Jemaah Islamiyah contact.
And it was the confluence of these two factors which had led him to Abdullah al-Zayani and Saudi National Oil, and his current task of impersonating Dan Chadwick.
Decryption and translation of Shibab�s recent emails by the NSA showed several messages regarding financial transactions between Shibab and Dhahran Mainframes, an engineering subsidiary of Saudi National Oil. And at the same time, Cole�s research into recent flights from the Sumatran mainland to places of interest revealed that a private jet had left Kuala Namu International Airport, in nearby Medan, for Saudi Arabia just two days after the Fu Yu Shan had been hijacked. And what was especially interesting about the plane was that it was registered to the Orex Chemical Company which � like Dhahran Mainframes � was also a subsidiary of Saudi National Oil.
Further digging revealed that � after all the cut-outs � the man who�d signed off both the transactions through Dhahran Mainframes and the private flight by the plane owned by the Orex Chemical Company was Abdullah al-Zayani, Senior Vice President of Finance, Strategy and Development at Saudi National Oil.
Cole immediately realized that this al-Zayani could potentially be a chief financier of terrorism; perhaps embezzling funds from the fabulously wealthy oil company to fund an extremist group of some kind or another. After all, when a company was valued at over a trillion dollars, and made a further billion dollars every single day, who was going to miss a measly twenty million here or there? And the Senior Vice President of Finance, Strategy and Development was the perfect man to siphon off funds and make sure the crime was never discovered.
The only problem was finding out which group al-Zayani was financing; if Cole could find that out, he would be one step closer to locating whatever weapon had been stolen from the Fu Yu Shan.
He had been in touch with his old friend Ike Treyborne, and together they had hatched a plot to get Cole into a meeting with al-Zayani. It had been complicated, but they had discovered a potential business venture between Saudi National Oil and a relatively young US company called Texas Mainline Oil. Seeing the opportunity, an urgent meeting had been arranged for Chadwick to meet his opposite number to discuss numbers. Both sides thought that the meeting had been the idea of the other; the reality was that Treyborne�s men had arranged the whole thing. And because Chadwick was new to the company and had never been to Dhahran before, Cole would be able to assume his place with nobody ever the wiser.
He hadn�t even had to disguise himself too much; his own photograph had been put on the expertly forged passport, and there weren�t any photos of Chadwick on the internet that anyone could check anyway. The fight with the Korean agent had left him with broken cartilage in his nose, but he�d managed to reset it by hand and it now looked as good as new; perhaps, he thought, even straighter than before.
And so it was that Cole boarded the eleven o�clock flight to Saudi Arabia, and his meeting with the suspected terrorist financier known as Abdullah al-Zayani.
If the man knew anything at all about the cargo of the Fu Yu Shan, who had it, and what they were planning on doing with it, Cole would do everything in his power to find out.
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Abd al-Aziz Quraishi had to force himself to keep his eyes open; horrific though the sight was, he owed it to his sacred volunteers to witness firsthand what they would have to go through.
He was in the small underground laboratory underneath the compound which was serving as the base of operations for this latest mission, being taken through the effects of the product by his team of doctors.
The screams of the victims on the other side of the glass wall � people of no consequence found on the streets or in local jails and brought to the compound by Amir al-Hazmi � were enough to turn Quraishi�s iron stomach; they were worse than anything he�d ever heard in the torture cells of the Mabahith.
Quraishi turned to the nearest doctor when � at last � there was nothing left to see behind the glass. �So you are satisfied you can control it for optimum effect?�
�Yes,� the medical professional replied. �It is everything you said it would be, and more. We can manipulate several variables, just as you wanted.�
�Chance of detection?�
The doctor smiled. �Zero. There is no chance at all.�
Quraishi grunted in satisfaction and turned to al-Hazmi, who had also forced himself to watch the grisly spectacle. �Get me the martyrs,� he said. �Bring them to the courtyard and I will speak to them all before they venture out on their blessed pilgrimage.�
Al-Hazmi nodded. �Yes sir,� he said. �They will appreciate that you have come here.�
Quraishi smiled. Of course they would; he was their spiritual leader, their inspiration. It was he who would unite them with Allah, blessed as martyrs with seventy-two vestal virgins and an eternity of happiness.
As al-Hazmi ran off to gather the volunteers, Quraishi pulled out his cell phone and dialed a secure number, the call made to a man several thousand miles away.
�I need to see you,� Quraishi announced. �As soon as possible.�
* * *
Jake Navarone was nervous. Excited, but nervous. As the leader of Bravo Troop, he had just received the green light for a reconnaissance mission into North Korea.
Navarone hadn�t batted an eyelid when they had let the agent known as the Asset �escape�; if that�s what Treyborne wanted, then that�s what he would get. And the agent had proved his mettle in battle, which was good enough for Navarone; what other measure of a man was there?
And so while the Asset � whoever he was � had been off investigating the Jemaah Islamiyah connection, Navarone and his men had been following up on the North Korea angle.
They had started with the two men listed on the crew manifest as Xiao Tong and Yan Yanzhi � the sailors who had been taken on at Dalian. The PLA special ops officers who had been seconded to the SEAL team were of enormous use here, using their contacts back in China to quickly establish that such men did not actually exist. There was no record of them anywhere, which lent credence to the fact that they were foreign agents, possibly brought on board to help protect the mysterious cargo which was also taken aboard at Dalian.
Records at the port of Dalian indicated that the crate in question was registered to a Chinese company called Shou Zhing Electrical and apparently consisted of spare computer parts. And yet further checks by the Chinese also revealed that � like the sailors � the company didn�t actually exist at all.
The investigation � authorized by General Olsen after receiving the unofficial green light by President Abrams � had continued quickly, Commander Treyborne getting a great deal of cooperation from Chinese intelligence.
It was the Chinese who had managed to trace the arrival of the crate in Dalian as air freight from Pyongyang, and had therefore confirmed the North Korean connection.
Treyborne had been appalled that this was still not enough for full approval by the National Security Council � apparently engaging with North Korea was diplomatically very dangerous, and a formal cross-border incursion was strongly discouraged in some quarters due to the possibility of military reprisals � but the president and the chairman of the joint chiefs were both adamant in their desire to find out what had been in the crate, and what the ramifications were of its theft.
And so when deep-cover Chinese agents within the North Korean capital had managed to track the crate even further back to its point of origin � a political prison camp hidden in the remote northern mountains known only by its number, Camp 14 � Treyborne had pushed for a recon mission and finally been granted his wish.
It wasn�t entirely official � there was still plausible deniability should anything go wrong � but Jake Navarone and his men had been tasked with penetrating the security of Camp 14 and finding out what sort of weapons were being made there.
Due to the ambiguous nature of the mission�s legitimacy, back-up was thin on the ground; and yet General Olsen had promised Treyborne the use of any vehicles and equipment his men needed for the insertion and extraction, and China had agreed to the use of its much closer airfields.
Jake Navarone looked across at his men, sitting in silence as they checked their personal weapons and equipment in the back of the stealthy Black Hawk helicopter. Yes, he thought as it rose slowly into the air above the Chinese military airfield that was nestled into the foothills of the Yalu River, the narrow stretch of water which separated China from North Korea; he was nervous.
He and his men had to penetrate the most secure country in the world, find a remote and secretive prison camp with next to no intelligence on the place, make their way inside without detection, and find something that might be of use to the American government. And then they would have to extract covertly, while not engaging any enemy personnel.
Navarone sighed as he considered the mission ahead.
It was going to be one tough son of a bitch.
* * *
�So do I take it that you can assure us that no military action is currently being taken?� Clark Mason asked with a raised eyebrow.
Jeb Richards watched as Pete Olsen shifted uncomfortably in his chair, finally raising his eyes and locking them firmly onto Mason�s.
�I can assure you,� the general said in his deep voice, �that you have been made aware of everything you should have been made aware of.�
Mason smiled. �Ah,� he said, hands up, �spoken like a true politician. Let me put it another way � is there any truth in the rumor that helicopters from the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment have relocated to Dulong Airbase in China, right on the North Korean border?�
�China is a security partner of the United States, Mr. Mason,� Olsen said reasonably. �We are engaged in joint training exercises at all times. And the location of our assets, especially those involved in special operations is � if you�ll excuse me � none of your damned business, and even hinting at such a thing might well be regarded as a violation of national security.�
�A violation of �!� Mason�s face went red instantly. �How dare you! I ��
�Clark,� Abrams interjected, �Pete�s right on this, I�m afraid. The location of our special operations units � even in training � isn�t something to be discussed lightly. I would advise you to move on.�
Mason grunted. �And if some intelligence miraculously becomes available in the near future?�
Abrams smiled back at her secretary of state. �Then we shall all be very happy with our good fortune, won�t we?�
There was a mixture of stifled laughter and suspicious mutterings around the table, and Richards wondered whether he should bring up the matter of Mark Cole once again. He still couldn�t quite believe the story about the man simply escaping from an island full of Navy SEALs, but Commander Treyborne had been adamant that this was exactly what had happened. He said that he would have given orders for Cole to be pursued further, but with the limited men at his disposal he had apparently decided that securing the pirate hideout was his number one priority.
And now the Asset � this damned secret agent Mark Cole � was out there somewhere. What else would he find out? And how quickly? He had just decided to get back onto the issue of Cole�s arrest when he checked his watch and thought better of it; he had to be leaving soon, and wouldn�t have the time to be drawn into a protracted argument.
President Abrams noticed Richards checking his watch and turned to him. �Jeb,� she said, �when�s your flight?�
�About three hours,� he said. �I should probably be on my way, actually.�
Abrams nodded. �Of course, and good luck with your meeting. Have you met this minister before?�
Richards nodded; there was no point lying about it. �Yes, I met Quraishi when he was living in the United States. He�s a good man; if anyone can help us find out more information about this Arabian Islamic Jihad, it�s him.�
With all the recent furor about the cargo ship hijacking, the potential threat of this new terrorist group had been somewhat overlooked. But Richards� opposite number in Saudi Arabia, Assistant Minister for Security Affairs Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, had recently been in touch asking for a meeting; ostensibly he had some information on the group behind the beheading of Brad Butler that he wished to share.
Richards was glad to be leaving the rat�s nest of Washington, and the utter banality of these NSC meetings. But as he packed up his things from the conference table, he couldn�t help but wonder what Quraishi really wanted with him.
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Although the exterior of the Saudi National Oil headquarters building in Dhahran was an unappealing mass of concrete, much like office blocks all over the world, inside was a different story altogether.
Cole entered the magnificent lobby, with its marble floors, priceless artworks and sweet-smelling orchids, and stopped to take it all in.
On the one hand, stopping to admire the foyer was probably what most first-time visitors would do; and on the other, it allowed him to assess the building�s security, its entrances and exits, and the staff who worked there.
He was dressed in an expensive Brioni suit, a gold Rolex on his wrist; he didn�t even have to guess what Dan Chadwick would wear, as he had all of the man�s clothes from his suitcases.
A smiling executive appeared instantly by his side. �Mr. Chadwick?� he said in perfect, unaccented English.
Cole held out his hand and shook the man�s firmly, Texas-style. He was impressed by the strength of the man; under his tailored suit, the executive was built like a gorilla. �Mornin�,� Cole said in a southern drawl. �How you doin� today?�
�I�m doing well thank you sir,� the executive said. �My name is Abu. Please follow me, and I will take you to your meeting. Would you like something to drink?�
Abu was already walking, and Cole followed, leather heels clicking on the marble floor. �Black coffee,� he said, and watched as the man spoke into a microphone at his lapel, putting the order through.
Abu made small talk with Cole about the flight and his hotel as they entered an elevator, which whisked them upwards to the finance department on the third floor.
Cole was impressed with the place; everything was smart, clean, efficient. Still, he considered as the elevator doors opened to an even more splendid lobby, if a trillion-dollar company couldn�t get it right, then who could?
Abu led Cole down a corridor which reminded him of the interior of a sultan�s palace, until they arrived in a private reception room. Cole took a seat on a leather couch which had an intricately carved wooden frame, and noticed that there was a black coffee waiting for him on the table.
�Mr. al-Zayani will be with you shortly,� Abu said, giving Cole another smile before turning on his heel and marching off back down the long marble corridor.
No sooner had the man disappeared than a large wooden door opened behind Cole, a middle-aged, well-dressed spectacled man standing there with his arms open.
�Mr. Chadwick,� he said welcomingly, �how lovely to meet you at last.� Al-Zayani embraced Cole, and then shook his hand as they parted. �Your trip was good, I trust?� he continued, ushering Cole into his office.
�Very good, thank you,� Cole said as he passed through the doorway. �Your country is as beautiful as everyone says.�
Cole knew that the size of the office shouldn�t surprise him, and yet it still did; the place was immense, and as highly decorated as the lobby outside. It was like the presidential suite at the Four Seasons.
There was a huge leather-inlaid mahogany desk in one corner, but Al-Zayani led Cole to a more comfortable living area and offered him a seat on another leather couch. Cole smiled as the man took a seat opposite him. �This is an incredible place you have here,� he said honestly.
Al-Zayani shrugged his slim shoulders. �We do what we can,� he said modestly. �It is better than sitting in the heat of the desert at any rate, eh?�
Cole laughed. �You got that right.� The temperature outside had been over a hundred degrees even though it was still only morning, and the air-conditioned sanctuary of the Saudi National Oil headquarters offered wonderful relief. �But I�m from Texas, so I guess you learn to live with it.�
Al-Zayani nodded his head. �Yes,� he said as a handsome young man appeared, carrying a tray which he set down on the table. �I suppose that is true. Humans are amazingly adaptable, aren�t they? It is incredible what one can get used to.� The man poured black coffee for both of them into the small and intricately designed cups. Cole remembered the coffee on the table outside; he�d not even had a chance to pick it up.
His hand moved to the cup straight away, and he smiled at the man. �Thanks,� he said, and watched as al-Zayani merely nodded his head, excusing him from the room.
Was al-Zayani a terrorist financier? The money trail seemed to lead to him, but on the face of it, he didn�t seem the type. Too cultured, too refined; and he seemed to enjoy the luxuries of his position a little too much to lead a second life as a believer of extremist ideals. But then you could never be sure about anyone, Cole knew; he himself was hardly what he seemed, after all.
Cole�s plan was simple; he had gained access to al-Zayani�s office, and would now try and engineer a situation where the man would have to leave him alone, giving Cole access to his computer. He hoped to find evidence there of who al-Zayani was linked to, and where the money was going.
�Do you play golf?� al-Zayani asked when the assistant had gone.
�Golf?� Cole asked, caught off-guard. He�d been mentally rehearsing the hundreds of facts and figures he had memorized for the business deal they would be discussing, and looking for a way of being left alone in the office, and wasn�t sure where al-Zayani was leading the conversation.
�Yes,� al-Zayani said with a big smile. �Golf. It is the national sport of businessmen in your country, no? Don�t they say that more deals are done on the fairways than in all the boardrooms of America?�
Cole laughed. �They do say that,� he said. �And it�s true. Yes, I admit we�re guilty of that at Texas Mainline too.�
Al-Zayani�s smile beamed even wider. �Excellent,� he said happily. �Have you ever played at the Colonial Country Club?�
Cole nodded. If he remembered correctly, Dan Chadwick had a much-valued membership there. Cole had learnt the game during his semi-retirement in the Caribbean, and had enjoyed it. It had been Sarah who had taught him initially, coming as she did from a moneyed family for whom golf was a way of life; but he cut off his thoughts about her immediately, before they rose too far to the surface and put him off his game.
He hadn�t ever played at the Colonial himself, but knew enough about the place to be able to lie effectively if he needed to. �I have,� he said, �in fact I play there regularly, I�m a member there.�
Al-Zayani looked impressed. �I love that course,� he said. �I�ve played there myself when I�ve visited other companies. A wonderful place,� he said wistfully. �We have a course here,� he continued after taking a sip of his coffee. He replaced the cup on its tiny saucer and held out his hands apologetically. �Nothing like the Colonial of course, but we get by.�
�I�m sure you do.�
�So,� al-Zayani said with a raised eyebrow. �Shall we?�
�Shall we�?� Cole asked, raising an eyebrow of his own.
�Have a game?� al-Zayani asked, Abu coming through the door at the same time, as if linked psychically to his boss. �Abu here will escort you back to your hotel to change, and we will meet at the course in� � he checked his watch � �shall we say one hour?�
Obviously, al-Zayani wasn�t about to take �no� for an answer, and so � with a last longing look out of the corner of his eye at the computer which lay on the huge desk behind them, just out of reach � he nodded his head in confirmation. �Sounds like a great idea,� he said happily, rising from the couch and allowing Abu to guide him out of the office. �I�ll see you there.�
�I am looking forward to it,� al-Zayani said, and Cole couldn�t tell if the man suspected something and wanted Cole out of his office, out of Saudi National Oil headquarters altogether, or if he actually did just want a game of golf.
But either way, Cole knew he was going to have to change his plans.
* * *
The wind whipped through the Black Hawk�s open doors, the sky dark and the mountain forests below even darker.
Jake Navarone nodded to his men, who stood ready by the jump doors. This was it; soon there would be no going back. It was into the lion�s den, the forbidding mountain fortresses of North Korea.
The chopper�s infiltration of the paranoid nation had gone well so far, or at least it had appeared to; the stealthy bird with its reflective black paint and its muffled rotors hadn�t been picked up by radar or human eyesight, and it had followed its winding, circuitous, nauseating route through valleys and canyons at a height the SEALs could scarcely believe; it was literally hugging the tree-tops, and Navarone was sure he�d heard the scrape of branches on the undercarriage more than once.
Navarone had to trust that they were unobserved, that the North Koreans weren�t tracking them in order to arrest them as soon as they made it to the ground.
But now they were approaching the drop-zone, and Navarone had to ignore such feelings as he and his men got on with the job at hand.
Instead of parachute insertion, they were going low enough to use fast-ropes, abseiling down to the forest floor at high speed.
He looked towards the jumpmaster, who held up a hand, fingers spread.
Five.
One finger went down.
Four.
Another finger, and Navarone did a last minute visual check of his equipment to make sure he wasn�t leaving anything behind.
Three.
Two.
One.
The men in front of him stepped out of the now hovering helicopter, and Navarone watched as they disappeared into the darkness.
And then he felt the jumpmaster�s hand clapping him on the back, and he launched himself out of the Black Hawk, holding the rope with his thick gloves, and rappelling at high speed down to the enemy country below.
He could see nothing below him, only a few feet of rope before it was swallowed in the dark, but had to trust the pilots had stopped at the correct place � a small clearing in the forest identified by satellite reconnaissance.
If they�d got it wrong, he would know about it when he hit the tops of the trees instead; his legs would be broken, and the mission would be over before it had even begun.
But an instant later, his descent slowed and his boots hit the ground. He instantly moved off to let the Chinese liaison officers behind him land safely, and took out his night vision goggles.
In the eerie green light of the device Navarone saw his men already making a security perimeter, their own goggles on, weapons aimed out at the surrounding forest. And then the last two men landed, and Navarone watched as the helicopter � near silent � lifted off and disappeared into the night.
Navarone did a quick count of his men, and gave a hand signal to Frank Jaffett, the team�s lead scout.
Without a word, Jaffett checked his compass and headed off noiselessly into the forest, the rest of the covert SEAL team slipping into the tree-line behind him like silent wraiths.
Navarone�s nerves buzzed within him, senses so alert, so completely involved in the moment that � despite the danger � there was nowhere else on earth he would have rather been.
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The heat was intense, although Abdullah al-Zayani tried to assure Cole that it wasn�t yet the hottest part of the day. But it was a dry heat at least, and was more tolerable than the incredibly close humid atmosphere of Southeast Asia where he�d spent the past few months.
The course itself was nice, huge rolling green lawns at once out of place in the desert which made up the majority of the country, and yet at the same time very much in-keeping with the decidedly western Dhahran community.
It was obvious that al-Zayani had no wish to conduct business in his office, and so Cole had used the time back at his hotel to come up with a new plan. And as al-Zayani signed him in and they strolled onto the fairway, Cole made a start with it.
�I don�t know how you feel about it, but back at the Colonial we normally have some sort of wager on a game,� he said with a smile that was both friendly and challenging at the same time.
Al-Zayani nodded. �Yes, you Americans like to gamble, don�t you?� he said chidingly. �Of course, gambling is ithm al-kabir, Mr. Chadwick, what we regard in Islam as a very great sin.�
Damn. Cole had hoped that al-Zayani was so westernized that he wouldn�t mind engaging in a sporting wager. Back to the drawing board, it would seem. �I�m very sorry Mr. al-Zayani,� he said, shielding his eyes from the intense glare of the sun, �I didn�t mean any offence.�
Al-Zayani smiled. �No need to be sorry,� he said with a twinkle in his eye. �I don�t really perceive sporting wagers as gambling, you see. For the Holy Qur�an forbids only games of chance.� The meaning was clear, and the twinkling of the eyes turned to challenge. Al-Zayani felt there was no chance involved when he played golf, it seemed; only reliance on his own skill.
Cole nodded his head. �Excellent,� he said in reply, breathing a mental sigh of relief. �But let�s keep it low key, shall we? Whoever loses can take the winner out to dinner tonight at a place of the winner�s choice.�
Cole had scouted out possible locations for an abduction of al-Zayani, and had highlighted the nearby yacht club as the best place to get him; under cover of darkness, he could have al-Zayani out of the restaurant and into the privacy of one of the private yachts before anyone had any idea that they had gone. And then Cole could bypass al-Zayani�s computers and go straight for a good old tactical interrogation with the man himself. He would make him talk, and find out what he knew.
But for the plan to have any chance of coming off, he had to have control over their location that evening. He just hoped he was a good enough golfer to guarantee it.
�An excellent idea,� al-Zayani agreed. �I am sure you will like the place I am going to choose.�
Despite himself, Cole found that he was starting to like the self-confidence of this bespectacled little man, and allowed himself to laugh of al-Zayani�s teasing.
�Well, we�ll just have to see about that, won�t we?� he said as he signaled for the caddy, who withdrew a driver and handed it over to Cole. �I�ve already researched the most expensive restaurants in the area, and I�ve got a little place in mind which I think I�m really going to like.�
Al-Zayani laughed out loud. �Perhaps it will be so, eh?� he said in reply, even as he called for his own driver, placed his ball on its tee and settled into position.
Cole watched carefully as the man�s shoulders relaxed, he took the club back and, initiating the drive with his hips, smoothly completed the most perfect swing Cole had ever seen.
Al-Zayani didn�t even watch the ball as it flew over three hundred yards straight onto the green; instead, he turned to Cole and smiled. �But perhaps not,� he said with a knowing look, and Cole was forced to admit that the man might well be right.
* * *
The two men chatted as they played; sometimes about Texas, sometimes about Dhahran, but mostly about the upcoming business deal between Texas Mainline and Saudi National. The man�s knowledge was vast, and � although Cole had done his best to get to grips with the mechanics of the deal, and the requisite terminology and insider information of both the finance and oil industries � he felt like a minnow going up against a shark.
But Cole said what he could with confidence and bluster, the kind that al-Zayani would probably expect from an American, and hoped that he was getting away with it.
What was more troubling was the fact that al-Zayani was very good at golf. By the ninth hole, the man had opened up a twelve point advantage over Cole, and was beginning to gloat.
�I might even give lunch a miss today,� al-Zayani announced as Cole teed up. �Save myself for the big dinner you�ll be buying me tonight, eh?�
The remark was amusing, and yet Cole tensed, unhappy to be losing and unhappier still that his plans for the evening might be ruined. No. He had to beat al-Zayani; but how would he do it? Cheating immediately came to mind, but the problems that would occur if he was caught ruled it out just as quickly.
He had played the game regularly in Grand Cayman, and had even travelled to the Bahamas and Miami to try the courses there. He was good, but al-Zayani was excellent. As Cole waited at the tee, staring off at the green in the distance, he thought about the problem.
It was in his mind, he decided. It was all in his mind.
When he fired a pistol, a rifle, a bow and arrow; when he threw a knife, when he targeted the tiny pressure points of a man�s body; when he did anything he was used to, anything in which he was totally confident, his mind was completely at peace. There was a Zen-like state that he accessed, where everything came together with no conscious thought at all. The Japanese knew it as mushin � the concept of �no mind� that was so important to the exponents of its martial arts.
He was thinking too much, that was the problem; thinking about his grip, his technique, where the ball was, where it was going to end up.
He had to clear his mind, think about nothing at all, just experience the sensations as they occurred. He would be a passenger as the rest of the game was played, allowing his body to do the work with no conscious input whatsoever.
Ignoring al-Zayani, he observed himself as he put the ball on the tee, took up his position and unleashed his swing, the contact perfect; and continued to passively observe as the ball sailed over four hundred yards through the clear blue sky until it finally came to a rest right near the tenth hole.
He turned back to al-Zayani and smiled. �Perhaps not,� he said, echoing al-Zayani�s earlier words. �Perhaps not.�
* * *
Cole found himself impressed with al-Zayani�s own competitive spirit as the morning turned to afternoon, the searing midday sun clearing the course of most other players, until only Cole and al-Zayani remained. Each refused to show any sign of weakness, and al-Zayani was forced to conceal his anger as Cole narrowed the gap to one single point by the final hole.
They stood there at the tee of the eighteenth hole, sweat pouring from their faces as they regarded each other through eyes half-closed in the glare of the sun.
And then al-Zayani pushed forward to take his shot first, brushing past Cole and placing his ball on the tee. Cole waited anxiously for al-Zayani�s final drive, which came only moments later; perfect technique and a beautiful contact launching the ball in a wide arc over the fairway until it landed just off the green.
Cole sighed. It wasn�t perfect, but it was still good enough to win if Cole didn�t match it. He�d been playing his best game ever since the tenth hole, but now the pressure was back on and he found himself allowing his doubts to once again enter his mind and threaten to drag him back down.
He approached the tee and placed his ball there, concentrating on his breathing instead of the shot itself. He drew the warm air gently through his nose as he counted to four, held his breath for another four-count, and then exhaled through barely open lips for the same time; repeating this simple routine over and over, his mind gradually calmed until he no longer saw the ball or the club. Instead, he could just feel the sensations in his own body as it moved in perfect coordination.
The swing stopped in mid-air as Cole sensed something behind him, an imperceptible movement of al-Zayani�s head; and an instant later it was followed by al-Zayani�s golf bag falling with a clatter off his caddy�s shoulder to the grassy bank below, clubs scattering everywhere.
Cole turned from the tee to watch al-Zayani shouting at his caddy in furious Arabic, but the charade didn�t fool Cole for one second; al-Zayani had wanted his caddy to cause a distraction so that Cole would make a bad shot. It was only his shift of mental focus away from the ball which had allowed him to see al-Zayani�s nod and had saved him from following through with the swing.
Al-Zayani turned to Cole, his face aghast. �I am so sorry my friend, that was an unforgivable error. I will have Ahmed fired from the club immediately.� He turned again, shouting more insults to the shame-faced caddy.
�That�s alright,� Cole said, �really. Don�t fire him, these things happen. I�m sure he�s very good at doing what he�s told.�
Al-Zayani�s eyes narrowed at the implication, but he said no more on the subject, just gestured with his hand for Cole to play the shot again.
Cole returned to his position, already steadying his breath, once again entering the zone he needed to be in. His mind was so clear, so focused, and yet he was thinking of nothing at all as the driver swept through the air in a perfect arc, the titanium head striking the ball with a satisfying thwack which sent it soaring over the path of al-Zayani�s ball to land just a dozen yards from the eighteenth hole.
Cole turned to al-Zayani and smiled. �I�ll have to ask for your caddy next time,� he said amicably. �Must be my good luck charm.�
Al-Zayani ignored Cole completely, grunting as he strode past him towards his ball.
Cole watched al-Zayani as he went, having learnt something about the man�s character. He was a cheat and a bad loser, but did that mean he was involved in terrorism?
Cole followed al-Zayani onto the fairway, content that he would soon be finding out.

5

The Saudi National Oil Beach was on the eastern side of Half Moon Bay, a journey which took Cole just over half an hour in one of the company limousines.
As he was escorted to the front door of the yacht club, he looked around to verify that nothing obvious had changed since his visit earlier that day. Pleased that everything was still the same, Cole strolled through into the club, wandering to the bar where he ordered a black coffee.
Cole had eventually won the game by a single point, managing to sink the ball on his first putt. Al-Zayani, to his horror, had taken three shots after his initial drive to put the ball away, leaving Cole able to choose the location for dinner.
Al-Zayani had been visibly frustrated by his loss, and Cole saw a violent temper flaring behind the genteel fa�ade; but he had nevertheless accepted the situation and agreed to take Cole to the Half Moon Bay Yacht Club for dinner that evening. There were to be no more business talks for the day, al-Zayani claiming he had urgent appointments to keep. But like the caddy �accidentally� dropping his clubs, Cole saw through the lie straight away; al-Zayani was just too upset over his loss to spend any more time with Cole.
As a man responsible for the finance, strategy and development of a trillion dollar company, Cole saw the move as a sign of weakness; he had let personal feelings get in the way of business, something that should never happen at this level. He sipped his black coffee as he considered the fact that Dan Chadwick would probably have let al-Zayani win; after all, it was Texas Mainline that stood to make the most from the proposed deal.
But Cole�s agenda was somewhat different to Chadwick�s; and after tonight, a potential business deal with Texas Mainline would be the last thing on al-Zayani�s mind.
* * *
The camp loomed before them in the green half-light of their night-vision binoculars, hidden deep in a mountain crevasse.
Navarone estimated the camp to cover at least a hundred acres, roughly a thousand yards long by four hundred wide, occupying the great majority of the narrow valley. It was bordered by two sets of huge barbed wire fences, undoubtedly mined down the strip which separated them, and concrete guard towers overlooked everything from all four corners.
Inside the camp, there were four single-story concrete buildings which he assumed were where the prisoners were held, and Navarone estimated that they probably contained upwards of a hundred people in each one.
Details were scarce on the ground about the North Korean political prison system, and Camp 14 was especially secretive; Chinese intelligence believed that it was here that the regime�s most feared enemies were taken for interrogation and �realignment� with the republic�s ideology. It wasn�t known how many people were held here, but Navarone could see that it must number in the hundreds.
There were other buildings that he could make out through his binoculars; barracks for the soldiers, which he saw coming and going at changes of shift; a wooden structure that could have been a cookhouse and canteen; another four-story concrete structure that was probably the camp�s administrative headquarters; and several other smaller buildings which were scattered around the compound.
A man came out of one of the barrack buildings and lit a cigarette. The uniform caught Navarone�s eye, and he zoomed in. It was a major, and Navarone wondered if he was the camp commandant. He gestured to his men, and they all took note.
Navarone�s attention moved away, to other structures that he could make out beyond the camp, hidden further down the valley. Some were military checkpoints and sentry shacks, but there were other buildings fenced off away from the others which Navarone found it harder to identify. There was no activity there at this time of night, but the vast network of metal piping on the outside seemed to indicate some sort of industrial use.
Navarone tried to focus his binoculars for a better look, but it was no use; the mystery buildings were beyond the far side of the camp, and no more detail could be made out.
�Tony, Liu,� he breathed quietly over his throat mike, �let�s move around the valley to check out those buildings over on the east side.� There were double clicks of affirmation over the radio, and Navarone spoke again. �Frank,� he said to Jaffett, �you�ve got control here until we get back.�
There was a double click to confirm the order, and Navarone rose silently, slipping off through the dark forest with Tony Devine of SEAL Team Six and Liu Yingchao of the People�s Liberation Army Special Operations Force right behind him.
For some reason, his gut told him that whatever they were looking for would be found in those strange industrial buildings fenced off outside the main camp, and he wanted to be in position for reconnaissance before first light.
Whatever was stolen from this camp was now out in the open, in the hands of an unknown enemy, and Navarone knew they might not have much time left.
* * *
Major Ho Sang-ok smoked a cigarette and sighed. He was a long way from home, and a very long way from the relative luxuries of Pyongyang.
It sickened him that he was here at this forsaken prison camp in the remote northern wilds but, he considered as he took in a deep lungful of delightfully warming smoke, at least he wasn�t dead.
Not yet anyway.
His last meeting at the headquarters of the RGB had not gone well; Lieutenant General U Chun-su had been furious about the situation in Jakarta, and unsurprisingly so. U had had to report his bureau�s failings directly to the Minister of State Security himself, which must have been no easy feat.
But U had survived too, and Ho soon found out why; the RGB was being given one last chance to make this mission a success. President Kim had not yet been informed of the details, and there was still a chance that his ultimate order � the arranged reunification of Korea � could still be carried out.
The details would have to change, of course � the package had never been received by their Middle Eastern contacts, which precluded their original plan and meant they would have to quickly engineer somebody else to blame.
But U had not risen to such prominence without being able to think on his feet, and had called Ho into his office not long after his meeting with the minister.
U had come up with another mechanism of transporting the weapon, which had been developed in Camp 14, over the DMZ into South Korea. It was a lot more direct � and therefore much more likely that the North�s role would be discovered as a result � but it made sense given their current situation, and would just have to do.
Ho had been entrusted with making the arrangements, but � as he stood outside smoking, staring through the barbed wire at the separate facility fenced off in its own compound outside the main camp � he thought about the horrors within, and hung his head in shame.
It was one thing to make plans and issue orders from a plush office in Pyongyang; it was quite another to see the effects of this weapon up close and know that it was going to be used in earnest.
But, he sighed to himself as he dropped the butt of his cigarette to the floor and crushed it underneath his boot, he had been given his orders, and he would carry them out to the letter.
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�You play a good game, my friend,� Abdullah al-Zayani said to Cole when they were finally seated, at a private table overlooking the marina.
Dusk was arriving, and the last rays of the dying sun cast a warm glow over the yachts and boats moored there. The place was as impressive as Cole would have expected; it was, after all, reserved only for the most senior of Saudi National Oil�s executives.
�You too,� Cole said. �On another day, the outcome might have been different.�
Al-Zayani nodded his head. �Yes, I think you are right.�
Cole waited for more, but there was nothing. The man was arrogant, and was probably not used to losing; Cole suspected that the people under him often let him win.
�The club�s nice,� Cole said to break the ice. �Beautiful view.�
�You are right again,� al-Zayani said. �This is a beautiful country, no?�
�Oh, definitely,� Cole agreed. �It�s very appealing.�
Al-Zayani smiled. �Even though you cannot drink here?� He tutted and wagged his finger. �I know you Americans, you like a drink, yes? But that is something else which is ithm al-kabir here. I know of many of your countrymen who have simply not been able to cope. They come here for work, eager to have our money, but they do not respect our principles.�
Cole could see that the man was still smarting from his defeat, he was trying to ruffle Cole�s feathers. But in the man�s eyes Cole could see the feeling of hatred as he mentioned Americans, his cool fa�ade slipping ever so slightly; and for the first time, Cole believe that al-Zayani really could be the man he was looking for.
�Well, I like a drink as much as the next American,� Cole said, �but when in Rome, right? The people who can�t follow rules probably aren�t welcome anywhere.�
Al-Zayani merely grunted and picked up his menu. He studied it for only a few moments before snapping his fingers at a waiter.
As his dining companion placed his order, Cole agreed to have the same; yet his mind was elsewhere, having just seen al-Zayani�s assistant Abu come through the front door with two other men.
It could have been a coincidence, but Cole was unsure what to think. The club was for level 11 executives only, and Abu was surely well below that. So what was he doing here? He didn�t seem to pay them any attention, which � given the fact that al-Zayani was his boss, and Cole was an honored guest � was strange in itself. He simply went to the bar with his colleagues, ordered black tea, and then led the group to a table in the corner.
Did al-Zayani suspect Cole was not who he said he was? Or was the man so upset over the loss of face he had suffered on the golf course that he was going to have Cole beaten up, and sacrifice a billion-dollar business deal? Or was Abu here just because he liked it, and had somehow bypassed the entry requirements?
It was going to make things more complicated, that much was certain; even if Abu wasn�t here at his boss�s request, he would probably still notice if the two men went missing suddenly.
Cole settled back into his wicker chair and sipped at his cardamom-scented coffee, trying to relax. After all, he had the whole of dinner in which to come up with something.
* * *
An hour later, Cole had managed to alleviate the mood and brought al-Zayani back onto his side; he had discussed the proposed oil deal over dinner, and had made certain concessions that had pleased the man immensely. It even seemed that his loss on the golf course had at last been forgotten, and al-Zayani was in a jovial mood by the time he�d finished his dessert of Baklava, freshly made on the premises by the resident pastry chef.
Abu had finally come over to their table to pay his respects as they were partway through their meal, and Cole reassessed his previous position; it was probably just a coincidence, and perhaps Abu was higher up the executive food chain than he�d first thought. But still Cole watched the group out of the corner of his eye, still not quite trusting the situation.
�Ah,� said al-Zayani as he pushed himself back into his chair with an air of deep satisfaction, �perhaps it is just as well that I lost today, eh? Otherwise we might never have enjoyed such a meal, or worked things out so agreeably.�
�These things happen for a reason.�
�Yes,� al-Zayani agreed, �in sha�Allah.�
Okay, Cole thought, it�s time.
�Do you have a boat in the marina?� he asked, although of course he already knew the answer; he had found out earlier that al-Zayani owned a western forty-foot cruising yacht which was moored only a hundred feet down the dock.
Cole was glad when he saw the proud smile on the man�s face. �Yes I do,� he said happily. �Do you like boats?�
�Love �em,� Cole replied honestly; he�d had his own yacht when he�d lived in the Caribbean. When he�d had a family.
No, he told himself firmly. Don�t think about them. Now wasn�t the time.
�You have boats in Dallas?� asked al-Zayani in surprise. �There is no sea.�
�We have lakes,� Cole answered. �The Dallas Yacht Club is on Lake Lewisville, I�ve got a small day sailing yacht there.�
Al-Zayani clapped his hands together. �Excellent! We will see my boat, yes?�
�I�d love to,� Cole said, already rising from his chair. He moved towards the bar to pay, and but al-Zayani waved his hand. �No need,� he said. �They will add it to my account. Now come,� he said, ushering Cole out of the sliding screen doors which led out towards the jetty.
Cole checked Abu and saw that he hadn�t moved at all, was still sat chatting animatedly to his friends, and decided that his plan might just work after all.
* * *
�So what do you think?� al-Zayani asked as they sat on the main deck of his yacht, staring back towards the marina at Half Moon Bay.
�Very impressive,� said Cole, meaning it; the yacht must have cost more than most people�s homes.
�Some say that the Arab people are reluctant mariners,� al-Zayani said, �but they forget about those who spread our faith to Africa, India and the Far East.� He patted the teak woodwork which lined the entire deck. �I feel like that myself,� he said. �A sailor blessed by Allah to spread His word.�
It was the eyes which did it; a slight glimmer, for just a fraction of a second.
Cole moved instinctively as an iron bar swung down towards his head from behind him. Turning quickly, he kicked the first of Abu�s friends in the gut. The second moved in with a knife, and Cole reached out for the knife arm, wrenching the man around and securing the attacker�s forehead with his arm as he slit the attacker�s throat with his own knife.
Blood spurted out onto the deck, showering al-Zayani as he ran for the steps down to the jetty, and Cole took off after him, stabbing the first man � just rising after the kick to his gut � through the chest as he went; but then the gorilla-sized form of Abu stepped between Cole and al-Zayani, handgun raised.
Cole�s hand snaked out to the side, ripping an oar from its place secured to the starboard wall, and in the same action slammed the heavy wood down onto Abu�s arm. He heard the arm crack and the man try and stifle the scream as the gun dropped to the ground. Cole moved forwards quickly, sweeping both of Abu�s legs out from under him with the oar and leaping over the falling body just as al-Zayani reached the steps.
Pulling the man around, Cole�s hand fired out in two rapid strikes to the man�s neck, rendering him instantly unconscious.
He turned to see Abu rising unsteadily back to his feet, hands groping about on the deck for the gun. Cole dropped al-Zayani�s body and shot forwards, cracking Abu across the head with the blade of the oar.
The big man staggered backwards, his eyes rolling back into his head, but miraculously he still remained standing and Cole rammed the point of the oar towards Abu�s throat.
With incredible speed, Abu caught the oar in mid-air and smashed the forearm of his other hand straight through it, coming back at Cole with the broken half.
Cole used his own half of the oar to block the attack, swinging it back round to slice across Abu�s cheek and ear, the broken wood splintering on his face.
His eyes filled with rage, Abu attacked again, but Cole sidestepped the giant and sent a kick into his knee which dropped him to the deck. And as the big man fell, Cole arm accelerated the broken oar outwards, the jagged end piercing the side of Abu�s thick neck, until it was buried up to Cole�s knuckles, blood spilling in thick gouts over his hand and arm.
Cole let the body drop to the deck all the way, and it landed with a loud thud.
Taking a few deep breaths, Cole surveyed the deck for any sign of more attackers; seeing none, he turned his gaze back to the yacht club. Nobody was coming to investigate, and presumably the action had gone mercifully unnoticed.
But, Cole decided, it was probably time to take the yacht out for a little sailing.
* * *
It was another hour later before al-Zayani regained consciousness; and when he did, it was clear to Cole that he wished he could have just stayed asleep.
Al-Zayani was upside down, hanging off the edge of the boat, head close to the water; to his right and left were the similarly inverted bodies of his colleagues � or at least what was left of them.
�Bull sharks,� Cole said from the deck, and he saw al-Zayani crane his head up to look at him, terror in his eyes. �Nasty little bastards. They enjoyed having your friends for dinner though,� he said amiably, as if they were still talking business back at the yacht club.
Cole had sailed out into the waters of the Arabian Gulf, and although there were sharks out here, they hadn�t caused the horrific, bloody damage to the bodies strapped next to al-Zayani on the side of the boat; Cole had done it himself.
It had been a nasty job, but he needed al-Zayani to talk, and to talk honestly; and there weren�t many men who could overcome the fear of being eaten alive by a hungry shark. Even a man with a knife wasn�t as inherently terrifying as a shark; you could reason with a man, after all.
�Attracted to blood in the water,� Cole said casually, leaning down and stroking the blade of his knife across al-Zayani�s exposed belly.
�No!� al-Zayani screamed. �No, please! I�ll tell you everything! Please!�
�Why did your men attack me?� Cole asked.
�They were only going to question you,� al-Zayani sobbed, �I promise you! Please! I promise you! Pull me up! Pull me up!�
�Question me about what?� Cole asked as the ship bobbed up and down in the dark waters, the movement of the waves making al-Zayani scream again in terror, thinking that it was sharks approaching the boat.
�About who you are,� al-Zayani said weakly. �When you beat me at the club this morning, I couldn�t get it out of my head. I called the Colonial and asked about you, they were surprised, they said you weren�t that good, I should have beaten you easily! I asked what you looked like, and their description didn�t really match, I called Texas Mainline and they confirmed that it was you, but I just had to know!�
�Do Saudi National Oil executives routinely ask questions with thugs, knives and guns?� Cole asked, aware of the irony; al-Zayani had been trying to lure Cole to the boat in exactly the same way Cole had been trying to get him there.
�No, I�I��
�Or is it that you were worried about something else?� Cole asked, blade tickling al-Zayani�s ribs. �Maybe about something connected to a twenty million dollar payout to Jemaah Islamiyah for the hijacking of the Fu Yu Shan?�
There was a pause while al-Zayani weighed his options, hanging upside down between his three supposedly half-eaten colleagues, black waters below him threatening him with the same fate. In the end, it was no choice at all.
�What else do you know?� al-Zayani asked fearfully.
�Let�s not get involved with what I know; I want you to tell me what you know. Now, what was in the crate that was so important?�
�I don�t know!� screamed al-Zayani. �Please, I don�t know!�
�Wrong answer,� Cole said coldly, drawing the knife across al-Zayani�s abdomen, opening up a thin cut which immediately started leaking blood down over his chest and face, until it dropped in small rivulets into the dark sea below.
�No!� al-Zayani screamed in unbridled terror. �No, please! Let me up! I will tell you everything!� he shouted. �I will give you the Lion! It was the Lion! It was Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, the Assistant Minister for Security Affairs, it is his group, Arabian Islamic Jihad, he told me to do it! Please, let me up!�
The man was sobbing uncontrollably now, and Cole decided that the time had come to relent; he pulled the terrified man back up onto the yacht and let him fall to the teak deck, shaking with fear.
Abd al-Aziz Quraishi wasn�t a name he was familiar with, but Cole had recently heard news reports about this Arabian Islamic Jihad; wasn�t that the same group which had killed Brad Butler, the CNN correspondent? And hadn�t the man who�d beheaded Butler referred to himself as �the Lion�? The stories had also implicated the organization in the attacks on Riyadh, Muscat and Dubai; Arabian Islamic Jihad was obviously an emerging force. And if it had big oil money behind it, then the danger was increased exponentially.
Cole put a blanket around the shivering man and pulled him up, assisting him across the deck to the cabin.
He would get the man warm and comfortable, and would then learn everything he could about this man known as the Lion, and the terrorist group he commanded.
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Just two hours later, Cole had everything he would ever get from al-Zayani, and was satisfied that he�d been told the truth; the threat of being returned to the sharks was too overwhelming a possibility for al-Zayani to try lying about anything.
It turned out that al-Zayani really didn�t know what was in the crate that had been brought from Sumatra by Umar Shibab; al-Zayani was just the paymaster, and not concerned with operational details. All he knew was that after the private plane had landed in Dhahran, the crate had been picked up by someone al-Zayani only knew as Matraqat al-Kafir, the Hammer of the Infidel. He thought it had been taken to a safe house somewhere in Saudi Arabia, but that was as much as he knew.
Al-Zayani�s own job for the terrorist organization known as Arabian Islamic Jihad had been going on for years; he had been leaching large sums from the accounts of Saudi National Oil and its subsidiary companies for the past decade, providing the entire start-up costs for the AIJ.
Al-Zayani had been brought into the AIJ by Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, the so-called �Lion� who fronted the organization, and Cole recognized the same techniques that case officers used to recruit agents for western intelligence agencies.
Al-Zayani told Cole how he had never been against the Saudi government before, indeed had been a loyal and devout citizen all of his life, right up until an event which occurred ten years ago. He had just made Vice President of Finance for Saudi National Oil, and was looking forward to finally starting a family with his wife, who was pregnant for the first time. And then one night, when al-Zayani was working late, the Mabahith broke down the doors to his home and took his wife from her bed.
He campaigned against the government, demanding to know where she was, why she�d been taken, if she was alive or dead; but all that came back was stony silence.
It was then that he�d been approached by Quraishi, who offered to use his influence at the Ministry of Interior to find out what had happened to his wife, and get her back if he could. Al-Zayani had been so anxious that he agreed to do anything in return, and waited for news to come from Quraishi.
Days passed, until finally Quraishi came to see him in his home. It seemed that his wife had been seen in the local market asking questions about moving to America to raise her children there. Sensing some form of blasphemous disregard for Saudi Arabia�s own culture, the Mabahith were called in and had taken her to the cells for questioning.
When al-Zayani had asked the obvious question, Quraishi had sadly shook his head; regrettably, his wife had died during the interrogation, along with their unborn child. Apparently the body had already been �processed� � which meant it had been burned to ashes in one of the subterranean ovens kept for that very purpose.
Al-Zayani hadn�t been able to believe what he was hearing; how could this happen to a man like him, in a senior position in his nation�s most profitable business? And yet he�d heard so many stories before about these things happening that he didn�t doubt Quraishi�s story for a second.
His rage holy and indignant, he was fully primed for the offer Quraishi made next; to use the power of his position to help establish a group which would one day oust the Saudi monarchy and its corrupt government. Quraishi admitted to his own role, how he had dedicated his entire life to building up his position in order to more effectively lead a freedom-fighting group, and al-Zayani in his moment of weakness agreed absolutely to help the man in any way he could.
And so finance for the terrorist group had been made through the funds of Saudi National Oil ever since, with no one ever the wiser.
Cole had to give Quraishi credit; his group was clearly better funded and better organized than any that had gone before. And his own role as Assistant Minister for Security Affairs meant that it was his job to stamp out dissident groups; in effect, he was policing himself, which was the perfect position to be in. He could take down rival groups, recruit from their resources, all while protecting the AIJ and his own interests.
Cole couldn�t help wonder if Quraishi had organized the capture and death of al-Zayani�s wife himself, purely in order to recruit the man to his cause. From what he�d heard already, it wouldn�t have surprised him in the slightest.
However, Cole was surprised that he hadn�t heard more from Quraishi�s terrorist group, but this was ominous in itself; it was possible that it meant Quraishi was saving himself for something big.
Cole still didn�t know what was in the crate, but assumed it must be nuclear; the North Koreans had the right materials to make such things, and an attack with a nuclear device on American soil would explain what the big event was that Quraishi was heading towards.
But guesswork simply wasn�t good enough; he had to know.
And so he had asked al-Zayani to call Quraishi to ask for a meeting. It was under the pretense of Texas Mainline Oil�s concerns about security from terrorist groups; �Dan Chadwick� wanted confirmation that TMO�s investment would be secure, and needed to speak to the government minister responsible for dealing with counter-terrorism.
And so � even though it was terribly short notice � al-Zayani had stressed over the telephone that his US associate would be returning to Texas the day after tomorrow, and Quraishi had therefore agreed to meet him the very next morning.
And now, the meeting arranged, Cole stood on the deck and wondered what to do about al-Zayani. He felt sorry for the man � he had been badly abused, and the fate of his wife too closely mirrored Cole�s own experiences. Wouldn�t Cole have agreed to Quraishi�s requests for money if their situations had been reversed?
He had already forced the man to call Saudi National Oil headquarters to say that he, Abu and the two other men � who, it turned out, had also been company employees � were taking an impromptu fishing trip the next day, and wouldn�t be back until the following evening.
It gave him a window of opportunity; questions might be asked, but not before Cole had gone to his meeting with Abd al-Aziz Quraishi in Riyadh and met the Lion himself.
Cole was a killer, but thought long and hard about the fate of al-Zayani. Could he just leave the man out at sea, and hope he wasn�t able to contact anyone and spoil Cole�s plans? Could he trust al-Zayani not to talk if he was found?
Cole looked up at the stars and the moon, bright in the cloudless night sky, and shook his head.
No. The unhappy fact was that he couldn�t take that chance. He�d already gone against his instincts with Boom Suparat, and that had turned out badly for everyone. Cole�s only hope of a lead was his meeting with Quraishi the next day; if that was jeopardized, then who knew what would happen?
When Cole returned to the cabin below, his mind made up and steeled for what he had to do, he saw that al-Zayani was sleeping. He sighed; that would make it easier, at least.
Approaching the sleeping body, Cole�s hands reached out and struck three of the nerve points on al-Zayani�s exposed skin; points which caused instant death, and al-Zayani�s eternal sleep.
Cole�s remorse was short-lived; he couldn�t afford to have it any other way, and he immediately set about making plans to scuttle the ship.
He would swim back to shore and � if anyone came looking for al-Zayani and his friends when they didn�t return the next night � all that would be found would be pieces of the million-dollar yacht strewn across the blue waters of the Arabian Gulf.
And the men on board would never be seen again.
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The raindrops collected on the leaves above the three men hiding in the forest, showering them repetitively every few seconds when they got too heavy.
Jake Navarone was soaking wet, but never even noticed; his entire attention was focused on the industrial buildings which lay beyond the fence line in their own private compound.
Navarone, Devine and Liu were nestled in the trees which bordered the camp, just a hundred yards away from the curious compound. He could see that one of the structures had a huge chimney, which belched smoke up into the cloudy sky.
It was daytime, although the sun was struggling to break through the storm clouds above, and the valley remained dark and grey. But Navarone was now able to see more of the eastern side of the camp, especially from his new vantage point.
The rest of his men, under the leadership of Frank Jaffett, would be taking detailed notes on the rest of the complex, drawing up plans of the buildings, establishing timings of guard changes, camp routine, how many prisoners they could see and what they were doing, the list was endless.
But Navarone wanted to find out what was going on in these outbuildings. Why was there a group of buildings fenced off from the rest of the camp? What purpose did they serve?
A claxon sounded then, and Navarone recoiled in surprise; but it was just used to summon the prisoners to the camp square for roll-call, and Navarone watched in wonder as they began to stream out of the four barracks blocks, each person dressed in grey fatigues, heads down.
Navarone had estimated that each barrack building could hold about one hundred prisoners, and yet still they poured forth, spilling out of the concrete dormitories in huge numbers until the square was completely covered.
He couldn�t perform an exact count from his current position, as he was now too far away and there were simply too many to count; but he could see that it wasn�t just men who were imprisoned here, there were women and children too, some barely able to walk. Navarone clenched his fists in anger. What kind of political crimes could children be guilty of?
�Are you seeing this, boss?� Jaffett asked over the radio.
�You can�t miss it,� Navarone whispered with gritted teeth.
�They�ve got kids here, man,� Jaffett breathed in disgust.
�I know. Can you see on your side how many prisoners in total?�
�Best we can make out is about eight-fifty, nine hundred per block.�
Navarone breathed out in disbelief. That was nearly four thousand people cooped up in a space for four hundred. They must have been sleeping one on top of the other in there. Heaven only knew what sort of diseases were running through the place.
�Okay, hold tight and carry on with the recon,� Navarone said, and Jaffett gave him a double-click on the radio to confirm.
Navarone continued to watch through his high-powered binoculars as North Korean soldiers followed the prisoners out, shouting orders to the ones at the rear.
These prisoners returned reluctantly to the barracks, picking up the wheelbarrows which rested by the doors as they went. Several minutes elapsed before Navarone saw them reappear, pushing the wheelbarrows which now contained what appeared to be dead bodies.
Navarone felt Devine�s fingers grip his forearm. �Dammit Jake,� he whispered, �they�ve got kids on those fuckin� wheelbarrows! What the fuck kind of place is this?�
Navarone�s jaw was clenched as he saw the same thing; two of the dead bodies were those of children, what appeared to be a boy of about six, and a girl who might have been in her teens.
He remained silent as he watched the prisoners wheel the dead bodies past their comrades, who kept their heads down, eyes staring at the floor beneath them. Soldiers at the western edge of the compound moved to the heavy steel gates there and pulled them open, and Navarone watched as the wheelbarrows were pushed across the open ground, headed for the very area that he and his men were watching.
The gates of the secondary compound were opened, and the prisoners wheeled their dead colleagues through, heading for the building with the chimney; and it was then that Navarone�s fears were confirmed, and he knew what the building was. It was a crematorium, just like the Nazis had used at their death camps back in the worst days of World War II.
Navarone watched in horror as the bodies were wheeled inside, the prisoners appearing with empty wheelbarrows just moments later and starting their sickening journey back towards the main camp.
Navarone was sure that the smoke turned darker then, thicker and more intense. It could have been his imagination, but he could have sworn he smelt the burning of human flesh.
It was probably from disease, or else starvation and weakness from being worked too hard; there were probably deaths in the barracks every night.
Roll-call was going on all the while, and Navarone noticed for the first time the major he�d seen the night before. He was standing with a clipboard on a raised dais, gesturing to various prisoners as their names were called out, guards pulling them off to one side.
At the end of roll-call, there was a group of a dozen men and women gathered near the major�s dais, and Navarone could see the major talking to another man � obviously a senior rank, although Navarone couldn�t make it out from here. This second man then barked at the guards and pointed to the industrial compound.
Panic broke out in the dozen prisoners then, and Navarone could hear the screams and cries from where he lay in the soft undergrowth. A woman tried to break free, kicking out at the guards and running for the open gate.
A shot rang out, and the women fell down face first, blood pumping out onto the dirt floor from the gaping exit wound in her chest, a 7.62mm rifle round from one of the guards having entered her upper back at over a thousand feet per second.
The body was hauled to one side, the major pointed at another prisoner from the assembly to join the others in the dead woman�s place, and the dozen prisoners � now silent, accepting whatever horrific fate awaited them � were led out of the main camp to the mysterious buildings which lay under Navarone�s position.
�Shit boss,� Devine whispered. �What are we going to do?�
Navarone shook his head, wondering exactly the same thing. �I don�t know,� he said truthfully, remembering that his orders were strictly to observe and report back. �I honestly don�t know.�
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Abd al-Aziz Quraishi looked at the man across the table from him, trying to hide his distaste.
He had first met Jeb Richards at West Point back when they were both young men. He hadn�t known then, of course, that the American would rise to such prominence in his government, but had identified him early on as someone who could potentially be used in the future.
It wasn�t that Quraishi had expected Richards to ideologically support his cause; far from it in fact, as Richards was a patriot first and foremost. He had left West Point and gone on to serve with distinction in the US Army�s 37th Armor Regiment before pursuing a career in politics. But underneath the public persona of typical southern bluster, Quraishi had perceived something else; a ruthless streak that meant he could easily be manipulated into compromising his principled fa�ade if it furthered his own agenda in some way.
And so Richards was just one of the people he had met during his time in the United States with whom he had developed long-term friendships, and he had been surprised yet delighted when Richards� political career took off in later years. In fact, the man�s position as Secretary of Homeland Security dovetailed beautifully with Quraishi�s own role within the Ministry of Interior.
Quraishi�s distaste for the man stemmed in part from his physical appearance; he was slovenly and quite overweight, indications of poor self-discipline, and qualities which Quraishi simply could not abide. It offended his religious ideals of physical restraint and the resistance of the temptations of gluttony and laziness.
But he also disliked the man due to what he was prepared to do, even though it served Quraishi�s own interests. Quraishi simply couldn�t understand a man who was willing to betray his own people.
But then again, Quraishi told himself, he hadn�t been entirely honest about what was happening and � to be fair � Richards really did believe that what he was doing would ultimately benefit America�s homeland security and make his country a safer place.
Unable to help himself, Quraishi smiled at how wrong the man was.
Quraishi was inordinately pleased with how his plans were progressing; the martyrs had been prepared, and his beloved al-Hazmi was getting ready to escort them to the correct airlines for their specially selected flights. His scientific staff had been continually monitoring wind patterns and had made complex and � they assured him � quite accurate dispersal projections. The locations chosen for his team of martyrs had been decided upon after long consideration of a multitude of factors � total population, transport links and ease of egress to other areas, climate patterns, air density and barometric pressure, availability of emergency services and the ability of local hospital systems to cope with sudden demands, casualty estimates, number of expected fatalities, and a hundred other topics of interest. But now all decisions were made, and everything was in place, ready for the actual operation itself; and Quraishi would soon know if their projections were correct.
According to Richards, the US government had no idea whatsoever what was really going on. Apparently, there was some suspicion that a weapon developed in North Korea was on the loose somewhere, but nobody yet knew what it was, or who had it, or where it was headed.
Richards claimed that there was a rumor of Jemaah Islamiyah�s involvement, but � due to his own efforts, and those of Clark Mason, the Secretary of State � these leads were not being pursued as rigorously as some members of the National Security Council would like.
In a way, Quraishi pitied Richards; the man thought he was doing the right thing, thought that he was helping his nation. He knew that people would die, that sacrifices would have to be made, but that it was for the greater good of the American people.
He was going to be upset when he realized the truth, Quraishi thought as he sipped at his tea; very upset indeed.
* * *
Richards was nursing a sore head, a result of a too much alcohol the night before. Sure, Riyadh was as tee-total as the rest of the country, but a guy at his hotel had managed to find the wild side of the city, and Richards had tagged along. It turned out if you had enough money, people here could be quite reasonable.
Richards looked at the man sat across from him, wishing that he had some painkillers; his head really did hurt like a son of a bitch.
He had to admit that he didn�t much like the man he was here to see; but at the same time, Richards knew that he held the key to America�s future security.
Quraishi was the leader of Arabian Islamic Jihad, a group which was about to launch a serious attack on American soil; an attack which Richards was going to allow to go ahead.
The problem, as he saw it, was that the US government was drastically underfunding its homeland security program. In the aftermath of 9/11, money for national defense had been inexhaustible; at last what the country actually needed, in Richards� opinion. He had been a Captain in the 39th Armor Regiment at the time, and the ensuing years had been good ones for the military, which saw its first real investment since the heady heights of the Cold War.
But al-Qaeda�s horrific attack, which had left nearly three thousand dead, had happened nearly twenty years ago now, and two decades had slowed the American defense machinery to a snail�s crawl. Budgets were being slashed, weapons systems culled, regiments disbanded. But, Richards knew, the threat was still there. It was always there.
What was needed, Richards knew, was a fresh attack on US soil; so long as the American people felt safe, there would be no pressure on the politicians to increase budgets to the correct levels. Government finance was never proactive, always reactive. Money would never be spent on preventing a crisis; the norm was for a crisis to occur, and then for the money to be spent. Completely backwards thinking in Richards� opinion, but that was Washington for you.
Richards knew that what he needed was a new attack on America, from a new group which could be as feared as al-Qaeda had once been. And he believed that Quraishi and Arabian Islamic Jihad could well be that group, and the Lion�s planned attack could be the catalyst to get back his funding.
Richards wasn�t psychotic; he didn�t want the deaths of American citizens on his hands. But better the devil you know, he�d thought when he�d first entered discussions with his old friend Quraishi. If an unknown group launched an attack, he would simply never know what damage could be inflicted. But with Quraishi in charge, he was assured that fatalities would be limited to just a few thousand. It was a terrible thing to be burdened with, but Richards accepted the fact that America had lived through such an attack before, and had emerged even stronger; it was a number that could be tolerated, if it meant that her security would be improved immeasurably as a result.
He didn�t know exactly what was in the North Korean crate, only that it was a dirty bomb of some kind, a combination of radioactive material and conventional explosives. Such a device was nowhere near as devastating as a nuclear explosion, and indeed such dirty bombs were not even considered weapons of mass destruction in most circles, but as weapons of mass disruption; it wasn�t the number of fatalities which would be the key factor, but the psychological impact of nuclear fallout and the spread of radiation. There would be mass panic and terror, and the clean-up would require considerable expense and cause untold economic damage, but the number of actual deaths would be relatively negligible. And this was the beauty of the plan Quraishi had described to him; the terror and fear that would result from the attack would be enough to force politicians to raise budgets massively in order to appease the terrified population; so when a real attack came, they would be ready for it.
Could he live with the deaths of a couple of thousand Americans?
Yes he could, and he had decided this a long time ago. You couldn�t make an omelet without breaking some eggs, and that was really all that was happening here. And after all, it wasn�t as if it hadn�t happened before; elements of the US and British governments had prior knowledge about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor but had allowed it to go ahead in order to force America into World War II; Kennedy had been seriously considering a Defense Department plan to shoot down an American airliner so that it could be blamed on Cuba and thus justify an invasion; and American intelligence was warned about the 9/11 attacks in advance. That was just how things worked, Richards knew.
And so Richards had supplied Quraishi with information, and tried to protect his organization from discovery, also helping to muddy the waters of the current investigation. He just hoped that the outcome would be worth the risk.
�You have been most helpful,� Quraishi said gratefully. �And I think we will both find benefits from the events to come.� There was a pause as he sipped his jasmine tea, then he looked back across the desk at his American colleague. �Is there anything else?�
Richards paused; there was something. But was it worth bothering Quraishi with at this late stage? Finally though, he nodded his head.
�Yes,� he said, �there is perhaps something � or, at least, someone � you should know about.�
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Cole walked through the fourth-floor corridors of the Ministry of Interior, escorted by a stern-faced official who didn�t like to talk.
Cole had been surprised by the look of the building; it was like something that had been built by aliens and then dumped in the middle of the city, quite unlike anything else that surrounded it. The interior was rather more conventional however, and was like government buildings the world over; cold, clinical and utilitarian.
But soon he was outside the office of Abd al-Aziz Quraishi � Assistant Minister for Security Affairs for the government of Saudi Arabia and, if al-Zayani was to be believed, the Lion himself, the head of Arabian Islamic Jihad.
Before leaving Dhahran, Cole had called Ike Treyborne via his secure sat phone to give his old friend an update. He had explained what he�d done to al-Zayani and his boat, and asked Treyborne to run interference in case there was any comeback; he needed the meeting to go smoothly, and didn�t want to have to worry about things back in Dhahran.
He�d also shared the information he�d managed to get from al-Zayani, including how Arabian Islamic Jihad had been financed, and the fact that Quraishi seemed to be behind the whole thing. It was far too early to start alerting the Saudi government � as yet there was no real proof tying Quraishi to anything � but Cole asked Treyborne to find out everything he could about the man, and recommended giving the name to Bud Shaw at the NSA to activate surveillance on his calls and emails.
Treyborne had promised to try, but Cole understood he had to be circumspect in how he went about asking; after all, Treyborne wasn�t supposed to have any leads, as he wasn�t supposed to be investigating anything. But Cole was sure Treyborne would find a way to put the intelligence services on Quraishi�s scent; he was a born improviser.
By the time Cole arrived in Riyadh and had found his luxurious suite in the Ritz Carlton hotel � courtesy of Abdullah al-Zayani and Saudi National Oil � Treyborne had already sent him the CIA file on Abd al-Aziz Quraishi.
The file revealed two interesting things to Cole � one, that Quraishi had spent considerable time in the United States; and two, that he was under no suspicion whatsoever by US intelligence. He was as clean as a whistle in every respect.
Quraishi had been born in 1972, his father a very distant cousin of King Faisal, who had ruled Saudi Arabia until his nephew assassinated him in 1975. The family was therefore tied to the royal family, and yet was never a part of the true upper echelon. But it did mean that the male members of the Quraishi family could serve in the Saudi government, and Abd al-Aziz Quraishi did just that, joining the Saudi Royal Guard Regiment at the tender age of seventeen. From there he was selected � apparently due to his high intellect and potential for future leadership � for an exchange program with the American military, and was sent to West Point to undergo officer training in the US Army.
He graduated near the top of his class, and reportedly didn�t restrict himself purely to military life during his four years in America; contemporary reports indicated that he travelled far and wide, and used his royal connections to establish links with many political and business figures.
Cole thought this strange � if not downright suspicious � but the CIA and FBI hadn�t been concerned, as this was common practice for foreign cadets; the whole exchange program was to help foster closer ties between nations on an unofficial level.
Quraishi had gone on to serve with distinction in the Royal Guards, reaching the rank of Lieutenant Colonel before joining the Ministry of Interior as head of the feared Mabahith. Again, he seemed to have made a positive impression on everyone, for he had steadily worked his way up to his current position as Assistant Minister for Security Affairs, about as high as a minor relative of the House of Saud could ever hope to rise.
Cole had searched the file for any information which might shed light on why Quraishi was � according to al-Zayani, at least � so rabidly anti-monarchy and anti-Western. On the face of it, it just didn�t make sense; Quraishi held a high position in a society which favored the royal family, of which he was a part. When did the religious zeal enter his life? At what point was the man turned?
It wasn�t in the report, that was for sure, and Cole wondered if he would be able to learn more from the man himself.
The door opened at the same time he arrived outside, and he was surprised to see an American face framed in the doorway.
�Oh, excuse me,� the man said, extending a hand. Cole took it and shook firmly. �You must be Dan Chadwick, right? Texas Mainline Oil?�
Cole nodded. �That�s right.�
�I�m Jeb Richards, a fellow Texan,� he said with a smile. �Just leaving as a matter of fact, though unfortunately I�ve got to go back to Washington and not Texas.� He sighed. �Still, I might get back there one day. Be sure to pass on my regards to Ezzard,� he continued as he moved past Cole into the corridor beyond, �not seen him for years but we used to enjoy a game of tennis together.�
�I�ll be sure to do that,� Cole said after the man, who was now half-way down the corridor, Cole�s mute escort accompanying him. �Have a safe flight.�
�Will do, my friend,� Richards shouted back over his shoulder.
Cole concealed his concern as he turned back to the open doorway, watching as Quraishi came towards him across the office. What the hell had Jeb Richards, the Secretary of Homeland Security, been doing here?
What was of more concern to Cole was whether Richards recognized him or not; with an arrest warrant out on him, it wasn�t unreasonable to assume that Richards � as a member of the National Security Council � might well have seen a picture of him.
But, Cole reflected, such a picture would hardly be up-to-date; whatever there was on file for the Caribbean diving instructor named Mark Cole would no longer tally with the man waiting outside Quraishi�s office. The fireball which had engulfed the house in Kreith had left Cole with extensive scarring which � although surgically corrected � had altered his appearance quite considerably. Added to which was the fact that Cole had partially disguised himself for the role of Dan Chadwick anyway.
But if Richards knew Ezzard Kaplan, might he also know the real Dan Chadwick? But he�d said that he hadn�t seen Ezzard for a long time, and Chadwick was new at Texas Mainline, one of the reasons for Cole choosing him in the first place.
In the end, Cole decided that he had nothing to be concerned about; his identity was secure. But he did still wonder about Richards� purpose here in Riyadh.
But he could worry about that later; right now he had more pressing concerns, and he offered his hand to the man who floated gracefully towards him over his tiled floor, bedecked in the traditional Saudi white dress known as a thobe, with a red and white checked headdress to complete the image.
Quraishi smiled beneficently at his guest and took his hand. �Two Texans in my office in the same day,� he said amicably. �It must be providence, no?�
Cole returned the smile. �It must be. I guess it is a small world, after all.�
Quraishi gestured for Cole to sit, and then swept elegantly around the other side of the desk and took his own seat across from him. �Water?� he asked, gesturing with his hand to the water jug and glasses to one side of the large desk.
�Thank you,� Cole said, reaching forward to help himself.
�And now,� Quraishi began in his perfect English, his lilting voice pleasantly melodious, �how may I help you?�
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The crematorium was located at the rear of the compound, close to Jake Navarone�s position.
It had been no use; he had just had to know what was going on here, and with time pressing, he had announced his intentions to his colleagues and then proceeded to slip down the forested bank which protected the valley.
The rear wasn�t guarded, and as Navarone approached the barbed wire fence, close to the ground, he was pleased to see that there were no motion sensors either. Probably nobody expected anyone to ever find the camp in the first place.
The fence was electrified though, which made things more difficult; cutting his way through the fence would cause a burnout, and get the immediate attention of the guards. But he didn�t really want to cut the fence anyway, as he didn�t want to leave any telltale signs of his visit. His plan was to quickly scout the place out and report back.
This left climbing the eight-foot fence, which was risky in itself; during daylight hours, he could easily be seen. But the weather was overcast and visibility was poor with the unaided eye; overall, it was unlikely the guards would spot him. He would rely on the two men behind him, and the other SEALs on the far side of the valley, to warn him if anyone was watching. On this side of the compound though, he couldn�t even be seen by the guards in their watchtowers.
He checked in with his teammates for the last time and was given the all-clear. And so, insulated gloves and boots protecting against the electric charge, he scuttled up the fence in seconds, pulling himself up and over the barbed wire as if it wasn�t even there, his Nomex bodysuit protecting him from the sharp barbs.
He landed on the grass on the other side, just a few yards away from the dark brick of the crematorium, which continued to belch thick smoke out of its tall chimney. Keeping close to the ground, he shuffled his way towards the building, until he was touching the rough brickwork.
He edged down the wall slowly, inch by tortuous inch, until Devine gave him the word that he was right below the small window which was the only thing on this side of the building except the brickwork.
Out of a utility pouch, he retrieved a fiber optic wire, with a camera mounted on one end. He bent the wire into a right angle and slowly � ever so slowly � pushed it up until it rested just above the window frame.
Navarone checked the miniature monitor that displayed the images from the camera, and saw a large unfurnished room, the walls bare brick. There was a large door over on the right hand side, and Navarone moved the camera around, panning across to the other side of the room.
What he saw on the monitor stopped him dead, the breath caught in his throat.
There was a gigantic cast-iron oven over the other side, its cavernous mouth wide open, flames flickering inside as a team of people � dressed in what looked like white biohazard suits � unloaded bodies from carts and dumped them unceremoniously into the furnace.
But it was the sight of the bodies themselves that had caused Navarone�s nauseated reaction.
There were a variety of shapes and sizes � men, women and even children � but they all looked the same in one way.
They were all hideously deformed, their flesh literally eaten away from their bones. On some of the bodies, Navarone could see gaping blisters on the skin, on others there was actual bone protruding through the withered skin and fat tissue; eyes were gone, melted away; noses and ears were also nowhere in evidence; and all looked as if they had undergone horrific mutation of some kind.
Navarone had never seen anything like it before in his life, and wondered just what the hell could have happened to those people.
He had been right about this place, at least; it wasn�t just a political prison camp. There was something very wrong going on here, experiments of some kind or another.
But what?
Had the prisoners been victims of radiation poisoning? Were the after-effects of a nuclear blast somehow being recreated and analyzed?
Or did the damage to the bodies indicate that some sort of horrifying new weapon was being developed here?
As he thought about those poor children being thrown into the furnace, his mind flipped for just an instant to his sisters, the twins; Jodie and Bobbi, so young and innocent. He cut the thought off immediately.
What had these people done to deserve this?
With gritted teeth, his mind flashed back to the prisoners who had been summoned forward that very morning; they were next, weren�t they?
Slowly, Navarone pulled the fiber optic camera back down and edged away from the wall.
Not if I can help it, he thought with an anger he had never before experienced.
Not if I can help it.
* * *
�So you can see,� Quraishi summed up with a confident smile, �there is really nothing for you to worry about. Your money will be quite safe, and your business with Saudi National Oil can proceed as planned.�
Cole nodded his head in thought. �Well, you do seem to have all bases covered,� he said in his affected Texas Drawl. �And the Mabahith must really make people careful huh?�
Quraishi just raised an eyebrow and let his smile widen ever so slightly.
�But I do have one concern,� Cole said carefully, pausing as he heard a knock on the office door. He waited as Quraishi admitted an assistant, who cleared away the water jugs and glasses, and replaced them with fresh ones. Once the man had left, Cole continued. �We�ve been hearing reports about a new group operating right here on Saudi soil, Arabian Islamic Jihad. Now, we don�t know much about them in the US, but what�s your take on them? Are they dangerous?�
Cole watched Quraishi�s face for any hint of undue emotion at the mention of the AIJ; a twitch of the eye, a turning of the mouth, anything at all. But there was no reaction whatsoever.
�Any terrorist group is potentially dangerous,� Quraishi admitted, �but the fact is that the AIJ has yet to prove itself; it has been around for years, but has achieved nothing. The Ministry of Interior is confident that it will fizzle out like all the others.� He smiled again. �I was just telling Mr. Richards, your Secretary of Homeland Security, exactly the same thing.�
Cole wondered if that was true. Was that why Richards had been here? Had he been checking up on what the Ministry of Interior knew about Arabian Islamic Jihad? It would certainly make sense.
Cole smiled at Quraishi. �That�s good to know,� he said. �But word around the campfire is that they�re saving themselves for something big. You heard anything about that?�
�Word around the campfire?� Quraishi repeated with a good-natured laugh. �That�s a saying I�ve not heard in a long time. Since I was in your country as a young man, in fact.� The smile on his face as he remembered seemed genuine enough. �Those were good days,� Quraishi continued. �I met some fine people there. The United States is a great country.�
Cole watched the man�s face as he spoke, senses attuned for the slightest hint that he wasn�t telling the truth, that he really despised America and everything she stood for. But there was nothing to see; Quraishi�s face was a mask. Cole knew this meant one of two things � either al-Zayani had been lying to him, and Quraishi was exactly as he appeared to be; or else the man was completely sociopathic, and far more dangerous than Cole had feared.
There was a knock on the door again, and the same assistant popped his head through into the office, speaking in Arabic to Quraishi, who nodded his head and rose from the desk.
Quraishi turned to Cole. �I am very sorry,� he said, �but I just have to go and take care of something. I will be no longer than a minute or two.�
And with that, he swept out of the room, white thobe billowing behind him.
Cole breathed out steadily as the door clicked closed. Was it some sort of test? Was he being left alone in the room, under surveillance, so he could be monitored?
Cole didn�t think so; it was unlikely that Quraishi�s office would be monitored. And even if it was, Cole knew he had to act anyway. He was running out of time, and it was imperative that he find something � anything � that would help his investigation.
His mind made up, Cole was out of his seat in an instant.
* * *
�Yes, Hatim?� Quraishi asked his assistant in the empty office next door, which was used as an anteroom for Quraishi and two other officials. �You found something?�
Hatim picked up the water glass Cole had used and tapped it. Quraishi noticed the equipment set up on the table next to it. �The fingerprints on this glass do not match what we have on file for Daniel Chadwick,� he said authoritatively.
Quraishi�s eyes narrowed. �You are sure of this?�
Hatim cleared his throat. �With what little time we had, as sure as we can be,� he said. �We�ve only done a visual match, we�ve had no time to feed the results into our computer system, but I can see that they are plainly different with just a magnifying glass. The man in your office is not Daniel Chadwick.�
Quraishi considered the situation. Jeb Richards had informed him that there were no authorized operations going on in Saudi Arabia, and Quraishi believed him. Why would Richards lie about things now? He had told Quraishi that the US government didn�t have the first idea where to even start looking.
And yet here was this man, an unknown, right here in his office. What did he want? Who was he?
Quraishi thought back to Richards� final words, about the covert operative who had escaped arrest in Sumatra. He was the man who had found the pirate lair in the first place, and had brought the US Navy SEALs down on the place.
Could the man in his office be Mark Cole? The agent Richards said was known as �the Asset�?
Quraishi sighed. The meeting had been arranged by Abdullah al-Zayani. Had it been done under protest? Had this foreign agent found out that al-Zayani had financed the hijacking and interrogated him? If so, what would he have found out? What would al-Zayani have told him?
�Hatim,� Quraishi ordered, �find out where Abdullah al-Zayani is, right now. Have him brought here if possible, immediately.�
�Yes sir,� Hatim said, retreating to one of the secure telephones in the corner of the room.
The good thing, Quraishi supposed, was that at least al-Zayani didn�t know much. He didn�t know anything about the upcoming operation. But it seemed that he had led this agent here to Quraishi, which was more than enough.
But if this man wasn�t authorized, if he was wanted by the US government himself, then all was not lost, and Quraishi allowed himself a smile. He could get information from this �asset�, this Mark Cole, do whatever he wanted to him, and the man would not be missed.
�Hatim,� Quraishi called across the room. �After you�ve located al-Zayani, call the zoo and arrange a visit for us this afternoon.�
Hatim confirmed the order, and Quraishi�s smile widened. For people he didn�t want an official record to be kept on, there were other places in Riyadh to question them than the basement dungeons.
The zoo was Quraishi�s favorite.
* * *
Cole held the silken hood in his hands, eyes darting furtively over his shoulder every few seconds, wondering when Quraishi would come bursting back into the room.
He had found the hood and the robes in a briefcase which had been stored in a locked cupboard. Cole had recognized them instantly; they had been worn by the person who had beheaded Brad Butler, the same man who had spoken on video about the plague about to be unleashed by Arabian Islamic Jihad.
The bloodstains had been left on the otherwise white robes, as if in a perverse memory of Butler. The entire bag reeked of the coppery scent of blood, and Cole felt nauseated. Quraishi was able to slip out of his official robes of office and don this stinking bloodstained garment without a care in the world.
Cole stuffed the clothing back in the bag, zipped it up and replaced it in the cupboard, sure now that Abd al-Aziz Quraishi and the Lion were one and the same.
Cole closed the cupboard door and was securing the lock when he heard the footsteps in the corridor outside, sensed the hand reaching for the door; his fingers worked frantically to secure the lock, even as he saw the handle turning.
And then it was locked, and Cole dove across the room back into his chair, hitting the seat just as the office door swung open and Quraishi glided back in, the expression on his face positively beatific.
�My friend,� he said kindly, �it is far too nice a day to stay inside. I believe we should continue our conversation in more pleasant surroundings.�
Cole nodded his head, wondering what Quraishi was up to. �I agree,� he said. �Where do you suggest we go?�
�Have you ever been to Riyadh Zoo, Mr. Chadwick?� Quraishi smiled, and Cole could see his eyes were blank, like a shark�s. �I think that you will like it.�
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James Dorrell peered over his half-moon spectacles at the man sat across from him. Lee Rawson was the head of the CIA Directorate of Intelligence�s Office of Near Eastern and South Asian Analysis, and the man he had entrusted with finding out everything he could about Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, and an associate known only as the �Hammer of the Infidel�.
�So what do you have for me?� Dorrell asked.
�On Quraishi,� Rawson said tentatively, �not a hell of a lot, to tell you the truth. As his file says, he�s connected to the Saudi royal family, he�s had a solid career in the military and government, and there�s never been any hint of anything else. Pretty low key character actually, has good relations with the US due to the exchange he did as a military cadet at West Point.�
�Friends with Jeb Richards,� Dorrell said, reading from the paperwork on the desk in front of him.
Rawson nodded. �That�s right, they met at West Point. Nothing untoward going on there that we can ascertain. He�s friends with a lot of people, actually.�
�Richards has just gone to Riyadh, hasn�t he?�
�Yes sir, apparently Quraishi wanted to update him on Arabian Islamic Jihad.�
�We heard back from him yet?�
�No,� Rawson said, �not that I�m aware of.�
Dorrell made a note on a pad, nodding. �Okay.� He spread his hands across the desk. �So Quraishi looks clean, as far as we know.�
�Yes,� Rawson agreed, �but we�ve really only started to look into him. He looks clean on the surface, but we�ve not had any reason to investigate him in depth before. We�ll know a lot more when the NSA sends us what they�ve got.�
Dorrell grunted in agreement. He�d asked Bud Shaw to start electronic surveillance on Quraishi, including office, home and cell phones, emails and any other computer records they could hack into. They were also trawling through the vast archives of previously obtained information they stored, but didn�t access due to time constraints unless a specific request was made.
The NSA routinely intercepted almost every electronic communication sent around the world through its sophisticated ECHELON system. Vastly powerful supercomputers used advanced search programs to highlight any key words from these intercepts, which would then initiate the next level of analysis.
It was possible, therefore, that somewhere in the NSA�s databanks were previously overlooked conversations had by Abd al-Aziz Quraishi which might be relevant to the current investigation. The only trouble was, finding them would take time. Shaw had informed Dorrell that a special search program would have to be written and inserted into the system, and then they would just have to wait with their fingers crossed.
But to Shaw�s credit, he had initiated the search immediately, and Dorrell knew he would feed any results back as soon as he had them.
�So we�re waiting to hear about Quraishi,� Dorrell said. �Okay. Now what can you tell me about this other character, the one they call �the Hammer�?�
�The most likely candidate,� Rawson said, �is a man called Amir al-Hazmi, rumored to have the nickname Matraqat al-Kafir, the Hammer of the Infidel, which is a reference to his supposed position within Arabian Islamic Jihad as the Lion�s executioner and enforcer.�
�Is that confirmed, or just supposition?�
�Supposition, but we�re fairly confident. Not much is known about him except the fact that he fought with al-Qaida since his early teens, after his family was killed by Saudi security forces. He led an attack on the Ministry of Interior headquarters, but was captured and tortured. Somehow, he managed to escape, and resurfaced years later as a leading lieutenant in the newly formed AIJ.�
Dorrell nodded his head in thought. �When did he lead this attack?�
Rawson consulted his notes. �The summer of 2010, just over ten years ago.�
Dorrell continued nodding, as he searched his own notes. �Quraishi was the head of the Mabahith back then, wasn�t he?�
�Yes,� Rawson answered. �Do you think there�s a link?�
Dorrell shrugged. �It�s a possibility,� he said as he scratched down some more notes in his pad. �I�ll get Bud to check in more detail for anything that might link them. Do we know anything else about this al-Hazmi?�
�If it is the same guy, he�s one of the most feared guys in the Middle East,� Rawson said. �From what we hear, people are literally terrified of this �Hammer� character. He uses an ancient Arabic dagger known as a janbiya, mutilates people with it. Again, it�s rumor, but word is that he hacks off bits of people�s bodies and collects them as trophies. He does this to �enemies of Allah�, which might be western hostages, or � just as likely � Arabs who don�t support the ideological goals of the AIJ. He�s skilled with it too, our sources tell us. It�s probably more myth and legend, you know how these things develop, but he�s supposed to have once killed a dozen men during a fight, just using his janbiya and his bare hands.�
Dorrell smiled. �Probably bullshit.�
Rawson smiled back. �Probably. But enough people are afraid of this guy to at least lend some credence to it.�
�Okay. So this �Hammer� � possibly Amir al-Hazmi � is one scary son of a bitch. And he might be connected to Quraishi, who might just be the leader of the AIJ. But we still don�t really know shit, do we?�
It was Rawson�s turn to shrug.
�Do we at least know where al-Hazmi is?� Dorrell asked. �The source we�re using suggests that he might have been the one to transport the package taken from the Fu Yu Shan.�
�We�re working on it,� Rawson said positively. �Between us and the NSA, we should nail him.�
�I hope so,� Dorrell said uneasily. �I hope so.�
* * *
Navarone was deep in thought. Should he contact JSOC? He knew what they�d say, and didn�t want to take the risk of being told �No� officially.
The only thing he�d been told for certain before the mission began was that his remit was reconnaissance only; on no account whatsoever � save self-defense under extreme provocation � was he to engage the enemy.
But he�d seen enough in the crematorium to disregard those orders in an instant.
Fuck it.
He wouldn�t contact JSOC; not yet, anyway.
He could come up with a plausible scenario involving self-defense before he made his final report; for now, he was going to take his men in and do what he could to save this latest batch of prisoners from a fate which seemed worse than death.
Navarone knew that it was more sensible to wait until nightfall; and yet by evening it would be too late to do any good. They had to go in now, and that was the order that Navarone gave.
Frank Jaffett remained on the far side of the valley with three other men to carry on recon and make sure that nobody in the main camp noticed what was going on outside the fence; they were to radio in immediately if they thought that anyone was taking any undue interest.
Meanwhile, his two explosives experts had disappeared further into the valley, ready to do their own bit to help.
All the other SEALs, as well as the second liaison officer from the PLA, had now joined him over on the western side, and Navarone set two men up on overwatch duty. With a perfect field of fire, they manned their big M60 machine guns, ready to provide covering fire if necessary.
Two more men settled down behind their massive .50 caliber Barrett sniper rifles, ready to shoot through concrete walls if they had to.
Navarone led the rest of the team down the forested slope, but this time Jimmy Cray � an experienced engineer � disabled one panel of the fence, disconnecting it from its power source. Tony Devine cut through the chain link, and everyone crawled through, careful to keep low to the ground.
The men massed at the rear wall of the crematorium � the only place that couldn�t be seen by the main camp�s guard towers � and Navarone checked his watch.
The timing was perfect � they were in position with a minute to spare.
Sweat trickled down Navarone�s face as he waited, saturating his bodysuit. The weather was poor, but it had no cooling effect on him.
And then it happened � four massive explosions which ripped through the valley, one after the other.
Navarone smiled; they were on, and the adrenalin hit him in an instant with a drug-like euphoria.
The explosives had been placed deep within the wooded valley on the far side of the encampment from the area Navarone was now in; the plan was to draw guards away from the camp, right in the opposite direction.
�They�re going ape shit,� Jaffett confirmed over the radio moments later. �Soldiers are hauling ass out of the camp, officers screaming orders, the place is one big cluster fuck. Nobody�s watching your side of the camp at all.�
�Roger that,� Navarone confirmed. �We�re a go.�
The prisoners who had been rounded up that morning were not being held in the crematorium � Navarone�s earlier search of the secondary compound had revealed that they were in what looked like a laboratory, a single story concrete box just a hundred yards further inside the fence line.
Knowing they had to move while everyone was distracted by the explosions, Navarone gave the nod to his men, and they burst into action, tearing away from the crematorium walls and racing for the laboratory building.
Most of the SEALs gathered around the three walls which faced away from the main camp, but Navarone and Captain Liu strolled confidently around the front, as if they had every right to be there. Navarone knew that only furtive movement typically drew the attention of security personnel, not the confident strides of men who belonged.
It was a ballsy move, but Navarone and Liu arrived at the front of the laboratory building seemingly undetected, Navarone pushing his way through the unguarded door.
They were in a foyer, and were greeted at last by an armed guard, who raised his rifle towards them upon seeing Navarone�s Caucasian features. But Navarone was faster, shooting two suppressed rounds from his M4 assault rifle into the man�s center mass, dropping him instantly.
He could already hear the sound of shouts and screams coming from further inside the building, and the short, sharp exhalations of suppressed shots being fired. His SEALs were in, and were taking care of business; the enemy wouldn�t have suppressed weapons, which meant that it was just Navarone�s men who were firing.
As Navarone covered the foyer, Liu secured the receptionist, two nurses and a doctor with plastic cuffs.
�Clear!� he heard Devine confirm over the radio.
�Clear!� he heard Cray call next, followed by two more confirmations.
�All clear,� Navarone said at last. �All section leaders on me.�
As he waited for the four section leaders to get to the foyer, Navarone toggled his radio. �Frank,� he said, �what�ve you got?�
�Nothing I can see from here,� Jaffett reported back. �Everyone�s hightailing it into the valley, nobody�s looking your way at all.�
�Good. The boys back yet?�
�Roger that, they�re right here with me.�
�Okay, tell �em good work from me. Keep an eye out for search parties, get ready to move if you have to.�
Jaffett confirmed, and Navarone got a similar report from the fire team he�d left on the nearby slope; the compound was all clear, the assault on the laboratory apparently having gone unnoticed.
�Okay,� Navarone said, �but make sure you tell us the moment you see any movement at all towards this building.�
His men confirmed the order back to him, and he turned to see his four section leaders stood in the foyer, suppressed assault rifles still smoking.
Devine smiled. Handcuffed next to him was the major they�d seen the night before, the man who had held the clipboard as the names were read out that morning.
Navarone smiled too.
The major was a man he really wanted to speak to.
* * *
�Well I�ll be damned,� Commander Ike Treyborne breathed as Navarone finished his emergency field report.
Navarone�s Bravo Troop had really stumbled upon the mother lode, without even realizing it when they�d gone in.
Treyborne understood that Navarone had disobeyed a direct order, but that was the least of his worries. What was more disturbing by far was what Navarone had managed to find out.
He had managed to find out details of the weapon which had been developed at Camp 14 � the same weapon, part of which was now at large somewhere in the wider world, ready to be used � and also what it had been developed for.
Computer files found at a laboratory within an off-site compound � partially translated by the Chinese liaison officers � and questioning of the scientific personnel had given Navarone the details of the weapon. Major Ho Sang-ok, Chief of the Third Bureau of the RGB and now a prisoner of the SEALs, had provided the rest.
And it was even worse than they�d all feared.
�What are our orders, sir?� Treyborne heard Navarone ask, half a world away.
He thought about giving the SEAL leader some shit about not following his last orders, but decided better of it; Navarone had seen a situation and did what he�d thought was right; there was no point in armchair quarterbacking him, especially when he had so much else on his plate.
�Has the weapon been stockpiled there?� Treyborne asked at last.
�Affirmative sir, personnel say that it�s stored here and all over the camp.�
Treyborne exhaled slowly. He knew that Navarone and his men had raided the laboratory just in time; the prisoners who had been rounded up that morning were not just due to be experimented on, but were to be the real thing. Major Ho Sang-ok had arrived from Pyongyang to set the ball rolling. The hijack of the weapon had ruined the RGB�s original plan, and Ho had been forced to improvise.
If Navarone and his men had got there just a few hours later, the weapon would already have been on its way to South Korea.
�Can the stockpiles be destroyed?� Treyborne asked next.
�Yes sir, but only by extremely high temperatures, and we don�t know for sure exactly where it�s contained. Might be multiple locations around the camp, and we might not get it all.�
Treyborne nodded to himself. �Okay son, I�ll have to go to General Cooper and probably Olsen too, and you know what the order�s gonna be.�
�Yes sir,� Navarone said.
�So I suggest you get the hell out of there as fast as you can.�
�What about the other prisoners, sir?�
Treyborne paused, and closed his eyes. He knew what would happen to anyone who was left in the camp.
�Just get you and your men the hell out of there as fast as you can, Navarone. Do you understand me?�
Treyborne wasn�t at all surprised when Navarone didn�t reply; the silence at the other end of the line said it all.
Shaking his head, he shouted for the nearest aide. �You!� he called out. �Get General Olsen on the line and organize an emergency meeting of the National Security Council. Immediately.�
* * *
Navarone knew what the generals� orders would be.
Camp 14 would be entirely obliterated by an air strike, a couple of B-2 Spirit stealth bombers dropping their payloads of 30,000 pound Massive Ordinance Penetrator bunker bombs on the place and reducing it to ashes.
The horrifying, evil weapon developed there would be gone forever; and yet so would nearly four thousand prisoners, including an unknown amount of women and children.
Navarone thought quickly. Even in an emergency, it would take an hour or so for authorization; and the B-2s were all based at Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri, over six thousand miles away. At six hundred miles an hour, it would take them at least ten hours to get here.
So he had a ten to twelve hour window.
Navarone stroked his chin as he thought about the prisoners; about the odds.
Yes, he thought. Yes.
We just might make it.
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Riyadh Zoo was a relatively small affair, based right in the center of the city. Quraishi had accompanied Cole in a black Mercedes sedan with two security guards from the Ministry of Interior. Quraishi had claimed it was standard practice when ministers travelled through Riyadh, and Cole had had no reason to doubt him. He had wondered about the second sedan which had followed them all the way through the city streets, though.
The two security guards followed from a distance as Cole and Quraishi passed through the large steel gates into the dusty concrete mass of the zoo, waved through by the ticket officer. Cole noticed immediately that the zoo was eerily quiet. In fact, save for a few people who obviously worked there, Cole could see no other visitors whatsoever.
There was a lot more excitement directly outside, where a private company from Dubai was offering hot air balloon flights across the city; there had been a queue down the street.
Cole looked around, then back to Quraishi, who was strolling peacefully past deserted kiosks, pink flamingos to one side splashing in some dark water which only half-filled the concrete bowl which was their home.
Cole had seen happier places.
�Is the zoo not a popular destination?� Cole asked Quraishi.
�Oh, it is one of Riyadh�s most visited attractions,� Quraishi replied. �But today, it is closed for maintenance. I�m not one for crowds, you see, and I much prefer it this way. Luckily, the management and I have an understanding.�
As Cole watched workers nervously moving out of Quraishi�s way, determined to avoid eye contact of any sort, he could only begin to wonder what that understanding was.
The whole situation seemed suspicious to Cole; he had been taken to a closed tourist attraction � he had noticed that the gates had been resealed behind them by the man from the ticket booth � and was being followed by two armed security guards, with another car full waiting outside. As far as he knew, Quraishi had no reason to suspect him; but on the other hand, maybe Jeb Richards had said something? He might only have mentioned a rogue US agent, and Quraishi might have thought the timing of �Dan Chadwick�s� visit was simply too coincidental.
But even if Quraishi was setting Cole up, what choice did he have? He needed answers, and he wasn�t going to get them by playing it safe. And so he decided to play Quraishi�s little game and see what happened.
As they walked through the dusty alleys of the city zoo, Quraishi gave Cole a running commentary � here are the kangaroos, there are the parrots, over on the right you can see the elephants; on and on it went, but Cole had seen better animals pretty much everywhere. The ones held here seemed uniformly dull, depressed and unhappy.
�Ah,� Quraishi said with a smile, �and here we have my favorite.� He gestured with his hand to a sunken pool to their left. The surface was still, but when Cole raised his hand to cut out the glare of the sun, he could see small, rough shapes moving silently through the water.
Eyes and snouts.
�American alligators,� Quraishi informed him. �Alligator mississippiensis. Members of the same family are said to date back as far as the Cretaceous. Incredible creatures. They will eat anything, from fruit to large mammals, from snails to automobile license plates. Even men,� he added, his expression blank.
When Cole didn�t respond, Quraishi smiled and turned back to the pool, moving closer. Cole noticed that the two security guards were also getting closer, and he could feel the adrenalin start to work its magic on him, readying him for anything that might happen.
�But on the other hand,� Quraishi explained, �they can sometimes live for weeks � even months � with no food whatsoever.� He turned back to Cole. �You can see why they have survived for so many millions of years,� he said. �They are perfectly evolved killing machines.�
�You believe in evolution?� Cole asked, now right at the water�s edge next to Quraishi. �I thought Allah created everything that we see.�
�He did,� Quraishi said, seemingly undisturbed by Cole�s ruse to upset him. �I appreciate that some of my fellow believers claim that this means that evolution could not happen, but I myself fail to see why the two things should be mutually exclusive. Blame it on my western education, perhaps. As far back as the nineteenth century, Islamic scholars have supported Darwin�s theories. Jamal-al-Din al-Afghani, for instance, agreed that life will always compete with life, and the strongest will survive. There are numerous references to the emergence of life in the universe in the Qur�an, and many respected men have explained how there is no contradiction between these and the scientific theory of evolution.�
Cole sensed the two security guards directly behind him now, and turned to see their Uzi submachine guns aimed at his back. So Quraishi�s little speech had been little more than a distraction; whether it reflected what the man believed was irrelevant, and unknowable. Sociopaths like Quraishi were able to fashion any reality they desired if it served their purposes.
Cole moved his head, taking in the three men stationed on the parapets of the high walls which surrounded the zoo, aiming Soviet-era � but no less deadly for that � Dragunov sniper rifles at him. The men from the second car, Cole mused as he turned back to Quraishi.
�Okay,� Cole said indifferently. �What do you want?�
�I would like very much to know who you really are,� Quraishi replied in a voice that was still friendly. �And if I don�t find out, I would like very much to feed you piece by piece to my little friends here.�
Quraishi gestured with a sweep of his hand to the alligators swimming languidly in the pool before them, and Cole for an instant saw what lay behind the man�s eyes.
And it was only then that he realized how much trouble he was in.
* * *
Quraishi and his guards had a different approach to feeding Cole to the alligators than Cole himself had used with al-Zayani and the sharks.
Whereas Cole had strung the terrorist financier upside down, so that his head was just inches from the water, Cole was being held down the right way up on the concrete poolside, the water lapping gently against his feet. His shoes and socks had been removed, and he could feel the hot sun warming his skin.
The difference was that Cole had just been trying to scare al-Zayani; there were no sharks, and even if there had been, Cole wouldn�t have fed him to them. He wanted the man to talk, and he knew that just the threat of it would be enough.
Here, though, it was clear that Quraishi wanted Cole to talk, and the fact that his feet were in the water meant that his captor was prepared to have the alligators really start to eat him. If his head was near the water, their first bite would render Cole useless; if they started on his legs, Quraishi would still have plenty of time to extract a confession before they reached anything truly vital. If he didn�t pass out from pain, shock and blood loss first, of course.
The water was already bloody, Quraishi�s men having thrown in some raw meat from a large pail they�d brought down to the pool.
Cole watched in detached terror as the alligators� huge jaws snapped out of the water and swallowed the small carcasses whole.
�I hope it�s all Halal,� Cole said, trying to keep himself calm.
Quraishi spat at him, then laughed. �Very funny, Mr. Chadwick,� he said. �Or whoever you are. I�m sure you understand that we are using the meat to bring them in closer, get them interested in those little feet of yours. They are cautious for the most part,� he carried on conversationally, as if giving a lecture. �Sometimes they can be a little lethargic, even sluggish. They need some� encouragement, before they start on the real feast.�
Quraishi snapped his fingers, and an assistant appeared with a cup of tea for him. The terrorist leader lounged back languidly, enjoying the sun. He seemed perfectly relaxed, and Cole was sure that he�d done this before, probably more than once.
Cole watched as the gators snatched the meat out of the water, rolling over and over as they ripped and swallowed, teeth tearing, blood spilling.
As they finished, they continued to swim, eyeing the shore warily, as if wondering whether to come back.
�They will not take long to make the decision, my friend,� Quraishi said pleasantly. �Then they will come back. Or one will, at least, just to test you out. Probably that one there,� he said, pointing at a large gator which appeared slightly darker than the others, circling closer. �He�ll take a foot at least, perhaps two. My men here will pull you back, make sure he doesn�t get everything, but it will mean that your entire leg will probably be torn off below the knee.� He smiled. �I cannot promise that the experience will be completely painless.�
�Okay,� Cole said, steadying his hammering heart rate with pure strength of will, �what is it you want to know?�
�Ah,� Quraishi said in disappointment. �Ready to talk so soon?� He watched the gators for several more moments, then looked back at Cole. �Let us start with your real name. Then we can move on to who you work for, what you know, and who you have told.� He gestured at the hungry alligators, some of which were starting to nose their way onto the poolside. His men chased them back into the water. �If they let you get that far, of course.�
�How about an exchange?� Cole asked, trying to ignore the gators.
�An exchange?� Quraishi asked as he sipped at his tea. �How do you mean?�
�I�ll tell you what you want to know, and you tell me what I want to know.�
Quraishi laughed. �But what possible use can it do you now?� he asked. �You must realize that you are going to die here, I will not insult your intelligence by pretending otherwise. The only question that should bother you is how painful the experience is going to be.� He gestured to the murky green waters of the gator pool. �You are hardly in a position to barter.�
�If I�m going to die anyway, why not tell me something?� Cole asked, his feet pulling back reflexively from the water as the big dark gator nudged his snout towards them. �Like what the weapon is that you stole from the Fu Yu Shan, and what you�re planning on doing with it.�
Quraishi laughed again. �Oh, I see; you want me to tell you my entire plan? So that � what? So that you can go to your grave knowing that you failed to prevent the biggest massacre in US history? Would that make you happy?�
�Try me,� Cole said seriously.
�Oh, I don�t think so,� Quraishi said. �Even my men don�t know.� He pointed to the guards who were restraining Cole on the concrete slope, others who were monitoring the gators, keeping them away with long poles until their boss gave them the word. �If I told you, I would have to have them all killed to keep them quiet. And you know that the Qur�an forbids unnecessary killing.�
It was Cole�s turn to laugh. �It�s funny how you people twist the Qur�an to support whatever suits you at the time.�
�You people?� Quraishi asked with a raise of an eyebrow. �It is racist comments like that have damned your country.�
�Racist? I�m not talking about Muslims. I�m talking about terrorists. Cowardly little piss-ants like you, nothing better than common criminals. You people.� Cole spat at Quraishi�s feet. �The scum of the earth.�
Cole received a backhanded blow from one of the men who held him, but Quraishi held out a hand to stop him. �No,� he said with a shake of his head. �No.� He smiled. �If this man wants to play games, we can accommodate him.�
Quraishi turned to the men keeping the gators at bay with their poles, and snapped his fingers. They moved back at his signal, and the alligators crept immediately closer.
�We�ll continue our conversation after breakfast,� he said with a smile.
* * *
Quraishi watched as his favorite, the nearly black alligator he�d called Adil � the just one � inched closer to his captive�s bare feet.
The man who had come to him as Daniel Chadwick tried to pull them back from the water, but his men continued to hold him in place, immobile. The unknown man�s hands were restrained, but his legs were free, and Quraishi looked on with enjoyment as they tried to kick out, their jerking actions an indication of the panic the man must now be feeling.
He was brave, of course; most intelligence agents were, due to the nature of their work. But he would tell Quraishi everything after just the first little nibble from Adil�s powerful jaws.
He wondered what it meant, the presence of this man here. Was he same man Richards had warned him about? And if he was, was he really working alone? And if he wasn�t, who else knew about his trip to Riyadh? Who else knew that the man had gone to the Ministry to meet Quraishi? Who else could link Quraishi to recent events?
Quraishi sipped his tea as he waited for the first screams. Did it even matter anymore? He had already accepted the fact that his life would soon change. His plan acknowledged that his role would be revealed sooner or later. But Quraishi welcomed this; it would be a relief to finally leave the public life he had created for himself. The lie.
For none of it was the real man. The al-Saud family connections, the job at the Ministry � even his wife and children � all were just affectations, a smokescreen to throw the authorities off the scent of the real Abd al-Aziz Quraishi.
For the real Quraishi was embodied in the Lion, the feared, hooded leader of Arabian Islamic Jihad. The silk hood didn�t mask his real face; the hood was his real face, and everything else was the mask.
He wondered sometimes where it came from, this drive to change the world, his passionate, zealous fury against the House of Saud and the Great Satan. The truth was, he didn�t know. His life had been blessed � he had had a happy childhood, he had never wanted for anything � and yet it had not been enough. There was something inside of him, something � unknowable?�� that demanded that he take action, do what he was doing, rise up against the status quo and demolish it in its entirety.
He was destined for great things, that much he knew. And what could he ever hope to attain as a minor relative of the royal family? An assistant minister, who the corrupt regime would allow to rise no higher?
He knew that American psychoanalysis might suggest that he was driven by greed, the insatiable desire for power and control. Perhaps there were incidents in his childhood which had made this important for him � a feeling that he couldn�t control things, which had ultimately led to an overriding need to control everything, to change everything.
And yet Quraishi had no use for psychoanalysis; it was yet one more trick used by the West to conceal and hide the truth, the only thing that really mattered.
The will of Allah.
And so Quraishi never questioned his motives, his intentions. He was what he was because Allah had made him so. And if Allah had made him so, then it must be for a reason; and who was Quraishi to stand in the way of His will?
His plan was about to come to fruition, and the United States would never be the same again, and neither would Saudi Arabia and the rest of the Middle East.
Indeed, the very fabric of the world was about to change, just as Allah required.
And if this man before him was a threat to that, then Quraishi would find out what he wanted, and make him pay for his effrontery.
Quraishi finished his tea and handed the cup back to the assistant, smiling as Adil made the final approach, his black jaws gaping wide.
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It was now or never, and Cole didn�t have to think twice; he just reacted.
As the dark alligator opened its jaws to take its first bite, Cole pivoted up on his hips and pulled his legs free of the guards� grasp. He had been purposefully jerking them forwards and backwards to simulate panic for the past few minutes, as well as to get the guards used to his movements, and now they arced up in the air and caught around the nearest security guard�s neck, pulling him down in one fast blur.
The man�s head was inside the alligator�s hungry mouth before anyone could react, and the writhing of his body as the jaws clamped closed, blood flying from the severed neck as the alligator twisted the head clean off, caused immediate panic in the others.
The two men holding Cole down instinctively let go to help their comrade, hands pulling the headless corpse back to the blood-drenched concrete poolside.
Cole was moving again in the same instant, on his feet and barreling into one of the men covering him with the Uzi. The startled man � his focus on his friends who were now trying to fend off the rest of the alligators � was knocked to the ground, dropping the submachine gun.
Shots rang out, and Cole realized that the snipers were firing at the alligators, who were storming out of the water, activated by the smell of the blood and the sight of the headless corpse.
Cole stooped to the ground and grabbed the Uzi, his hands still bound at the wrists, and shot the other armed guard in the chest before he even knew what happening.
One of the other men broke away from the group by the water, running towards Cole, but Cole opened up with the Uzi and the man flew back into the water, blood geysering out from the wounds in his chest.
Within seconds, the alligators moved in to tear the body to pieces.
Cole saw Quraishi backing away from the area, gesturing for the men on the roof to leave their friends to it and fire at Cole.
Cole immediately started firing at the rooftop snipers, hitting one and pinning down the others.
Cole waited � Quraishi was still backing away, and the men by the pool were too occupied with the gators to bother him � and then one of the snipers showed himself, and Cole fired two shots, hitting him in the mouth and shoulder.
He knew the other sniper would take his chance while Cole was occupied, and � anticipating the man�s movement � Cole pivoted and fired the last of his rounds. He saw blood fly from the sniper�s arm and chest and knew that � although he might live � at least he could no longer fire his rifle.
Cole turned to Quraishi, but felt the heavy impact of a body as he was tackled by one of the guards who had earlier been controlling the alligators with the pole.
The air was knocked from Cole�s lungs, and both men fell into the writhing, bloody waters of the alligator pool.
* * *
It took a lot to surprise Quraishi, but the agent�s actions had managed to do so.
One moment the man who had been posing as Daniel Chadwick was lying there, terrified he was about to have his legs chewed off; and the next, he was moving more quickly than anyone Quraishi had ever seen, except perhaps for Amir al-Hazmi.
And then one of his men was nothing more than a headless corpse, the gators were attacking the others; some fell into the water, others escaped, screaming as they went; then the agent got hold of one of the Uzis, another man was down, then his snipers too�
And still Quraishi wasn�t moving.
What the hell was wrong with him? What was he waiting for?
He didn�t want to admit it, but it must have been shock, rooting him to the spot. But he was unarmed, and against a man like this, he would stand no chance. He had to get away.
Yet still his legs refused to move.
But then � yes!�� one of his men sacrificed himself, tackling the agent right into the middle of the alligator-infested pool.
This was his chance.
Run! he ordered himself. Run!
* * *
Cole saw the movement of green reptilian armor in the dark water and pulled free of the guard, kicking with his legs to the bottom of the pool. He sensed the huge beast sail past above him, felt the movement of the water as the big head collided with the other man�s body.
Cole felt the thrashing, and heard the screams as the guard was eviscerated by the gator, then something floating past him in the water caught his eye.
It was a severed arm; from who, he didn�t know.
But he sensed another gator approaching from behind, and pivoted in the water, grabbing the arm as he moved and holding it out in front of him between his bound hands, the gators jaws chomping down into it.
Cole kicked away from the thrashing bodies. He was used to swimming with his hands tied � in fact, during SEAL training, he had been forced to repeat lap after lap with both his hands and his legs tied � but the presence of the gators in the murky, bloody water made his heart rate go involuntarily higher, which hampered his progress.
He could feel the water being disturbed as the alligators got closer and closer, but then he was there � back at the concrete slope leading out from the pool � and he pulled his body out, until his feet hit the bottom.
And then he was running, breaking free of the water even as the big head of one of the gators snapped towards him, missing his heels by mere inches.
He turned around and saw the poolside was pure chaos, gators gorging themselves on the guards� bodies, dragging them back half-eaten into the churning water.
But where was Quraishi?
Cole�s keen eyes scanned the concrete expanse of the city zoo around him, and quickly picked out movement.
Quraishi was running down the dusty main alleyway back to the steel gate, shouting at a shocked zoo employee as he ran.
Cole took off after him as the gates started to open.
* * *
Yes! The steel gate eased open, and Quraishi could breathe a sigh of relief at last; he would be back at the Ministry before long, and could order a city-wide manhunt for this crazed man. If the gators hadn�t already killed him, that is.
He risked a look over his shoulder, and his jaw dropped open.
There he was � barefoot, soaking wet, hands still bound in front of him � sprinting down the alleyway towards Quraishi.
Who was this man? A test sent by Allah? A demon sent by Satan?
It wasn�t that Quraishi was afraid to die; he had in fact become used to the idea many years before, and realized that the threat of death was part and parcel of the existence Allah had decreed for him.
But to die needlessly, to die before he had realized his full potential and achieved his great aims, was unthinkable.
The agent, even barefoot on the scorching hot concrete, was faster than Quraishi could hope to be, and would be upon him soon. The man was unarmed, but Quraishi was a realist, and had no delusions about his ability to win a fight with him.
But traffic was at standstill in the streets outside the zoo.
What else could he do?
It was then that he remembered the hot air balloon.
* * *
Cole couldn�t believe his eyes.
Ahead of him, he watched as the hot air balloon which had been giving people joy rides all morning, lifted off once again into the air.
But this time it had the relieved features of Quraishi in the basket, his face once more regaining its familiar arrogance.
Quraishi turned to the balloon�s frightened pilot and barked an order, and the flames rapidly burst higher, forcing the balloon to ascend more quickly.
Cole didn�t stop to think; there simply wasn�t time.
Instead, his soles burning on the heat-soaked ground, he increased his pace again and surged towards the lifting balloon, the queue of waiting passengers staring with mouths agape as he jumped.
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Quraishi felt the basket move as it was pulled a few inches earthwards, as if it had picked up a large weight of some kind.
He had seen the agent sprinting towards him, but by then the balloon had been too high, and he hadn�t seen what had happened below the basket.
But now, the zoo getting smaller and smaller below him as the balloon gained height rapidly, Quraishi risked leaning forward over the side.
What he saw amazed him, although by now he realized that it shouldn�t.
The agent, the �asset�, had somehow managed to jump and grab hold of the anchor rope that hung below the balloon. He was now hanging on with his bound hands, suspended by the rope hundreds of feet above the city, wind billowing him from side to side.
What did he hope to accomplish?
But then Quraishi saw his knees rising, the rope steadied by his feet as he extended his legs and reached up with his hands, and he knew.
The son of a bitch was climbing.
* * *
Cole tried to steady his breathing as the balloon pulled him higher and higher into the sky, his body swaying from side to side as he tried to climb the anchor rope.
Nothing was in his mind now except getting to Quraishi; the man was only twenty feet above him, in the basket, and as far as Cole knew, he was unarmed. He would get to him and make him talk, make him admit to whatever heinous plan his evil mind had conjured up.
But with his hands still tied at the wrists, the climb was hard; he didn�t want to risk letting go of the rope for long enough to move them a useful distance with each effort, and was so forced to make a series of shorter moves, inching up the rope slowly and methodically.
His focus was so intense that he almost failed to see the long spire of a mosque�s minaret coming quickly towards him. But as the last moment, he sensed it and reflexively gripped tight to the rope and swung his body out to the side, missing the concrete crown with just inches to spare.
The movement sent him into a spin, and his body freewheeled around the hot skies like a spinning top as the balloon continued its progress across the city.
Cole felt the balloon turning as he contracted his core, trying to stop his unending spin so that he could start climbing again. He looked towards the new path of the balloon, and saw another minaret in the distance. Quraishi�s plan was obvious; to knock Cole off the rope by flying towards the tallest structures in Riyadh.
The rope unwound and finally started to spin back the other way, but it was too late � the next minaret was there, this one even taller, and Cole knew he wouldn�t be able to swing his body wide enough to avoid it.
Taking a deep breath, he gripped the rope hard and raised his feet, legs bent at the knee. He timed the impact perfectly, his bare feet compressing onto the minaret�s shaft, legs bending further with the pressure, and then he extended his legs with a powerful push, projecting himself away from the tower, the momentum of the balloon pulling his body around the structure in a wide arc.
The minaret behind him now, Cole again wrapped his feet and hands tight around the rope and concentrated on getting it to stop moving.
He hoped he had time before they reached the next tower.
* * *
Quraishi looked over the side of the basket in despair. He was still there!
He had managed to avoid hitting two of the minarets now, and would doubtless start his climb again as soon as he was able.
Suddenly he remembered his phone, and pulled it violently out of his pocket, calling a friend in the Ministry of Interior. He spoke rapidly but coherently, describing the situation and ordering the man to get some helicopters from Riyadh Air Base on the move immediately.
He finished the call, but knew he couldn�t just sit and wait for the choppers to come; by the time they arrived, it could already be too late.
Quraishi looked around the basket desperately, trying to find some sort of weapon. But there was nothing, and he turned to the frightened pilot, snapping at him. �A knife!� he ordered. �Let me have your knife!�
He didn�t know why he hadn�t thought of it before; the pilot would have to have a knife, wouldn�t he? In an emergency, a knife was a must � he might need to cut the ropes to free the balloon if it became caught.
The pilot nodded mutely and fished in his pocket, pulling out a box cutter which he handed over to Quraishi with a shaking hand.
Perfect, thought Quraishi as he took the knife. Purposefully designed for cutting the anchor rope, it would finish the American agent once and for all.
* * *
Cole saw a man � presumably the pilot � above him, maneuvering out of the basket, secured by a length of rope. His hands held the basket�s edge and his feet rested on the bottom guard rail, and Cole watched as the man bent his legs and let go with one hand, searching blindly below for the rope that was attached to the bottom of the basket. The rope that held Cole.
Cole wasn�t surprised that Quraishi had sent the pilot instead of doing it himself; he was a man who was used to sending others to their deaths, but rather more reluctant to take the risk himself. And then he saw the glimmer of metal in the pilot�s searching hand, and knew what it meant. He was going to cut the rope.
In the next moment, Cole could feel the rope moving as the knife found its mark and started to saw through it; forwards and backwards, forwards and backwards, every movement taking Cole one step closer to his death.
Cole immediately began to climb harder, allowing his hands to come off the rope for longer periods of time now to gain more distance with each pull, knowing that it was worth the risk, that if he didn�t make it to the basket before the rope was cut, he�d be a dead man.
He ignored the action of the man�s knife sawing back and forth through the rope and just concentrated on the one thing he could control; knees went up, feet secure around the rope, and then he extended his body, letting go with his hands as he reached high to grab hold again.
Cole continued like that for what seemed an eternity, gaining distance at a pace he feared was too slow, much too slow, and yet he persevered, working hands and feet in tandem as he edged ever upward.
Cole could feel the shadow of the basket and risked looking upwards; he was so close now, so tantalizingly close. But the rope was almost completely cut through now, and Cole saw that he was just hanging by a thread; the knife seemed to move in slow motion as the pilot worked through the last remaining fibers.
Knowing it was his last chance, Cole pushed violently upwards with his legs, bound hands reaching upwards as the rope finally gave way; Cole watched it fall to the city streets below even as his hands extended and then gripped down tight on the metal frame underneath the basket, legs swinging wildly.
And then he sensed a shadow approaching him and pulled his legs clear out of the way, the sharp edge of an apartment building�s flat roof just missing him.
He kept his body in an L-shape, his legs extended as the building passed beneath him, but was forced to react again when he felt the passage of the box cutter�s blade slicing towards his face.
He swung a leg up, his bare foot making contact with the pilot�s wrist, deflecting the blow; but his other leg came down in reflexive compensation, banging hard onto the roof, dragging across the hot, rough concrete before Cole pulled it back up.
He glimpsed the pilot bending lower, other hand gripping hard to his support rope as he swung the knife again at Cole.
Cole kicked out again, striking the arm and knocking the knife to one side; and then they were clear of the apartment building and Cole gripped even more tightly to the metal frame as he let both of his legs snake out, calves securing themselves forcefully around the pilot�s neck.
The man lashed out with the knife and Cole felt a searing, hot pain in his thigh as the blade sliced into him, but in the next instant Cole pulled hard on the metal frame, yanking his legs down in synchronization, and the pilot was ripped free from the side of the basket.
It all seemed to happen in slow motion; the man dropped the knife, his hands scrabbling for the rope, for the basket, for anything; and then his entire body was in motion as Cole�s legs pulled him clear and then relaxed their grip, dropping the man over a thousand feet to the unforgiving concrete streets below.
The pilot�s screams carried all the way down.
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Quraishi watched the body fall from the balloon with impotent horror. He knew it wasn�t the American agent; he could see the rope used by the pilot for support fluttering now in the breeze, and it was clear that nobody was holding it any longer.
There was only one body; which meant that somehow, the agent must still be clinging to the basket. And, realizing now the utter single-mindedness of his opponent, Quraishi understood that the next thing that would happen was that the man would climb up into the basket.
And then what?
His plan � so many years in the making � was just about to reach fruition. And while he didn�t strictly need to be involved from this point on � everything would go ahead just as well, just as lethally, without him � he felt the need to see the results of his endeavours.
He wanted to see the West crushed beneath his feet, he wanted to see his beloved Arab homeland as a free country again, no longer dominated by a corrupt, hated monarchy.
He wanted to see it, and he wasn�t prepared to let this insignificant insect, this dog of an American, spoil his enjoyment.
He breathed deeply, preparing himself for combat.
Allah would be with him, and he knew this would give him the courage necessary for the fight that was surely to come.
* * *
Cole�s muscles were burning now, the lactic acid building up in his shoulders, forearms and fingers to excruciating levels as he held onto the metal frame. The climb up the rope had exhausted him, but at least he had been able to balance his weight out through his feet on the rope; now all he had was the grip of his hands, bound close together, the restraints making the position even harder, even more painful.
But he knew he had to somehow keep moving, get into the basket; if he did not, his grip would eventually give way, and he would plummet to the dusty streets of Riyadh as the pilot had before him.
And so Cole clenched his teeth against the pain and started to edge his hands slowly along the metal rail which made up part of the frame suspended below the basket; his fingertips struggling to keep hold as they walked Cole ever closer to the edge.
But soon enough he was there, where the frame ended and the edge of the basket began. He took a deep breath to center himself, and � keeping his grip strong � rocked his body first one way and then the other, finally bursting upwards and shooting out his nearest leg, his bare foot hooking onto the lower guard rail of the basket.
Cole tested the position, could feel it holding. The next part, he knew, would be so much easier with his hands free; but that was a luxury he didn�t have, and he cut the thought from his mind, focusing only on what he could do.
The bland, brown concrete mass of Riyadh stretched out below him, and for a fraction of a second, he imagined himself falling, his body plummeting through the warm air, breath caught in his throat, organs lurching around inside his body making him want to be sick, but unable to be sick, unable to even breathe as the velocity of his fall increased, until he blacked out completely, long before his body was smashed into little pieces as it finally made its impact with the unforgiving earth.
And then the image was gone just as soon as it had appeared, and Cole contracted the tiny muscles of his foot, causing it to grip hold tighter, tighter; and then he let go with his hands and lurched his body sideways and upwards in a near-suicidal last-ditch bid for the basket.
His hands made contact with the cords which ran down the side of the basket and they closed tight immediately, securing his grip once more; and then he pushed up with his foot and levered his other foot up onto the guard rail next to it, his body crunched up onto the side of the basket.
He breathed out steadily, controlling the fierce spike of adrenalin from the maneuver.
And then he extended his legs further, hands going over the top of the basket, taking hold and pulling himself upwards.
And despite the pain in his muscles, the terror which had gone unbidden through his heart, he couldn�t help but smile.
Quraishi was soon going to tell him everything he wanted to know.
* * *
Quraishi saw the American�s face as it rose above the side of the basket, flushed with effort but set with determination.
Quraishi had been scanning the rim of the basket continuously, waiting for the first sign of the man, ready to respond to his appearance.
And when Mark Cole appeared, Quraishi didn�t waste any time at all; he merely planted one booted foot on the base of the basket and unleashed the other, kicking the American with all of his force right in the center of his face and sending him flying away from the basket.
Quraishi smiled.
It had been even easier than he�d thought.
* * *
The impact rocked Cole�s head back with savage force, tearing his body from its secure hold on the basket.
There was a flash in Cole�s head and for a moment, he could see nothing, think nothing, do nothing; but he felt his body falling backwards and registered the danger, his mind switching back on just as his feet also began to lose their grip on the guard rail.
In that brief instant when he regained his senses, he saw and sensed everything with perfect clarity; the angle of his own body as it fell backward, the distance and relative angle of the basket, the level of grip retained by his feet, the rope which had secured the pilot, blowing about in the warm air.
And within that same instant, angles and speeds calculated instantaneously, his bound hands reached out and grabbed hold of the discarded rope.
Cole transformed his downward momentum into a sideways swing on the rope, travelling round the basket in a tight arc, legs releasing their grip and extending high upwards until the first one hooked over the edge of the basket and gripped tight; and then Cole pushed the rope away, his hands on the basket�s edge, pulling himself inside, his body rolling forwards until it landed safely on the inner floor.
With no chance to get his breath back, Cole looked up to see Quraishi�s booted foot aimed once again at his face and pushed his hands out, smothering the kick.
He rolled into the support leg in the same movement, taking Quraishi down, but the man quickly lashed out again and caught Cole across the jaw, making his head spin. He was moving more slowly than normal, he knew; but it was the fatigue of the past few minutes which had sapped him completely and left him sluggish.
Cole shook his head clear and clambered across the floor towards Quraishi, who seemed to anticipate the movement; and instead of knocking him down, the other man instead struck Cole in the face with an open palm, fingers then closing, gripping hard into Cole�s eyes and cheeks, forcing his head back�
Cole could feel the burning heat on the back of his head, and knew what Quraishi was doing; he was trying to force Cole�s head onto the burner unit, the flames arcing high up in the balloon above them.
Cole�s balance was gone, and he felt the flames from the burner shockingly, painfully close, threatening to burn the skin from the back of his head.
Cole�s head pulled forward away from the red hot burner in a powerful reflex action, his bare foot coming up into Quraishi�s groin instinctively, making the man instantly release his hold on him.
Cole dove forward, taking Quraishi violently down to the floor, the impact jarring the breath from his opponent. Cole quickly capitalized on the situation, forcing the cords which bound his wrists towards Quraishi�s throat to strangle him.
Quraishi�s chin came down quickly to block the cords from getting to his neck, and Cole let the cords instead come up under Quraishi�s nose, forcing the head back painfully, grinding upwards until the man had to turn his head away. Waiting for the movement, Cole immediately moved the cords back to Quraishi�s neck, this time getting them into his throat, pushing down and cutting off the man�s air supply.
Cole forced his hands down on either side of Quraishi�s neck, pushing into it with his bodyweight, letting the cords dig deep into his throat.
Quraishi gagged, his eyes bulging from his head as he struggled to breathe, panic setting in, the whites of his eyes started to turn red.
It was then that Cole looked up, sensing the presence of something massive, something unavoidable, something immovable.
And then all he could do was close his eyes as the balloon � pilotless and completely out of control � flew straight towards the upper floors of a gigantic skyscraper.
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The Al Faisaliyah Center, at eight hundred and seventy six feet, and forty-four floors high, was the third tallest building in Saudi Arabia.
Designed by the world-renowned architectural firm Foster and Partners, it contained a hotel, commercial offices, and a shopping center. It resembled a gigantic ballpoint pen, four huge corner beams joining together at the top above a huge golden ball.
The golden geodesic orb itself, suspended over six hundred feet in the air, was three stories high and housed The Globe restaurant, a fine dining venue with incredible views across the Saudi capital.
And it was this luxurious restaurant that the balloon�s basket hit first, smashing into the strengthened glass at fifteen knots.
Cole felt the impact jarring on his body and was immediately thrown clear from Quraishi�s prostrate form. He heard twisting, screeching metal and looked up; above him, the twin burner was bent and broken, the balloon itself rapidly deflating.
The basket whipped about in the wind as the silken mass of the balloon tangled itself around one of the huge corner beams and its network of steel cross-struts. Cole felt the basket drop, threatening to plummet down to the streets below, and his stomach gave an involuntary lurch; but then the deflated balloon settled above them, and the basket hung secure, bumping gently against the glass of The Globe.
It was only then that Cole heard the helicopter.
* * *
At last! Quraishi didn�t know what had taken them so long, but the chopper was finally here.
And as he peered over the rim of the mercifully near-stationary basket, he smiled; it was even better than he�d hoped. His friend at the Ministry must have pulled some serious strings, for although there was only a single helicopter approaching, it was perhaps the most advanced combat aircraft the world had ever seen.
The AH-64D Apache Longbow had been in service with the Saudi military for years, but was still the finest weapon in its armory. With laser-guided precision Hellfire missiles, 70mm rockets and 30mm cannon with 1,200 high-explosive rounds, the Apache could classify and threat-prioritize up to 128 different targets in less than a minute, no matter what the conditions were like.
But as the imposing, menacing chopper slowed to a hover in front of the Al Faisaliyah Center�s golden globe, doubts started to enter Quraishi�s mind. What were its crew�s orders?
He exhaled slowly, mind racing.
What was it going to do?
* * *
Cole was desperately searching for cover as he asked himself the same questions. With the basket hanging six hundred feet in the air, there was a limit to what the Apache could actually do; it wasn�t rigged up for rescue operations.
The answer came just moments later with a flash of light from its cannon pods, followed immediately by the heavy impacts of its 30mm rounds and the deafening noise of gunfire.
Cole hugged the floor along with Quraishi � a look of surprise, then fury on the man�s face � as the basket above them was torn apart, the curved glass windows of the restaurant shattering into millions of pieces.
Glass fell on them, and above the roar of cannon fire, Cole could hear the screams from the restaurant beyond, and could only imagine what was happening there as hundreds of high-powered rounds streamed across the sky from the combat helicopter.
Cole wondered if they�d been ordered to kill Quraishi too, but couldn�t be sure; more likely was the fact that the crew had been told there was a terrorist in the balloon that needed taking care of. The irony, of course, was that the terrorist they had been told about was Cole, and not Quraishi.
Still, the man would be just as dead no matter if they knew about him or not, and Cole found himself hoping for a direct hit. A single 30mm round fired by the Apache�s ferocious M230 automatic cannon would cut the terrorist leader in half.
The thought, however, only occupied Cole�s mind for a fraction of a second; in another fraction, he analyzed his chances of waiting on the floor of the basket, and made his decision to move.
There was a lull of cannon fire, as the pilot moved in closer to assess the damage, and Cole took the opportunity, leaping up from the floor, stamping through the remains of the wicker basket and leaping through the jagged broken glass of The Globe�s windows into the hopeful sanctity of the restaurant beyond.
* * *
Quraishi couldn�t believe what was happening, his mind reeling. Why were they shooting at him too? What were they thinking?
His mind flashed back to the conversation he�d had with his friend in the Ministry. �I need helicopters,� he�d said. �There is a dangerous terrorist escaping in a hot air balloon, north across Riyadh.�
He couldn�t believe his stupidity. Why hadn�t he mentioned the fact that he was in the same balloon? He knew the order his friend would have given � to shoot the balloon out of the sky, no matter what. The Saudi government was ruthless in its treatment of dissenters and terrorists. Quraishi knew this better than most, and yet he still hadn�t mentioned that he would be in the basket too.
It must have been the pressure, Quraishi thought; the stress. It had been a long time since he�d been in a combat situation, and he had grown soft. The thought angered him, but there was little he could do now.
Now he just had to try and survive.
To his right, he saw the American moving, recognized that the sounds of the cannon had momentarily died down, knew he had one brief chance, and jumped out of the basket after him, scrabbling across the broken glass for the interior of The Globe restaurant.
* * *
Cole tripped over a broken table and the bodies of two dead diners, a look of shock still plastered over their bloody features, but managed to regain his balance on his bare and lacerated feet and keep on running.
He raced as far into the restaurant as he could, ignoring the pain in his soles as he ran across the broken glass, hearing the heavy breathing of Quraishi behind him. But for the moment, Quraishi was the least of his concerns. Right now, he just had to concentrate on not being killed.
Dead bodies littered the expensive five-star restaurant, staff and customers alike. Others were alive but injured, screaming and moaning as they lay on the floor or tried to hobble towards the stairs.
The Apache opened up again, spraying the restaurant with its 30mm cannon rounds, and Cole saw more people going down, blood flying across the polished wood and marble.
Cole crawled across the glass-strewn floor for the far side of the room, then � when he could no longer hear the sound of cannon � risked looking up.
He saw Quraishi raising his own head to do the same, and they both saw the helicopter pulling away, arcing left � presumably to fly around the building to get a better shot at their fleeing targets.
Cole turned and saw armed guards on the stairs, racing upwards.
Quraishi took his chance, leaping to his feet and pulling his ID, screaming at the men in Arabic and pointing over his shoulder at Cole.
Quraishi was ushered into the protective phalanx of guards, pulled away down the stairs, and Cole had to physically resist the urge to follow him; there were too many guards, too many guns.
It was no use; Quraishi was gone.
But Cole knew he still had to get out of this place, and his mind raced furiously as he tried to come up with a plan.
The chopper was rounding the other side, the side Cole had run to; in the restaurant, armed men were already raising their handguns and machine-pistols to him. Still on the staircase, they had blocked his only escape route.
There was only one thing for it, Cole decided.
Breaking into an all-out sprint, Cole raced back across the restaurant the way he had come, bullets tearing after him from the security guards on the stairs. Jumping over shattered tables and broken chairs, eviscerated bodies and bleeding casualties, Cole neared the shattered glass, increasing his pace; he knew the Apache would be opening up soon, maybe this time with more than just its cannon.
The firing from the guards had stopped, and Cole turned his head, seeing instantly why; they had run back down the stairs, the Apache hovering outside, ominous flashes coming from its side pylons.
Cole knew exactly what it meant; the Hellfire missiles had been fired, and The Globe was about to be completely destroyed.
The shattered window was now only feet away, and Cole jumped for it, his body passing through the jagged tangle of broken glass even as the Hellfire missiles blasted through the other side of the restaurant, exploding in an enormous concussive blast.
Cole�s body hit the floor of the half-destroyed basket, the force of the impact pulling the damaged, deflated silken balloon material free from its mooring around the corner support above.
Cole felt the basket moving, and kept his head down as a wall of fire exploded above him from the restaurant, the missiles igniting inside the huge golden orb.
The hot winds from the violent explosion served to rip the balloon completely free from where it had entangled itself, the support beams themselves breaking and toppling.
Cole felt his stomach lurch again as the basket dropped; held for a moment; and then dropped again, this time picking up speed as it skittered down the side of the skyscraper.
Cole held on for dear life as the damaged basket bounced its way down the side of the building, glad that its sides were not entirely vertical but rather widened out towards its base, acting like a gigantic slide for the basket.
And then the ripped and torn balloon itself partially filled with air from the fall, billowing out and slowing his momentum yet further; then it collapsed again and the basket fell faster for a few heart-stopping moments; and then the balloon caught the hot midday air again, filled, and slowed his progress once more.
Cole had no idea how fast he was falling, or how far; he just felt the jerking, terrifying, bumping journey as the basket slipped, slid and sailed down the angled surfaces of the Al Faisaliyah Center, his knuckles white as his fingers gripped the wicker base for all he was worth.
And then he felt the massive impact as the basket finally reached the concrete plaza, jarring him violently and leaving him shaken and dazed.
But alive, he thought with amazement as he looked upwards to see the silk of the balloon fluttering in the breeze above him, until it finally came to rest on the ground to one side of the basket, still giving the odd flicker of movement as the wind caught it, like a dead body twitching with the last of its nerves.
It was the sound which drew his attention upwards again, the enormously loud screeching of metal and concrete being ripped apart, a noise of destruction and annihilation.
And in the clear blue skies above him, he saw the entire, broken and shattered three-story golden globe of the skyscraper�s restaurant and viewing complex, hurtling down towards him, its crushing mass filling his vision completely.
* * *
Quraishi could barely believe his eyes as he watched the carnage unfold.
The security guards had managed to get him down the stairs, out of the suspended golden orb, and into the main bulk of the building, just in time.
The Apache must have fired its missiles into the globe, destroying the interior completely, and Quraishi recoiled from the fortieth floor windows as the huge globe itself � presumably having been ripped from its moorings � smashed into the side of the building, before continuing its downward descent.
Quraishi stood breathless, the windows, walls and some of the floor in front of him entirely gone from the globe�s impact, leaving just a gash in the building�s surface, a giant hole out into the blue sky beyond.
Quraishi backed away from the crater, instinctively gripping hold of the nearest wall, steadying himself for the impact which he knew was to come, the guards doing the same.
And then it happened; the globe reached the concrete plaza below, the colossal impact sending a concussive shockwave back up throughout the entire structure.
Quraishi held tight as the building shook with violent force, the office furniture of this level thrown around as if hit by a powerful earthquake.
For a moment, Quraishi thought that the entire building might collapse, the force of the globe�s impact with the ground enough to shake the skyscraper free from its foundations, resulting in a crippling, complete failure of its structural integrity.
But the reverberations finally settled down, and the huge skyscraper seemed to regain its equilibrium, coming to a peaceful rest.
Quraishi looked around at the frightened guards, dust swirling through the room, and swore that he would have the Apache crew court martialed; perhaps even executed.
But, he considered, at least the American agent was dead.
That much was a certainty.
* * *
Cole looked at the huge, damaged golden globe in wonder.
Wonder that it hadn�t killed him, crushed him beneath hundreds of tons of glass and steel.
But he had managed to get clear of the basket just in time, following the running crowds away from the base of the building as the globe hit the ground with a massive impact, then bounced and rolled down the streets after them.
There had been so much panic, so much chaos, so much screaming and terror, that nobody realized that Cole had been the man to escape from the basket. In fact, nobody even realized that anyone had escaped from the basket; by the time Cole was moving, everyone had already seen the globe ripped from its position at the top of building, and were heading across the streets in horror.
And now, as Cole stood amongst the crowd which was packed down the side street of Al Amiriyah, the huge gilded orb blocking the western end completely � it had finally come to rest against the two buildings on either corner � he joined them in their near-ecstatic realization that the globe hadn�t killed them, that they were still alive.
And although some of the crowd started tentatively forward, to get a closer look at the globe which had almost killed them, Cole joined the vast majority which filtered away from the damaged skyscraper, east to Olaya Street and the freedom beyond.

PART SIX
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Jeb Richards sat down in one of the chairs set around the huge table in Conference Room One, nodding greetings to his colleagues.
There had been yet another emergency meeting called, and he wondered what the hell was going on now. He shook his head, still suffering from the effects of his recent flight home from Riyadh. Couldn�t they have waited until he�d slept?
Richards wondered if it had anything to do with Quraishi and his plan to attack the US. But how would anyone have found out? No, he thought as he poured himself a glass of water from the pitcher on the table in front of him, it couldn�t be that. He smiled. No, that was still going to surprise the hell out of everybody.
And after the dirty bomb was set off, money would no longer be a problem for his department, for the next couple of decades at least.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� General Peter Olsen said, his face grim, �we have news that I think you are going to find disturbing, to say the least. Please hear me out, then we can discuss what we are going to do.�
There were general murmurings around the large conference table, but they were quickly silenced by the president. �Please,� Ellen Abrams said with a wave of her hand, �go ahead.�
�Thank you, ma�am,� Olsen said, before turning to the assembled group. �For security reasons, I won�t go into how this intelligence was developed, but suffice it to say that it is reliable.� He took a deep breath before continuing. �From what we have managed to piece together so far, it appears that the Fu Yu Shan was carrying � probably without its crew�s knowledge � a crate which contained a specialized weapon. That crate was loaded on board the vessel at the port of Dalian in China, but it had arrived at Dalian airport the day before as air freight from Pyongyang, North Korea.� He paused for emphasis, to let the message sink in. �We have since managed to track the origin of the crate back to a supposed political prison camp in the northern mountains known as Camp Fourteen. However, it transpires that the camp is really a development site for the weapon, and the North Korean government has been using the prisoners as experimental guinea pigs. Men, women and children,� he said with obvious distaste.
Richards� eyes narrowed. He knew the weapon had come from North Korea, but he�d never been told anything about human experimentation. And why would they be experimenting with humans anyway? The obvious answer, he supposed, was to see what effects the radiation would have on the people exposed to it. He swallowed some more water as he waited for Olsen to continue.
�The weapon itself has now been identified,� Olsen said, �and it is unpleasant in the extreme. It is nothing nuclear, as we first thought; rather it is a new type of bioweapon.�
Richards� heart stopped. What the hell was Olsen talking about?
�It functions rather like a time bomb,� Olsen continued. �It can be injected into a carrier, who is completely symptom-free. This means that borders can be crossed at will, with no suspicions raised. The carrier is free to travel across the world to any location they choose. But a certain amount of time later, the biological agent implanted in their body reacts, and the symptoms begin.�
Richards� blood was turning to ice in his veins. Where was Olsen getting this from? Could it be true? He shook his head. No; of course it couldn�t. Quraishi had been adamant about the nature of the weapon stolen from the North Koreans. It was a dirty bomb, nothing more.
Wasn�t it?
�The basis of the weapon is reportedly an Ebola-like, flesh-eating virus,� Olsen carried on, watching the barely contained fear on the faces of the men and women around the table. �At first, the skin blisters painfully, all over the body. A short time later these blisters open and the flesh literally sloughs off the victim as the air reacts to what�s inside.
�Now,� Olsen said with military control, �while obviously horrific, this in and of itself isn�t the danger of the weapon. What is far more worrying, far more damaging, is the fact that when the blisters open, spores are released into the atmosphere around the victim. Depending upon prevailing weather conditions, these spores can be transported anything up to a radius of ten square kilometers before dying. Which means that infection with this virus is a danger for anyone in the vicinity of the original host when they first exhibit the symptoms.
�The early lack of such symptoms is also a primary danger � as well as allowing infected carriers to travel unmolested, it also means that secondary victims will not even know that they are infected, so they will continue to go about their business until they too burst out in blisters and release their own spores, infecting a new set of people. And so on, and so on.
�If somebody is infected willingly with this bioweapon � a biological suicide bomber, if you will � and they intentionally go to an area guaranteed to have a lot of people � Times Square on a Saturday afternoon, NFL playoffs, major league baseball games, for example � then tens of thousands of secondary carriers could be infected. And then they go on their way without knowing anything has happened, and infect millions more.�
Olsen cleared his throat. �Such a weapon could � taking into account those who might possibly have natural immunity � all but wipe out a nation�s population within days.� He saw the look of disbelief on the faces of those around him, and nodded his head. �Yes. Days. Millions would be infected without even knowing about it. And it�s one hell of an unpleasant way to go; the virus literally eats you alive from the inside.�
Richards couldn�t help himself any longer. �Where the hell are you getting this information?� he demanded. �I�ve heard nothing about this whatsoever, and it�s appeared in none of the briefing papers from the CIA or NSA. And now we know all about it, out of nowhere?�
Abrams fielded the question. �It is not from �nowhere�, Jeb,� she said calmly. �It is from sources which we can trust.�
�On-site intelligence?� Clark Mason interjected. �Have we got a recon team inside North Korea, when you assured me only recently that we did not?�
�We have assets who have performed a close-up inspection of the camp,� Abrams answered, �and have retrieved documentary evidence of the weapon�s development and usage. It will all be corroborated at the correct time. Now let�s move on, shall we?�
Richards subconsciously wiped the sweat from his brow. Could it be true? Had his old friend lied to him? Was this the weapon he was going to use? He pulled the collar away from his neck, suddenly hot. Too damned hot.
�But why would the North Koreans develop such a weapon?� he asked.
�That�s a good question,� Olsen said. �And luckily, we�ve also managed to get details of the North Korean plan from a major within the Reconnaissance General Bureau, which is the office responsible for foreign operations. Apparently, it is part of a �master-plan� developed by the RGB on the orders of President Kim, in order to reunify the country.
�The plan has been a long time in the coming. You remember that demonstration where those people were killed in Seoul? The one which started off the wave of Islamic terrorism in South Korea?� Olsen saw heads nod around the table. �Well, it was the work of the RGB; it was their own agents who opened fire, and they�ve been fomenting Islamic trouble in the region ever since, all building towards their final move. The whole terrorist problem in South Korea was created to act as a smokescreen, so this attack could be blamed on Islamists.
�The weapon was to have been shipped to Pakistan, where it would have been injected into a group of preselected agents, all part of a known terrorist group. The RGB has funded the group for the past few years, and they were more than willing to lend it some of their people in return.
�These injected Islamists would then have caught planes into South Korea and made their way to several key cities, where the weapon would then have become active, killing them and releasing the spores into the atmosphere to infect millions of others.
�South Korea would immediately become a pariah nation, closed off to the outside world until the crisis was under control, during which time � in a gesture of singularity, of brotherhood � North Korea would have extended the olive branch of peace and moved in to �help� their neighbors in their time of need.
�When the smoke cleared, President Kim and the North Korean government would have all but supplanted the southern regime, and would move its own people across the border to run its factories and businesses, replacing the people who would have been killed.
�Before long, the once divided nation would be whole again, with Kim in complete control.
�Of course, world opinion would have been strongly against the North�s occupation if it was known that the weapon originated from there, which was why the crate was to be shipped to the Middle East for use by a terrorist proxy. This way, the world would actually have sympathy with the northern regime, and believe that they were actually helping the south. By the time anyone learnt different � if anyone ever would learn any different � it would be too late anyway.�
�So what�s going on now that the weapon was intercepted?� asked Catalina dos Santos.
�The RGB decided to go ahead with their plan anyway,� Olsen replied, �but instead of using the terrorist proxy to cover their involvement, they were prepared to inject prisoners from Camp Fourteen and send them covertly over the border. The likelihood of an international backlash would of course be much higher, but it would have been better than absolute failure.
�Luckily, these injections were stopped just in time, and the situation has been temporarily contained. But the weapon is stockpiled in quantity at Camp Fourteen, and they may well try again at some stage if we do not take immediate action.�
�Such as?� Mason asked. �Surely you�re not suggesting an attack on North Korean soil?�
�That�s exactly what we�re suggesting,� Abrams answered, all eyes turning to her. �We cannot allow that weapon to exist, and I personally back the use of B2 bombers to take out the camp.�
Richards saw the heads nodding around the table, saw his own life spinning out of control.
�Do we have a consensus?� Abrams asked next.
Hands went up around the table, and Richards felt his own hand rising right along with them. How could he argue against it?
Abrams nodded her head. �Excellent.� She picked up the phone on the table in front of her and gave the order for the B2s to start the operation. Putting the phone down, she turned to Olsen. �General?� she asked.
Olsen looked around the table, smiling. �Good. Thank you everyone. That�s going to take care of one of our problems at least.�
�We�ve got more?� asked Pat Johnson, Secretary of Defense.
Olsen nodded grimly, and Richards watched, helpless. He knew what was coming.
�You bet your ass,� Olsen added. �We�ve still got to talk about who�s got that damned crate off the Fu Yu Shan, and what the hell they�re planning on doing with it.�
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Jake Navarone watched the two PLA captains, Liu Yingchau and Xie Wei, as they walked through the side gate into the main prison compound; Major Ho Sang-ok walked between them, concealed pistols aimed at his spine.
Navarone had been impressed with the professionalism of the Chinese military officers so far; they had done everything asked of them, and more besides. He made a mental note to report on their performance to Commander Treyborne. On the one hand, they should receive a citation of some sort for their work on the mission; on the other, it would be prudent to make a study of their own training and operational capabilities, which the US military might well have underestimated.
It had been decided that Liu and Xie would be the ones to breach the main compound, due not only to their appearance � they might not have looked North Korean exactly, but they were a lot closer than any of the other men in Bravo Troop � but also because of their familiarity with the Korean language. It wasn�t perfect, but � again � it was superior to any other person that Navarone had.
Since Navarone�s radio conversation with Treyborne, the SEALs had effectively taken complete control of the secondary compound. His explosives experts had been sent back out to wreak havoc in the eastern forest, and were still keeping the guards from the main camp occupied. Also � to Navarone�s relief � there seemed to be a reluctance for anyone to approach this side of the camp anyway. Probably due to what went on here, he supposed; nobody in their right minds would have anything to do with it. The sight of the fleshless bodies being thrown into the incinerator would, Navarone knew, haunt him for a long time to come.
Navarone�s men had secured all of the buildings within the compound, subduing people where they could, killing them silently when met with resistance.
He had then set up fire bases within the buildings overlooking the main compound, strategically placing snipers and machine gunners where they could provide covering fire and protection for the next phase of the plan.
From his observation point at the second floor window of the laboratory building, Navarone watched through his high-powered Zeiss lenses as Major Ho and the two Chinese captains � now with Korean People�s Army Ground Force uniforms taken from soldiers found in the secondary compound � were stopped at the sentry post inside the side gate.
Navarone held his breath as Major Ho spoke to the guards there, hoping beyond hope that he would keep his word and allow the safe passage of Liu and Xie into the prison camp beyond.
* * *
It was fear that drove him, Ho realized with little hint of self-recrimination. It was, after all, fear that drove everything in the Democratic People�s Republic of Korea. It was all he had known, his entire life. Fear drove the people under him, and fear was used on him by his own superiors.
It was now several conflicting fears which would dictate his actions. His primary fear, of course, was that the two soldiers he was sandwiched between would shoot him dead if he didn�t comply with their commands.
Another, less immediate, fear was that if the American team was successful, then � even if he survived � he was as good as dead anyway. He understood that this was the last chance for the RGB � if he failed here, both he and Lieutenant General U Chun-su would likely be executed as an example to others. The price of failure in North Korea was always high.
A part of him therefore reacted against the soldiers beside him, against the Americans who had taken over the experimentation compound. If Ho could sound the alarm, perhaps he could still salvage the operation?
But he knew that it was too late anyway. The Americans already knew of the plan � to save himself from torture, he had willingly told them everything � and they had already informed their superiors back in the United States. South Korea would be notified, and the plan would be doomed to failure as a result. World opinion would turn on North Korea even more ferociously than it already was.
He knew that bombers would be on their way to destroy this place � probably the entire damned valley � which was why the American commandos were instigating this ridiculous phase of their own operation rather than just reporting back their findings and escaping. They actually wanted to rescue the prisoners before their bombers arrived, which � in more favorable circumstances � Ho would have found hilarious. He simply did not understand the attitude of the Americans at all. Why rescue the enemy? It made no sense at all to Ho.
The leader of the commandos had seemed infuriated that there were women and children here in the camp, but Ho couldn�t see what difference it made. Enemies of the state were enemies of the state, were they not? Age and sex surely made not one iota of difference.
But, he reflected, the Americans were different. Their entire culture was different. And this was why they would ultimately lose the battle over the long term. They believed in compassion and mercy � when in war, there should be none.
The way Ho saw it though, he was out of options � if he sounded the alarm, he might succeed in the prisoners being kept where they were, and the possible capture of the American commandos. But the valley � and the weapon alongside it � would still be razed from existence. The camp guards might escape, but perhaps not. And if Ho survived the bombing, he was unlikely to survive a debriefing back in Pyongyang.
And this was why he had jumped at the commando�s offer � if he led in the two Chinese officers, got them inside the camp, and then gave certain orders, he would be extracted from the valley alongside the rest of the American troops.
He understood that he would face lengthy interrogations by US intelligence, but he was too experienced to believe in the propaganda spread by his own government; far from being tortured and killed, he would be regarded as a valuable defector, and be granted permission to live life freely after he had been bled dry of information. Certainly more freely than he had ever been allowed to live in the People�s Republic.
He would miss his wife and children of course, but he would be alive.
Alive and free.
And in the end, there was no choice at all � he merely barked his commands at the sentries, who opened the gates immediately to allow full access to the prison compound for him and the two Chinese agents who accompanied him.
* * *
Navarone breathed a sigh of relief as he watched the three men pass through the inner gates.
He hadn�t known whether the major would go through with the charade or not � a part of him was terrified that Ho would just start shouting and ruin the whole thing � but he was delighted when it looked like he would do exactly what he had promised.
Navarone knew the man had been left with few options � his plan was in tatters, the camp was going to be obliterated anyway, and at least by agreeing to follow Navarone�s demands, he was left with the possibility of survival.
He smiled as the major spoke to the two guards at the sentry post, barking orders at them; and breathed a second sigh of relief as they both turned to follow Ho and Liu further into the compound, leaving Xie Wei to man the side gate.
Navarone checked on the rest of his men, making sure they were all ready. He had snipers ready to take out the soldiers in the four corner guard towers, as well as other elements still working their evil magic over on the eastern side of the compound.
Downstairs, he also had six men disguised � as best as they could manage � as North Korean soldiers, waiting to be let into the camp by Xie Wei.
Navarone�s plan was for Major Ho to order a prisoner roll call, to bring everyone back to the huge central square. His snipers would then take out the guard towers, his men � having worked their way inside, near to other guards � would take out as many soldiers as they could, and Ho and Liu would shepherd the prisoners out of the camp through the gate manned by Xie, while Navarone�s snipers and machine gunners provided covering fire from the secondary compound.
With a large part of the guard force distracted by the activity east of the camp, Navarone hoped it would be possible for the prisoners to escape into the forested hills surrounding the valley before the bunker buster bombs were dropped by the B2s and the whole area was reduced to ashes.
Navarone�s concentration was broken by the electronic beeping of his field radio.
He picked up the handset. �Rattlesnake,� he answered with the group�s operational call sign.
�Rattlesnake, this is Command, over,� the urgent voice of Ike Treyborne came back. �Please confirm that you are out of area.�
�Negative, Command,� Navarone said. �We are evacuating the area to minimize collateral damage, over.�
�Those weren�t your orders Rattlesnake,� Treyborne shot back, angry. �You need to leave the area immediately, is that understood? Cobra element is en route, ETA one hour. Please confirm, over.�
Navarone�s blood went cold in his veins. One hour? He�d calculated he had at least six hours left; long enough to free the prisoners and be long gone before the B2s arrived. �One hour?� he asked in disbelief. �We thought six, Command. What happened?�
�Cobra element was staged ahead, Rattlesnake, two pieces based at Whisky Papa, over.�
Despite the highly encrypted digital radio, Treyborne still used code words, never willing to trust technology. Navarone knew that Whisky Papa was the Western Pacific, and Treyborne was referring specifically to the US military base at Guam, which combined the Joint Region Marianas naval installation with Andersen Air Force Base.
Navarone�s pulse raced. Guam was only two thousand miles away from North Korea; just three hours of flight time.
�Authorization for Cobra element has been given, Rattlesnake, do you copy? Element is already en route to your destination. You need to evacuate immediately, I repeat, immediately, do you copy? Over.�
�Yes sir,� Navarone answered in a shaky voice as he peered out of the window of the laboratory, saw the prisoners begin to congregate in the square.
Thousands of them.
�I will evacuate immediately, sir,� he said. �Over and out.�
He replaced the handset and breathed in deeply, exhaled slowly.
An hour would have to be enough.
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�So what do we know?� dos Santos asked.
�Okay,� Olsen said, �again I can�t go into the specifics of where this intel came from, but I think we�ve got a good idea of who�s behind it. I know time is of the essence, but I�ll start at the beginning, to give you all the information.
�We have reason to believe that Arabian Islamic Jihad is now in possession of the weapon which was heading for Pakistan. We don�t know how � perhaps due to the North Koreans� own efforts to find Islamic proxies, maybe information flowed both ways over the years � but it transpires that the terrorists learnt of the weapon�s existence and realized how useful it could be if a real terrorist organization got their hands on it.
�Now,� Olsen continued, �they couldn�t very well just waltz right in to North Korea and steal it. And so � with what we assume must have been full foreknowledge of the RGB operation � they waited until the weapon was en route to Pakistan. Knowing the transport ship would pass through Indonesian waters, the AIJ then asked their contacts in Jemaah Islamiyah to arrange the hijacking of the Fu Yu Shan.
�Jemaah Islamiyah then subcontracted the job to the pirate group Liang Kebangkitan, who performed the actual hijack. Arief Suprapto � the pirate leader � and his gang were allowed to keep the ship, the crew and the cargo, except for a single crate � the crate from North Korea, which was put on board at Dalian.
�This crate found its way � via private jet � to Saudi Arabia. It�s yet to be confirmed, but it seems that funding for the AIJ has come in the most part from money unknowingly siphoned off from Saudi National Oil profits by its Vice President of Finance, Investment and Development, Abdullah al-Zayani.
�Through al-Zayani, we�ve identified a possible candidate for the leader of Arabian Islamic Jihad. We�re just awaiting confirmation of this.�
Richards could feel all eyes in the room turning to him, their glare knowing, judging, accusing. But when he looked around, he realized he had been imagining it; all eyes were still locked on General Olsen.
But who was the person they suspected? Was it Quraishi? And if it was, what would that mean for him?
Richards� guts stirred as he considered his options. Should he say something? Should he admit to his knowledge? If he said something now, before he was accused outright, would things go easier for him?
Or was Olsen just fishing? Maybe he had no idea who it was. Richards had never heard of this al-Zayani character before, and had no idea if he could lead US intelligence to Quraishi. And if they were sure it was Quraishi, Olsen would definitely have said something by now. Wouldn�t he?
Richards decided to take the initiative, just as he�d been taught at West Point all those years ago.
�From my meeting with Quraishi,� he began tentatively, �I�m not sure we can trust the man fully. I�ve known him for a while, but he seems to have changed. He was talking about some pretty wild things � about the House of Saud, that is. Treasonous things really.�
�What are you saying Jeb?� Olsen asked.
�I just think we need to keep a close eye on him, that�s all,� he said. �He wasn�t very forthcoming with information on the AIJ, and I think he knows more than he�s letting on.�
Olsen nodded his head. �That�s interesting Jeb, thank you.� He cleared his throat. �In actual fact, that�s very helpful � Quraishi is the man at the top of our list for heading up the AIJ.�
Richards could see Olsen holding his gaze, as if checking his reaction. And once again, he wondered if anyone suspected him. But on the other hand, why would they? And he had just covered himself by selling out his old friend anyway.
�But that information doesn�t leave this room,� Olsen said. �Does everyone understand that?�
There was muttered acceptance around the table, and Olsen moved on.
�Getting back to the weapon,� he said. �As far as we can tell, it was then taken on to a safe house by a man known within the AIJ as the �hammer of the infidel�, an enforcer for the Lion who goes by the name of Amir al-Hazmi. A lifelong terrorist scumbag, and a real piece of work.
�The threat, of course, is that the AIJ plan to use this weapon against the United States. We think that the safe house might be a base of operations, where people can be injected with the weapon and then sent out, possibly � probably � to America. The Lion � possibly Abd al-Aziz Quraishi � has been quite clear that he wishes to wipe out the �Great Satan� once and for all � and this weapon gives him the opportunity to do just that.
�Imagine it,� Olsen said gravely, �a dozen, two dozen, suicide time bombers boarding planes to the US completely undetected, with no way to trace them, the bioweapon already ticking away inside them. They land, they move to areas with large populations, attend big public events, the time comes and� � Olsen�s hands opened wide across the conference table � �boom, their skin erupts, the spores spread, infect thousands, then millions, then� well, you get the picture.
�We�d have to close ourselves off completely to the outside world, quarantine ourselves to make sure it didn�t spread beyond our borders. Could we manage that? And what would it do to us if we could? Our economy? Our people? How long would it take for us to recover?� Olsen sighed as he contemplated the situation. �Could we recover?� He shrugged his big shoulders. �I just don�t know.�
The melancholy was only momentary; then his backed straightened, his shoulders squared, and he faced the men and women around the table.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� he said, �it is with no hint of overstatement that I say that this is the worst crisis we have faced as a nation since 1962. Our very existence is threatened.�
Richards� stomach turned as he thought about what he had done; he had assisted a madman in a plan which could kill US citizens not in the low thousands as he�d been led to believe � and which he was mentally and morally able to accept � but in the tens of millions.
He sagged in his chair and made the decision to hold his tongue. What would he say anyway? Sorry everyone, I�ve known about Quraishi for years. I even know about the attack he�s been planning, but it�s okay � I only thought he was going to use a dirty nuclear bomb, not this crazy bioweapon shit.
Yeah, Richards thought, he was better off just keeping his mouth shut and hoping for the best.
�Bullshit,� Clark Mason said with uncharacteristic bluntness; and for the first time since the crisis began, Richards found himself wishing that his new-found friend would keep his mouth shut too. �Where�s all this intelligence coming from? We seem to know one hell of a lot all of a sudden.�
�And you have a problem with this?� President Abrams responded acidly.
Mason nodded his head vigorously. �I do if it means we�re violating international law. Am I right, Milt?�
Mason turned to Milt Staten, the Attorney General, who looked around edgily and shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of helplessness.
�There�s been a presidential finding,� Staten said almost guiltily. �Due to the serious threat to the primacy of the United States and the clear and present danger posed by this bioweapon, we�ve instigated emergency procedures giving us� well, more latitude in our actions abroad.�
Mason shook his head in disbelief. �And I�m hearing this now?�
�There wasn�t time before,� Abrams interjected, bringing the matter to a close. �You will appreciate the urgency of our situation here.�
Mason continued to shake his head but backed down, accepting the situation for what it was.
Across the room, Richards watched him, understanding what was going through the mind of the Secretary of State. The look of anger � of betrayal � that had flickered across his eyes when Staten had spoken bode ill for the Attorney General; Mason�s memory was long, and equally bitter.
And Richards also knew that Mason would be watching the unfolding events with a very close eye; if anything went wrong, he would be the first one to point the finger and try to get some political capital out of it.
Richards could almost read the man�s mind �
It�ll serve the bitch right.
But, Richards figured, that was if Quraishi�s plan didn�t wipe them all out in the first place; even Mason would be hard put to get political capital out of the situation if he was a fleshless corpse lying in a ditch with a million others.
�At least,� Mason said eventually, �tell me that you know where this al-Hazmi is, where this safe house is.�
Richards watched Olsen exchange uneasy glances with James Dorrell and Bud Shaw, before turning to Mason.
�We�re working in it,� he said with a confidence he obviously didn�t possess. �We�re working on it.�
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Abd al-Aziz Quraishi had sensed something was wrong straight away.
Eventually � miraculously it now seemed � he had at last managed to escape from the American agent; Dan Chadwick, Mark Cole, the Asset; whoever the hell he had been.
The man had turned out to not be entirely invincible after all; the shattered remains of The Globe restaurant falling on his head had seen to that.
Quraishi himself had been escorted under armed guard from the Al Faisaliyah building, ushered into a waiting vehicle where he was ferried directly back to the headquarters of the Ministry of Interior. He was keen to get back, anxious to lambast the Air Force commander for the reckless actions of his pilots.
But then he had felt the first warning signs; a tightness in his gut, a rising of the hairs at the nape of his neck. A part of him told him to ignore it, that it was just the after effects of the adrenalin which had been coursing through his bloodstream all afternoon.
But the other side of him � more cautious, more powerful � told him that he had been discovered. He had no idea how or why � or even if he was right to think such a thing � but his instincts told him to run.
As the conscious part of his mind took over, listening intently to his inner instinct, he had started to recognize where these feelings were originating from.
There was an increased security presence at the ugly concrete building, armed personnel patrolling the corridors, checking visitors; Quraishi had been able to see them even as his car passed by the front entrance, on its way to the subterranean parking lot.
But it wasn�t just the personnel at the Ministry; it was the men who accompanied him in the car. They were as obsequious as always, but behind that fa�ade of respect, Quraishi had sensed something else altogether, something insidious and frightening; he had sensed the magnetic attraction of predators to prey. And, he had realized with growing horror, Quraishi himself was the prey.
And so he had instructed the driver to pull over outside the front entrance, telling him that he would go straight inside that way; he was in a hurry, he�d said, and didn�t want to waste time with parking.
He could sense that the men in the car were uneasy, but had received no orders on what to do in this situation; Quraishi was a respected government figure after all, and still had power over them.
Eventually, the driver had agreed, and pulled in towards the curb. One of the guards had moved to open the door; presumably to get out and escort Quraishi inside. But before the armored car had even braked fully to a stop, Quraishi had thrown his own door open and was running, losing himself in the crowds who passed by the Ministry building; the same crowds Quraishi had observed from his fourth floor office window for years, their eyes cast down; scared by the Mabahith, disgusted by the concrete edifice which housed it.
As the crowd parted to accept him, closing round him as if with a mind of its own, Quraishi could just about see the men back at the car emptying out, guns raised, eyes scanning out for him as they reached for their radios, asking for orders; and Quraishi had known he�d done the right thing.
And now, hours later and safe at last � ensconced in an apartment in the Red Sea city of Jeddah, six hundred miles away from the dangers of Riyadh � Quraishi considered the options for his future.
Reliable colleagues had confirmed that a warrant had been made out for his arrest back at the Ministry. Apparently the Americans had information which suggested a link between himself and Arabian Islamic Jihad and � true to their corrupt, hateful form � the Saudi government had agreed to whatever the US demanded. After all, Quraishi was only a minor relative of the House of Saud, and therefore completely expendable in the face of the ongoing good relations between Saudi Arabia and the United States, and the Ministry of Interior was more than happy to offer him up on a plate if it made the Americans happy.
Quraishi wondered how the link had been made � was it through Mark Cole, the agent killed back in Riyadh? Had he told his superiors about him? Or else was it through some other means?
Quraishi shook his head as he was served a cup of jasmine tea by one of his many mistresses. He was married, but it was just for show; he considered himself personally bound to Allah alone, and would have no problem in leaving his wife and children behind. He kept mistresses as he appreciated the comforts of female company, but they too meant nothing to him.
No, he thought, it no longer mattered how he had been found out; all that mattered was the end-game.
And his recent conversation with Amir al-Hazmi had reassured Quraishi that � whatever happened to him personally � the end-game was going to be exactly what he had planned.
His beloved martyrs would spread themselves willingly throughout the most populous cities of the United States, putting themselves in a position to cause the greatest amount of havoc, and would then allow the ultimate sacrifice to be made.
Their bodies � mere vessels now for the valued North Korean bioweapon � would erupt and release their spores into the atmosphere, infecting thousands of people unwittingly, who would then go on to infect millions more.
The idea was so beautiful, so incredibly pure; almost the entire population of the United States would be wiped out in weeks.
The Great Satan annihilated in one fell swoop.
Once again he thanked Allah for the providence which had brought the Korean weapon to his attention in the first place.
It was years ago now, he remembered as he relaxed into his wicker armchair, the fan above him dissipating the worst of the evening�s heat.
He had still been with the Mabahith at the time, and it had been brought to his attention that North Korean agents had been working in the area, attempting to recruit Islamic terrorist cells.
Intrigued by what the North Koreans were doing in the Middle East, Quraishi had ordered a full-scale, yet covert, investigation. It soon became clear what they were up to; they were eager to foment trouble in South Korea, and to then blame it on Muslim extremists.
Further investigation led to Quraishi committing his own agents into North Korea, which eventually revealed some of that nation�s ultimate plan; to use a weapon in order to help unify their country, and blame it on Middle Eastern terrorists.
And when it was revealed to Quraishi what weapon was being developed there, his own plan began to appear almost unbidden in his mind.
He had already begun to establish Arabian Islamic Jihad, had started plans for terrorist actions all over the world; but when he caught wind of the North Korean bioweapon project, he put his own jobs on hold. For the most part at least � he still authorized some operations so that his men could be kept enthusiastic and well prepared. But he decided to keep the AIJ much more low-key than he had originally planned; at least until the time came for the greatest terrorist act of all time � at which stage, the name of Arabian Islamic Jihad would be remembered for the rest of human history.
He had killed many of the agents who had brought him the information; some had started to wonder why he wasn�t doing anything with the information they were supplying, and others � especially those from the General Intelligence Presidency, the government�s key foreign intelligence agency whose members Quraishi had seconded � were becoming openly suspicious of his motives.
He had denounced the men as traitors, tortured them to death in the Ministry�s basement; in fact, it was ironically his treatment of these �double agents� which had resulted in his promotion from Chief of the Mabahith to Assistant Minister of Internal Security.
With full knowledge of the RGB plan to infect South Korea through the use of an Islamic terrorist proxy, it just remained for Quraishi to organize for the theft of the weapon en route to Pakistan.
And now, through the will of Allah, the weapon would have an even better use; a sacred use, one for which the people of his beloved Arabia would certainly rejoice.
For the United States and the House of Saud would fall, and Arabia would be free once more.
* * *
�How certain are we of this?� James Dorrell asked Bud Shaw, ensconced in a private meeting room with Pete Olsen, John Eckhart and President Abrams.
�Sure enough to bring it to attention of all of you,� Shaw responded acidly, before holding up his hands in apology. �Sorry, I�m sorry, that was uncalled for. I guess I�m tired.�
Abrams nodded in understanding. �We appreciate your efforts, Bud,� she assured him. �Now what exactly is it that you have?�
Shaw took a breath, and then looked up. �We�ve given finding the AIJ safe house top priority. The weapon needs to be prepared, and it�s possible that these so-called �suicide time-bombers� are still there. We�ve been cross-referencing everything we have on both Quraishi and al-Hazmi, trying to triangulate a possible location.�
�And it looks like Quraishi is definitely the man we�re after,� Dorrell interjected. �Our sources in Saudi Arabia tell us that he took off before he was brought in for questioning, he�s now officially on the run and listed as the most likely candidate for the Lion, the leader of the AIJ.�
Shaw nodded. �Well, we entered what we have on file for him, including voice recordings, into our system, and a little while ago, we received a hit � a conversation between Quraishi and a second man, who we believe to be Amir al-Hazmi. The conversation was in an unusual Arabian dialect, and also used code words to mask the meaning of the conversation, but our analysts believe that Quraishi was checking on the progress of his operation.�
�Do we think the bombers are still there?� Eckhart asked.
Shaw shrugged. �We can�t be sure,� he said uneasily. �We traced the origin of the call to a payphone at a bus station in Riyadh. Quraishi obviously didn�t want to use a cell phone, as he would think that all his numbers would be monitored, and he probably didn�t have access to his voice modulation software � you know, the one he�s been using to change his voice when he makes those AIJ videos.�
�You think it�s him in the videos?� Abrams asked.
Shaw nodded. �Our analysts have studied the body language � now we know to compare it with Quraishi � and they�re eighty percent certain it�s the same person.�
�Have we shared this with the Saudi authorities?� Olsen asked.
�We�ve told them about the pay phone location,� Shaw said, �just in case they can nail Quraishi, but we�ve got to assume that he�s long gone by now.�
�What about the other location?� Dorrell asked with anticipation. �The place the call was made to?�
Shaw smiled. �I think we�ve got it,� he said. �We managed to trace the call to Mecca, one of the world�s holiest cities and one of the reasons we get so much stick for being there in the first place. From satellite photos it seems to be a walled compound in a residential area. Rented in a private name, but we�ve traced the money back and it seems that payments are coming from accounts operated by Abdullah al-Zayani, the suspected financier of the AIJ � who we�ve still not managed to locate, by the way. It also appears on some of the other cross-checks we�ve been doing, calls that we�ve since traced between Riyadh � we suspect from Quraishi � and Amir al-Hazmi.�
�So,� Abrams said slowly, �you believe that this compound is where the weapon was taken by al-Hazmi, and where the suicide bombers are to be injected?�
�All but certain of it,� Shaw said.
�Have we informed the Saudi authorities?� Abrams asked next. �Can we get them to move in? Secure the place before the bombers leave?�
Dorrell shook his head. �I�m not sure that would be a good idea,� he said. �The trouble is, the country is a mess; people work for these organizations, but often hold very different opinions and loyalties. Look at Quraishi himself, for example. We simply don�t have any idea how many people he�s got working with him in the Saudi government. If we tip them off that we know about the compound, they might contact al-Hazmi and then everyone would be gone, just like that.� Dorrell snapped his fingers. �And then we�d have no chance whatsoever.�
�Do we have anybody there?� Abrams asked next. �Anyone we can trust?�
Heads turned as Olsen exhaled slowly. �We do have a man who�s been working with us there,� he said uneasily. �In an unofficial capacity, at least.�
�Go on,� Dorrell said.
�Mark Cole,� Olsen replied. �The Asset. He�s the one who gave us the take on al-Zayani and Quraishi in the first place.�
�Where is he now?� Abrams asked quietly, and she watched as Olsen�s shoulders slumped regretfully.
�That�s the problem,� he said. �I�m afraid we don�t exactly know.�
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Dorrell was back in his sixth floor office at CIA headquarters in Langley, deep in thought, when the call came.
It was Francis Stevens � although he only got patched through under a code word, Dorrell knew exactly who it was � calling from Riyadh.
Stevens was responsible for the CIA safe house in the Saudi capital. Even though Saudi Arabia had good relations with the US, sometimes precautions still needed to be taken � which was why the CIA maintained safe houses in almost every city in the world. They were havens where agents could escape to if something went wrong; secure locations where kidnapped targets could be stored and interrogated before being taken elsewhere; places where operations could be planned and staged from. Some had never been used � perhaps would never be used � while others got used far too often for comfort.
The safe house in Riyadh fell somewhere in the middle; some years saw it used frequently, others rarely. For the past few years though, it had been very quiet, and Dorrell�s instincts were immediately aroused by Stevens� unexpected call.
�There�s a man here,� Stevens said.
�Who?�
�I�m not sure,� Stevens said cagily. �He wasn�t on any of the lists I�ve got, and I wasn�t told to expect anyone.�
�Did he use the correct protocols?� Dorrell asked next, trying to reign in his hope.
�In a way.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, he used code words I didn�t recognize,� Stevens said. �But I checked back, and they�re ones we used to use, but years ago.�
Dorrell felt his heart skip a beat. �Where is he now?�
�He�s in the reception area. Off the street, but not inside yet.�
�Bring him in,� Dorrell ordered. �Immediately. And then get him on the phone to me right away, understood?�
�Yes sir,� Stevens replied, and Dorrell was pleased to hear the sound of the connection being broken as the safe house manager raced to his task.
He breathed a sigh of relief, sinking into his leather chair.
The man at the front door could only be Mark Cole.
* * *
So al-Hazmi was in Mecca, Cole thought as he replaced the receiver, his conversation with Dorrell recently finished.
The voices of John Eckhart, Bud Shaw, General Olsen and President Abrams had also been patched through during a hastily-arranged conference call, and it was clear that his arrest for treason was going to be overlooked � momentarily, at least. But it was interesting that it was just this small select group that he was addressing � obviously some other members of the National Security Council might well still harbor less positive opinions about him. But for the president and her closest advisors at least, now was not the time to pursue such things.
Mecca made perfect sense, of course; it was the holiest destination in the Arabian peninsula, and Quraishi would doubtless feel that it would please Allah to launch his operation from there. The American military presence in Saudi Arabia was felt by many to be a defilement of the holy land, and it would seem poetic justice to launch the attack against the so-called �Great Satan� from the nation�s holiest city.
Cole had remembered about the Riyadh CIA safe house from his days as a covert operative for the US government. Such places weren�t meant to be used by deniable operatives, but Cole had nevertheless memorized their locations and security procedures � just in case. And after escaping from the chaos surrounding the Al Faisaliyah Center, he had made his way straight there.
And although the codes he had given were years out of date, he had hoped that the CIA would be able to put two and two together and realize it was the Asset � still alive, and ready for his orders.
The information he had received from Dorrell over the secure line was terrifying � the possibility of these suicide time bombers unleashing their destructive bioweapon all over the US was almost too much to comprehend.
But there was still a chance � the bombers could still be at the safe house, and if Cole could get there in time, he might just be able to avert a catastrophe of historic proportions.
The Saudi authorities had been told about Quraishi�s involvement with the AIJ, but he had managed to escape arrest � so far, at least. Cole wondered if he would find Quraishi at the Mecca safe house, but discounted the possibility. He would probably be a thousand miles away by now, lost forever. Still, Cole hoped he would get the chance to meet the man again.
But Cole knew that it had to be first things first.
He had to get to Mecca, confront Amir al-Hazmi, and stop the suicide bombers before they left on their genocidal journey to the United States.
* * *
�So what�s our back-up plan?� Bud Shaw asked the small group, gathered together now in person, back in the White House Situation Room.
�It�s tough,� Eckhart sighed. �We�re going to need to get NSC approval before we can do anything on the national level.�
Dorrell nodded his head in agreement. �The only thing we can do is to close off the United States to all incoming visitors. If the bombers have already left, then they could be anywhere. We can�t just screen flights out of Saudi Arabia, or even the Middle East � what if they�ve flown somewhere else first, and then catch a connecting flight to the US? And we can�t just screen Arab passengers either; we have no idea what their ethnicity is, none whatsoever. They could be Arab, Oriental, Caucasian, a mix of everything, we just don�t know.�
�And you can just imagine the havoc it would wreak, can�t you?� said Shaw. �And what if they come in by car or on foot across the Canadian or Mexican borders?� He sighed. �This is one hell of a shit sandwich.�
Ellen Abrams breathed out slowly. �I understand,� she said, struggling to retain her legendary composure. �What we�ll do is convene a meeting of the NSC, put things into place. If we have to shut down all of our airports, then that�s exactly what we�ll do. If we have to check everyone coming in, then we�ll do it.� She checked her watch. �Ken Jung from Fort Detrick is due here in the next ten minutes, and we have other experts en route from the FBI and the bioweapons defense division of the DOD to discuss what we can do to counter this thing. How we can identify it, how we can defeat it.�
The men around the small table murmured their approval. Fort Detrick, Maryland, was the home of the US Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, and Jung was their top man. Files were already being downloaded through secure connections by the SEAL team back in North Korea for analysis, and America�s top experts were hard at work on getting to grips with this new bio threat.
�The only other thing is how we�re going to keep a lid on it,� Eckhart said next, and there were weary sighs exchanged around the room. Everyone knew that this was another huge problem � if word about the bioweapon got out in the public domain, mass panic would ensue. And panic on such a scale was guaranteed to leave thousands dead, even if the weapon was never used.
�We have the normal protocols in place,� Abrams answered. �But if something goes wrong and the press gets wind of this, then Heaven help us.� She looked around the table at her advisors. �We just have to hope and pray that Cole finds those bombers still at the safe house.�
Everybody nodded their agreement; if the bombers had already left, then the very existence of the United States was at risk.
* * *
The G-force pushed Cole back into the second pilot�s couch of the Eurofighter Typhoon fighter jet as it rapidly accelerated away from the runway of Riyadh Air Base.
He could feel his skin rippling underneath the flight suit as the aircraft steadily climbed into the darkening skies above the Saudi capital, the speed on the readout in front of him spiraling steadily upwards � Mach 0.8, 0.9, 1.0, 1.1 � until he could look at it no longer, speed ceasing to have meaning.
The irony of his departure from Riyadh Air Base wasn�t lost on him; it was here that the killer Apache had flown from, the helicopter that had destroyed the Al Faisaliyah Center earlier that day. But Cole was no longer a wanted man; with his new CIA-provided identification, he was now Tom Drake, US Congressman for Tennessee. And the one thing Drake wanted to do on his tour of the Middle East was experience the sensation of flying in a fast jet � a wish the Saudi Air Force was only too willing to grant.
The Saudis had recently taken delivery of their Eurofighters, and the jet that Cole was sat in was the T1 variant, a two-seat trainer rather than the normal single-seat fighter version. His pilot gave him a running commentary in perfect English as they soared across the open skies.
He�d asked the pilot back at the base if it would be possible to fly as far as Mecca, and he�d been told it was no problem � at Mach 1.1, or 810 miles per hour, the Eurofighter could still cruise without using its afterburners, and at this so-called �supercruise� speed, the jet could be over Mecca in less than an hour and a half.
It was only when they were over Mecca that the problems would begin, Cole knew. He had no legitimate reason for requesting the jet to land; besides which, by the time the jet landed at an official airbase, more time would have been wasted. And he would still have to escape from a military airfield in order to locate the AIJ safe house without the knowledge of the Saudi authorities.
He sighed as he settled in for the flight, phasing out the pilot�s continuous talking as his mind focused on what lay ahead.

PART SEVEN
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From his position at the laboratory window, Jake Navarone watched the chaos unfold before him.
At his command, his snipers had taken out the soldiers manning the four corner guard towers; all head shots which had killed the men instantly.
His half-dozen SEALs hidden throughout the prison camp swung into immediate action, gunning down the camp guards from their strategic positions. Some of the soldiers managed to respond, but they were unused to the chaotic melee of real combat and failed to do any real damage before the American commandos finished them.
At the same time, Navarone�s men operating over on the east side of the camp were moving back around the perimeter to liaise with the main group back at the laboratory compound. The majority of the camp�s guard force was still chasing shadows in the eastern forest; and when they were alerted about the attack on the camp and tried to return, they would face the booby traps of Claymore mines that had been strategically placed across their route home. Navarone hoped it would be enough to keep them pinned down on the far side of the camp.
While the gunfight was erupting within the main camp, Navarone watched as Captain Liu and Major Ho started to channel the thousands of scared, confused prisoners towards the western gate, which had been opened by Captain Xie.
Navarone breathed out slowly as he watched the operation unfold before his eyes. It might work, he thought; it just might work.
He checked his watch; only thirty-two minutes to the arrival of the B2 bombers. Would it be enough time?
It would have to be, he told himself; there was nothing else they could do about it anyway.
He smiled as the vast numbers of prisoners funneled out of the side gate, the first surprised and disbelieving members passing by the secondary compound; led towards the safety of the forest beyond, Navarone�s snipers and machine-gunners providing protection from their elevated vantage points.
He kept on checking towards the east with his high-powered binoculars, and could see � and hear � the first explosions of the Claymore mines as the soldiers attempted to return to their camp to stop the unexpected escape of their prisoners. He knew the presence of the mines would keep them at bay; the soldiers wouldn�t know how many mines there were, or where they�d been placed. And the reports coming back from Frank Jaffett confirmed that the soldiers were reluctant to take their chances, despite the orders of their officers to get back and help.
Navarone ordered Jaffett to get back to the western side of the camp and liaise with the rest of his men; the majority of the prisoners were out now, headed into the dense forest beyond the laboratory compound, and the six SEALs in the camp were moving out behind them.
All guards were down in the camp, and Navarone gave the order for his snipers and machine gunners to leave their positions and fall in behind the group funneling into the forest.
He checked his watch again; twenty-four minutes until the bunker busters were dropped. It was time for him to go too.
He took one last look at the camp with his binoculars, sweeping them across the dusty parade ground, past buildings, huts and barracks. There were dead soldiers everywhere, dead and injured prisoners too; but there was nothing he could do about them now. Time was about to run out, and they had rescued as many people as they could.
Yes; it was time to go.
But then he saw something; movement at the windows of a small building towards the north of the camp.
He zoomed in the binoculars, trying to see what it was.
When he realized what he was looking at, his stomach turned.
Children.
It was children that he could see at the barred window, straining to get out; they must have been locked in there by the guards.
Navarone turned, saw his men disappearing into the forest with the huge mass of stumbling prisoners; saw Captain Xie about to close the gate behind them.
�Hold the gate!� Navarone shouted to Xie through his radio. �I need to get in there!�
He looked at his watch as he dropped the binoculars and sprinted for the stairs.
He had just twenty minutes left before the valley � and the children � were blown off the face of the earth.
Major Stan Harris checked the readouts on his instruments as he piloted the huge flying wing that was the B2 Spirit stealth bomber over enemy territory, all too aware that he was invading a country with an unknown anti-aircraft capability.
The technology of the B2 was incredible � from its shape, specially designed to reflect radar signals, to the cooling vents which processed the exhaust fumes before releasing them from its top-mounted vents, every element of the airplane was aimed at avoiding enemy detection.
But nobody knew just how advanced North Korea�s detection systems were. Its military spending was vast, a colossal percentage of its GDP, and Harris worried that a small fortune would have been spent on protecting the secretive nation from attacks just like this one.
But he still had a job to do, and Harris was going to do it no matter what; he would get the stealth bomber over its intended target, and the man sat right next to him in the cockpit � Lieutenant Colonel Matt Gleason, the mission commander � would initiate the release of the 30,000 pound Massive Ordinance Penetrator which sat in the huge weapon bay below them. The other B2 plane in the raiding party, which fitted in right behind them, would then drop the second MOP and reduce the target to rubble � whatever it was.
They were close now, and Harris felt his pulse rising ever so slightly � fifty-five beats per minute rather than its customary fifty.
It was enough to tell him that the target was just around the corner.
* * *
�Flamethrowers?� Abrams asked with a mixture of disbelief and outright horror.
Ken Jung shrugged. �If we have to,� he said defensively. �Remember, if the suicide bombers have left, if they�re already on their way here, then � if we manage to find them � we�ll need to contain them quickly if we�re gonna have any chance of stopping them. We won�t have any idea of when they were injected, or how long we have until the spores erupt. Of course we�ll try and quarantine them if possible, but if not� � he shrugged his shoulders again � �well, we know that intense heat will destroy the virus.�
�I can only imagine how that�s going to play on the evening news,� Abrams said, shaking her head sadly. But what choice did she have? Mobile HAZMAT units were already on their way to the nation�s busiest airports � low-key, to avoid bringing any attention on themselves � and USAMRIID were preparing to tackle the virus if it ever got out into the open.
Security was being scaled up at all ingress points to the United States, and medical personnel were being recalled from leave across the country. Abrams knew they wouldn�t be able to keep such a mobilization away from the press for long; she just hoped it would be long enough.
Still shaking her head, she picked up the phone and placed a call to Olsen. �Pete,� she said, �I need you to initiate something immediately.� She paused, gathering herself before she continued. �I need you to get teams to every airport. Armed with flamethrowers.� There was a beat pause as Olsen responded. �Yes, you heard me right,� Abrams said. �Heat kills the virus and � Heaven help us � those awful weapons might be our last chance, if it gets to that stage.�
After Olsen confirmed the order, Abrams replaced the receiver and looked at the experts gathered round her. �Now,� she sighed, �does anybody have any good news?�
The men and women sat around the table in the Oval Office looked at one another, but nobody said a word.
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As the Eurofighter Typhoon continued its supersonic cruise across the barren deserts of the Saudi interior, Cole tried to think about what he was going to do when the aircraft was in position, tried to concentrate on his future actions.
And yet all he could think about was the past.
The journey reminded him far too much of his last supersonic flight, aboard the secret US airplane known as the Aurora � a craft which had delivered him from Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington DC to the cold skies above Kreith in Austria. A hypersonic journey of over four thousand miles in little more than an hour, which had ended when he�d been jettisoned from the bomb bay doors at 120,000 feet. A suicidal jump, but one he�d survived; he�d had to, he�d thought at the time � the lives of his family depended upon it.
And yet he�d failed to save them, could see even now how their heads erupted from the gunshots, how the blood had flown across the pine-walled games room of his old friend�s house. A house he had thought was safe; a friend he had thought he could trust.
The images poured through his mind, and he was unable to stop them; he�d done so well up until now, managed to avoid the dreams, avoid the thoughts, the nightmares, the fears. But now all of the adrenalin and stress of recent events was erupting within him, threatening once more to push him over the edge, drag him back to where he was when he�d been slowly killing himself in the bars and nightclubs of Thailand.
His head throbbed, and he could feel his pulse quickening, straining in his chest, hammering so hard he thought he would pass out; the oxygen mask he wore suddenly seemed constricting, threatening, and he knew he was going to be sick right inside it.
His hands went to the mask to rip it off his face, but his fingers failed, grasping at thin air as his mind collapsed and his vision faded, the thought of innocent blood flying through the air the last thing he saw before he passed out completely, body inert in the jump seat of the jet airplane as it carried him towards Mecca.
* * *
Jeb Richards felt the sweat pouring down his face, despite the chill of the air conditioning.
Did anyone suspect anything? Quraishi was gone, vanished into thin air; the Saudi authorities had failed to arrest him, or even to locate him.
He thought he�d managed to deflect the initial enquiries nicely, offering up his own suspicions on Quraishi before he was asked about his meeting. But if the attack went ahead, any subsequent investigation would surely reveal Richards� prior knowledge.
Or would it? Richards exhaled slowly and picked up his glass of wine, gulping it down as he waited for Clark Mason to arrive. Things were frantic at the White House, but Richards had managed to get a table at the nearby Caf� du Parc, a little French bistro on Pennsylvania Avenue. After all, he had to eat, didn�t he?
Richards let his mind examine the possibilities. If the attack went ahead, then millions of people would be killed � maybe himself included. What remained of the federal government would be a shambles, and it would take years to rebuild the country; and it would probably never be the same again. In such a situation � if he managed to survive � it was unlikely that anyone would still care about investigating who knew what. They�d all be too busy just trying to survive.
But such a scenario wasn�t exactly reassuring. So maybe he should just make a run for it? Avoid the plague that was coming, take the money he�d been given and escape?
But what if the attack was prevented? Would it be possible for him to create a new life somewhere else, without the authorities catching up with him? Because if he made a run for it, they would definitely do everything within their power to find him.
He poured himself more wine and took a large sip. It was difficult; the best he could hope to do was damage limitation. He would have to hope that the attack didn�t work; and then he would have to hope that his own role would remain undetected. The death of Quraishi would help with that, he realized. His brow knotted in concentration, he understood that he would have to do all he could to help find Quraishi � and make sure that he was not arrested and interrogated, but was just killed on the spot like bin Laden before him.
It would be useful to get Mason�s take on the situation, he thought as he sat back in his chair, scanning the small restaurant. Where the hell was the man, anyway?
It was then that he saw the ma�tre d� approaching his table.
�Excuse me,� he said, �but I am afraid your guest has just telephoned with his apologies. He won�t be able to make it, I�m afraid.�
Richards said nothing, just waved the man away.
So, Clark Mason had abandoned him already. Was it because of his meeting with Quraishi? Did he suspect a connection, and was severing ties with Richards just in case?
His shoulders slumped and he pulled his tie away from his neck, slurping at his wine to combat the encroaching heat.
He wasn�t an introspective man by nature, nor one to second-guess his own actions.
But, he finally admitted to himself, he might well have made an error of judgment when he decided to play Russian roulette with America�s security.
He just hoped he would live to regret it.
* * *
Captain Xie Wei had come back into the sprawling camp with Navarone, even as the rest of Red Squadron�s Bravo Troop led the four thousand prisoners to the relative safety of the western forest.
Both men raced through the camp with desperate speed, jumping over dead bodies like hurdles on an athletics track, their focus on one thing, and one thing only � the small building which housed the children.
Navarone knew they had to rescue them � if they couldn�t, then they were as good as dead. When the B2�s MOPs dropped on the camp, the survival rate would be zero.
Navarone knew it was crazy � he had already risked everything to lead the prison break, and had ensured the hopeful survival of thousands of previously doomed prisoners. But it wasn�t enough; a building full of children couldn�t just be abandoned; it just couldn�t. How would he look his sisters in the eye again, knowing that he�d failed to do everything in his power to help those kids?
Images of his two sisters flashed through his mind, and he felt his legs pumping even harder, speed increasing until at last he was there, Xie just behind him.
In the distance, he could hear the blasts of Claymores and the screams of injured soldiers. And above them all, the sky grew dark as rainclouds moved in, the ominous sounds of thunder rumbling through the valley.
He could see eyes opening wide behind the windows, small hands pushed through the shattered glass, pulling uselessly at the steel bars which held them captive. The pain, the terror, the hopelessness on their faces almost broke Navarone�s heart; but he ignored their cries for help, and raced to the locked door.
The door was steel, and conventional � nothing armor-plated. Navarone pulled down the shotgun he�d brought with him, aiming at the hinges.
Without being told, Xie started shouting at the kids through the window in Korean; Navarone knew he was telling them to stay back from the door.
�Jake!� Xie called suddenly, just as Navarone was going to pull the trigger. �We�ve got company!�
Navarone looked past the building, saw the first soldiers staggering out of the eastern forest, heading for the prison camp, rifles at the ready.
Shit.
�Hold them off!� Navarone ordered Xie, just as the heavens opened above them and the rain began to fall in a torrential downpour.
Navarone pulled the trigger an instant later, already soaked to the skin. He fired four solid slugs, two to each hinge; then kicked the door down with one powerful thrust.
The building before him consisted of only one room, a rough brick dormitory containing about fifty children; at a glance, from about six to twelve years old. Why, Navarone didn�t know, and at that moment, didn�t care; all he wanted was for them to get out as fast as possible.
�Go!� he shouted, dropping the shotgun and pointing outside. �Go, now!�
It took a few moments for the spell to break, for the children to accept what they were seeing; and then they were pouring towards him, past him, racing out into the camp grounds, heading for the open gate on the far side of the camp.
It was then that Navarone heard the first shots, 7.62mm rounds from the soldiers� Kalashnikovs; followed an instant later by the return 5.56mm fire of Xie�s Colt M4.
Navarone watched the children flee across the camp parade ground, saw two of the youngest drop as bullets hit them, and quickly pulled his own Colt M4 off his shoulder, stepping around the small brick building to unleash hell on the Korean soldiers who�d shot them.
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The sounds that filtered through Cole�s earpiece were like pieces of an intricate puzzle he didn�t have a hope of completing; they led only to confusion and helplessness.
But slowly, the mist began to clear and he could at last recognize the sounds as words, although the meaning remained indistinct and far away.
�Sir?� the voice seemed to say, although Cole still could not understand what the word meant, or where it came from. �Sir?� the voice asked again urgently. �Are you okay sir?�
Okay? Cole wondered. Am I okay?
He shook his head; he could still see the blood, and shook it harder to dislodge the image.
�I�m returning to base, sir,� the voice said in an authoritative tone, and in a fraction of a second everything was clear to Cole, the threat of returning to Riyadh crystalizing everything in exquisite detail. He had passed out, he remembered now, the thoughts of his family too much to bear; and it was the pilot�s voice speaking to him in those frantic tones, informing him of their return.
�No!� Cole screamed back through the mask. �No!� he ordered again. �Don�t go back. Please, I�m fine,� he continued in as reasonable a tone as he could muster.
�Are you sure, sir?� the pilot asked over the intercom. �I have a responsibility for you, and sometimes people are badly affected by these flights if they�re not used to it. Perhaps you need medical attention?�
�I sure as hell do not,� Cole said gruffly, remembering his assumed identity as a US congressman, �and I demand that you fly on towards Mecca.�
�But sir,� the voice came back, �it�s like I�ve been trying to tell you � we�re over Mecca now.�
In wild-eyed panic, Cole looked out of the cockpit windows, straining his neck to peer down at the sprawling city below. It was true, he saw immediately; they had already reached Mecca. How long had he been out of it?
But it didn�t matter now; all that mattered was action. And with a colossal force of will, Cole drove out the thoughts of his family, of how he had failed them, of the blood; in the moment he realized he was above his target, had almost missed it, he achieved a feeling of clarity, of unified purpose.
The past was the past; there was nothing he could do to change it.
But millions of lives depended upon the actions he would perform now.
And with that pure clarity, his hand went to the lever next to his chair and pulled hard.
The canopy instantaneously flew off into the skies above Mecca, followed just fractions of a second later by Cole�s chair, which was launched explosively upwards from the airplane cockpit.
Cole struggled against the G-force of the ejection, and saw the pilot struggling to control the aircraft beneath him.
Then he felt a jerk and looked upwards, pleased to see that the parachute had opened correctly and he was decelerating rapidly, descending slowly now to the streets of Mecca below.
As the ejected chair swayed in the slight breeze, Cole took a deep breath, composing himself; as the dusty streets rose to greet him, he knew he would need all of his abilities for the battle to come.
* * *
�Target acquired,� Lt. Colonel Gleason advised Major Harris. �Keep this course and we�ll drop the payload.�
Harris looked at his own instruments for confirmation. �Affirmative,� he replied, �we will be over target in six minutes.�
�Roger that,� Gleason agreed. �Time to weapons drop six minutes.�
As Harris confirmed positions and times with the second aircraft, Gleason checked and rechecked the target coordinates and their GPS location, and readied the controls.
A part of Gleason wondered what the target was; if it was populated, and if so, by how many people, what sort of people. But � as always � he censored his own thoughts, cutting them off before they began to trouble him. He had received his orders, and that was sufficient.
He knew the target was in North Korea, and that would have to be enough; it wasn�t likely he�d be dropping a thirty thousand pound bomb on a holiday camp. The target was far more likely to be a weapons factory of some kind, probably dealing in nuclear material; and Gleason had no problem at all with obliterating such a place.
It was close now, and getting closer by the second; Gleason placed his hands on the release controls, telling himself that � whatever the place was � it would soon be wiped off the face of the earth.
* * *
Navarone knelt in the mud of the parade ground, rain beating hard around him as he aimed his assault rifle at the approaching soldiers.
He squeezed the trigger in bursts, watched as the men dropped in front of him, blood spraying from their falling bodies and mixing with the dark rain as it hit the floor.
Xie was next to him, firing his own weapon at the approaching soldiers; Navarone couldn�t see him, but he knew he was there anyway. He heard the pop of the 5.56mm rounds, saw the soldiers falling from the man�s shots.
�Go!� Navarone shouted above the roar of gunfire and thunder; and he didn�t have to look to know that Xie would be racing back towards the far gates, which the children had already reopened and fled through.
Navarone kept on firing as Xie ran; then he heard the man shouting back to him � �Go!� � and then Navarone was up and running as Xie provided the covering fire, ejecting his used magazine and slotting in a new one as he went.
Navarone passed Xie�s kneeling form as he racked back the slide of the M4, raced further towards the gates, then stopped, turned, knelt and shouted, starting to fire as Xie got up and started running.
Their retreat continued in this fashion for what seemed like hours � although it was merely minutes � and their effective tactics kept the soldiers in front of them pinned down.
But there were so many, racing into the camp from the forest beyond, the dead always replaced by more, that Navarone and Xie�s escape seemed impossible. But Navarone had seen the last of the children pass through the gates, continuing on towards the safety of the western forest beyond; and he knew that it had been worth it.
The cold rain increased in its intensity, falling hard on Navarone as he heard Xie�s call and he turned and ran again towards the gates � so close now, so agonizingly close.
He sped past Xie, knelt and firing from the shoulder, but then he heard a guttural cry, a muffled scream.
He turned, saw that Xie was hit, rolling on his back in a deep puddle of rainwater and blood, and stopped in his tracks.
The decision was made in an instant by his subconscious, no time to think things through logically; he merely reacted the way he had been trained, the way he had been brought up.
You never left a man behind.
Navarone pulled a fragmentation grenade from his combat vest and hurled it through the air, dodging the bullets which seemed to come at him in slow motion, time distorted now by the adrenalin which surged through him.
The grenade hit and exploded, and Navarone could see body parts flying through the wet air even as he threw another, and another.
The explosions rocked him as he raced forward, but he no longer noticed; all he could see was Xie, bleeding on the wet ground.
And then he was there beside him, hauling the injured man up and across his shoulders, his rifle too. With an M4 in each hand, he fired back at the soldiers through the flames; his aim useless now with two guns, hoping only to pin them down, keep them busy while he escaped.
He turned and ran, legs pumping harder than they ever had before, zigzagging through the camp to avoid the enemy fire which followed him. He felt the passage of hot air all around him as bullets whizzed past, missing him by inches, perhaps even less.
He could see the gate right in front of him, still open after the children had passed through; he heard bullets ricocheting off the metal, splashing into the puddles around him.
And then he was through, dropping a rifle to swing the gate shut behind him, even more rounds hitting it as it closed.
It was only then � above the noise of the storm, the gunfire, his own labored breathing � that he sensed it.
It was something falling from the sky.
* * *
�MOP One has been released,� Lt. Colonel Gleason reported matter-of-factly.
�Roger that,� Major Harris confirmed, �and we�re away.�
The speed of the giant flying wing increased immediately as the first B2 pulled away from the target area, leaving it open for the second bomber to follow.
Gleason tracked the progress of the Massive Ordinance Penetrator on his readouts as it dropped through the sky from 40,000 feet.
Thirty thousand, twenty-five, twenty, fifteen, ten, five�
The B2 Spirit stealth bomber and its crew were already over ten miles away when the weapon finally reached the earth and hit its target.
And Gleason didn�t need his readout to tell him that whatever the 2.4 ton high-explosive warhead had hit would have ceased to exist � completely.
The second MOP launched just behind the first would merely be the icing on the cake.
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Cole could see the compound from a thousand feet as his chair sailed slowly down to earth.
The view below him was exactly like the satellite photographs he�d been shown back at the CIA safe house, and the more up-to-date aerial surveillance footage from the reconnaissance drones which had been flown over the city.
Cole directed the parachute, trimming it slightly to come around and approach the compound from the rear. He could see that it was a fairly large compound, one main residential building and two smaller subsidiary blocks all surrounded by a high cement wall, all sandwiched away amidst hundreds of other buildings in a quiet area of the city.
It reminded Cole of the Waziristan Haveli, the compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, where Osama bin Laden had been found ten years after the massacre of 9/11. It had been SEAL Team Six which had taken the compound and killed bin Laden; but this was of no comfort to Cole, and he knew he was crazy for taking on such a place alone.
As he looked down at the compound, he realized that if he could see it, then whoever was there would also be able to see him.
But what other choice did he have?
If there was any chance at all that the suicide bombers were still there, then any risk was acceptable.
He realized that his ejection from the aircraft would have been reported, that the authorities would be tracking his descent, that armed teams would be dispersed immediately to his landing point, and welcomed the fact.
Once he had landed, the element of surprise would already be gone and it didn�t matter who told who else; by then it would be too late to make any difference, and Cole would take any help he could get.
He saw the compound draw closer and could see nobody moving around. The courtyard was empty.
Did that mean the bombers had already left?
He prayed that he was wrong, that they were still there, that he still had a chance.
And then he was there, right above the rooftops, and he flared the chute, which filled with air and served to brake his progress even further, and then he felt the rough impact as the chair hit the dusty concrete floor of the compound�s central courtyard.
Cole was up, unbuckled and out of the chair in an instant, ripping off his helmet and flight mask and drawing his concealed Heckler and Koch UPS pistol; scanning the courtyard, the windows, the rooftops for any sign of activity.
But there was none; none whatsoever.
And all of a sudden, Cole realized with a tightness in his stomach that he might already be too late.
* * *
Once Cole had cleared the courtyard, he began moving quickly from building to building. There was nobody in the first one, just an empty dormitory block, and Cole found nothing at the larger residential building either. If anybody had ever lived here, then they were long gone, the place wiped clean.
There was just one building left, and as Cole peered through the windows he realized it was a laboratory complex and his pulse quickened.
Could they still be here, could they be in there, being prepared with the bioweapon, injected before their suicidal attack on America?
Pistol held out in front of him, he pried open the door and crept inside.
The control of his heart rate was automatic, his subconscious keeping it low so that he could perform at the high level he knew might be necessary at any second.
He edged through the bare concrete corridors, seeing room after empty room. There was still the paraphernalia of a scientific presence here, but it was clear that this building too had been abandoned.
Cole sighed wearily; he was too late.
He would have to contact Washington and let them know. Airports would have to be closed and HAZMAT teams would have to be brought in all across America. Panic would ensue even before the bombers reached their targets.
A noise caught Cole�s attention then and his head snapped round.
It was the sound of coughing, coming from somewhere nearby, somewhere� below?
Cole looked around frantically, checking doors for a basement staircase, the floors for trapdoors, even the walls for hidden panels.
And then he found it � a secret staircase hidden behind a laboratory counter in one of the side rooms. Opening the door carefully � so very, very carefully � Cole slipped through it onto the descending stairs, his pistol leading the way as if it was an extension of his arm.
Before long he was at the bottom of the stairs, at another door. The cough came again, from the other side. He wished that he had an infrared scanner, or else a fiber optic camera that he could slip under the door to check what lay beyond, but he had nothing. He would just have to rely on his instincts and his training.
And yes, he decided as he kicked at the door, blasting it open and racing through to confront whatever was on the other side, he was also going to have to rely on a little bit of luck.
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Amir al-Hazmi � for one of the few times in his life � was taken completely by surprise.
The blessed martyrs had all received their injections and now they were all gone; he had escorted them to the various airports himself, making sure they boarded their flights before returning to the compound to monitor their progress.
With the doctors, scientists and laboratory assistants all dead � killed by al-Hazmi�s priceless janbiya, as he couldn�t take the risk that any of them might talk � he was now alone here for the first time in weeks.
He had been monitoring the various airlines as they unwittingly carried the martyrs to their destinations � New York, Washington DC, Los Angeles, Detroit, Chicago, Boston, Miami, San Francisco, Dallas, New Orleans, these and a dozen more � as well as checking the current weather conditions in those cities, making sure that the maximum amount of damage would be inflicted.
The doctors had dosed the martyrs in exactly the same way; the spores would be released twelve hours from now, giving them enough time to land, get through customs and make their way to the designated release points � the locations chosen to have the greatest affect and infect the largest possible number of people.
What al-Hazmi�s concentration meant, however, was that he hadn�t been checking the security monitors as often as he should have been. He had become complacent � the martyrs had been injected and were on their way, what was there to worry about anymore?
The Lion had warned him to be careful; al-Hazmi knew that Quraishi, his beloved leader, was now a wanted man. It was not unexpected, but it was certainly sooner than planned. However, al-Hazmi hadn�t let the issue bother him unduly; he was confident that the compound was still undiscovered. After all, how would anyone know about it? Only he and The Lion knew where it was � everyone else had been killed, or else were on their way to destroy the Great Satan with the plague that coursed through their blood.
And so al-Hazmi had been unforgivably complacent, which meant that he had missed the entry to the compound of this man � this man who was here, now, bursting through the door and aiming a gun �
Al-Hazmi reacted before he even fully realized what was happening, snapping round in his chair at the noise and releasing the janbiya he had been playing with as he sat monitoring the computers.
He watched it fly through the air with a savage grin.
* * *
Cole had never seen a man move so fast in his entire life.
He had burst through the door and seen the man sitting at a bank of computers, his back to Cole; and in the next moment, no more than the blink of an eye, the man had turned and thrown something.
Cole felt a piercing pain shoot through his wrist before he even realized what had happened; but then he turned to look at his arm and saw that his hand no longer held the gun, and the sharp blade of an Arabic dagger was sticking through his forearm, buried up to the hilt, its bloody blade coming right out the other side.
Cole realized it must be Amir al-Hazmi, the Hammer of the Infidel and the feared knife-master of the terrorist underworld. He was sorry to find out that the rumors about the man�s skill with a blade seemed to be true.
Eyes wide, Cole watched � half in shock � as the man leapt from the chair, withdrawing a second janbiya from his robes as he charged forward.
Cole barely managed to avoid the attack, his skewered right arm hanging uselessly by his side as he dodged first one way and then � as al-Hazmi swiped at him again � the other, the razor sharp blade missing him by quarters of an inch both times.
Instinctively Cole lashed out with his booted foot, connecting with al-Hazmi�s thigh, forcing him back while he tried to regain his own composure. But al-Hazmi gave him no time at all, recovering from the kick and advancing forward once more, swinging his dagger in controlled arcs towards Cole�s face and body.
Al-Hazmi rushed in, eager to finish him off, but Cole intercepted the knife arm with his left forearm, grasping hold of the wrist with his hand and snapping his head forward into al-Hazmi�s surprised face.
The man�s nose broke with the impact and � forgetting it was injured, the knife still impaled through it � Cole rammed the heel of his right palm up underneath al-Hazmi�s chin.
The blow might have broken the neck of a lesser man, but the thickly-muscled al-Hazmi shook it off and � in one incredibly smooth, powerful action � pulled another dagger from his robe with his free hand and swiped it across Cole�s midriff.
Cole arched his back just in time, the blade slicing through his flight suit and the skin of his abdomen but failing to penetrate further. But the pain laced right through him and his vision went momentarily blank; when it cleared, he saw the second blade coming back towards him, aimed for his neck.
Unable to block the arm, Cole released his grip on al-Hazmi and leapt backwards, the blade swiping through the air where his neck had been just moments before.
Distance between them now, the two men circled each other warily; but Cole was all too aware that he was badly injured and unarmed whereas the man he faced had two daggers, and the skill to use them.
* * *
The savage grin played again across al-Hazmi�s face. Whoever this enemy was, he was good; and it had been a long time since al-Hazmi had faced anyone who could pose any sort of threat.
He was disappointed to have lost his favorite janbiya, which was still lodged in the man�s arm, but knew the two he still had would do the job just as well.
As they circled each other, al-Hazmi kept the blades moving, cutting through the air in a pattern of intricate moves which served to hypnotize his prey. He knew � try as they might � that his victims couldn�t help but look at the blades as they described their figure-eights, confusing them, distracting them, so that when the killer blow came � as it always did � they didn�t stand a chance.
* * *
Cole knew what al-Hazmi was doing, and refused to be drawn in.
The movement of the blades was designed to confuse him, to mask the real attack; and so Cole stared right through them, to a point at the top of al-Hazmi�s chest, below the neck.
He knew that any movement would originate in that region, and watched it like a hawk. Cole also avoided looking at the eyes, as they too could deceive; but the body couldn�t lie, and Cole watched through the blur of the spinning blades as al-Hazmi�s body told him everything.
The attack came at the exact moment Cole predicted � seemingly out of the blue, but preceded by a tiny tell-tale preparatory movement � and as the blades arced through towards his face and neck, one after the other, Cole dropped to one knee, hands down for support and launched a kick at al-Hazmi�s groin.
The man cried out in pain but Cole didn�t stop to assess his handiwork; instead, he transferred his weight onto the leg which had just kicked, pivoted, and swept the hardened shin of his other leg into al-Hazmi�s knee, destroying the soft tissue around the joint and causing the man to drop like a stone.
Cole was on top of him in an instant, kneeling with one leg on al-Hazmi�s right arm while his own right hand pinned the killer�s left wrist to the floor.
Cole unleashed blow after blow onto al-Hazmi�s face with his free left fist; with his own heart rate elevated so high, and the man underneath him bucking for all he was worth, Cole was unable to target the vital points which would have ended the confrontation immediately, but his strikes were having an effect all the same � Al-Hazmi�s face was turning black and blue from Cole�s punches.
But still the man clung to consciousness, and spat a wad of blood right into Cole�s eyes. Momentarily blinded, Cole�s position was weakened and al-Hazmi used the opportunity, raising a knee up viciously into Cole�s groin and rolling him over in a reversal of position.
Cole grimaced as al-Hazmi mounted on top of him, his janbiya daggers shooting down towards him. Cole managed to grip the wrists with his hands but gravity was on al-Hazmi�s side and Cole watched with growing fear as the blades edged closer and closer towards his throat.
* * *
Yes, al-Hazmi thought as his blades pushed closer, the feeling inside him near orgasmic in its intensity as he visualized cutting the man�s head off his shoulders completely. Yes!
The man beneath him was strong, but al-Hazmi knew that he was stronger. How many men had he killed over the years with these weapons? It was too many to count, and this intruder would be just one more.
The blades came closer, closer; so close now to the man�s white skin, skin that would soon leak blood everywhere.
Yes!
* * *
Cole could feel his strength waning, knew that al-Hazmi was close to ending things forever.
But then all hope of finding the bombers would be gone forever too, and America would fall.
No, Cole told himself as the first blade touched his throat, I can�t let that happen.
And then Cole pushed up with his right hand and let go, head slipping to the side; in the next moment, al-Hazmi�s janbiya came scything down, uncontrolled.
Too high, it sliced the top of Cole�s ear clean off; but so engaged in the moment was he that he didn�t even notice.
Instead, in the very same breath, Cole took his now free right arm � al-Hazmi�s own dagger still embedded in it � and brought it crashing down on top of the man�s head.
* * *
Al-Hazmi felt the blade of his own knife pierce the roof of his skull, could not believe that his own weapon had been used against him, and � just before the long blade plunged through his brain and finished everything � he marveled at the sacrifice his opponent had made, understanding that the pain the man must have experienced as he used his own damaged arm as a weapon must have been enormous.
And then al-Hazmi was dead, the irony of his own priceless, beloved janbiya having been used against him the last thought he ever had.
* * *
Cole rolled the dead body off the top of him, breathing hard with relief, pain making his vision swim.
The act of forcing the embedded dagger into hard bone had been excruciating, the impact pushing the janbiya back out of his forearm the other way for two painful inches.
Lying on his back, Cole regarded the knife in his arm with a mixture of hatred and gratitude, then rolled over onto his side and was sick.
He shook his head, realizing he had no time for self-pity, no time to look after himself; the suicide bombers were gone, and he needed to find a way of tracking them.
He pulled himself slowly to his feet and dragged himself to the bank of computer monitors to see what al-Hazmi had been watching.
And when he saw what it was, at last he smiled; the pain might just have been worth it after all.
Shaking off the pain, he pulled up the telephone handset that lay on the desk and placed a call to the White House.
He could only hope that there was still enough time.
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Navarone woke up, eyes blinking rapidly.
He could feel the rain as it fell on him, felt that he was lying in a puddle, covered in water, freezing cold.
He looked around and saw flame everywhere, licking at the trees of the forest.
The forest.
He had made it to the forest before the bombs hit. He knew the camp would have been reduced to nothing, the soldiers along with it.
He rolled onto his side, looking for Xie, hands scrambling desperately in the puddle for purchase as he raised himself to a painful standing position, ears ringing and head pounding.
The flames from the camp illuminated the forest against the dark of the storm, and he saw bodies nearby. Some of them were children who hadn�t made it, their tiny bodies pummeled by the bombs� shockwaves; others were North Korean soldiers who must have been racing after Navarone and Xie and not quite made it.
But where was Xie? It didn�t help that he was wearing a North Korean uniform.
Navarone�s memory of the blast, and of how he�d come to end up in the puddle, was incoherent; he had no real idea of what had happened between the time he�d sensed the approach of the bomb, and when he�d woken up.
He staggered from body to body, trying desperately to find Xie, careful to avoid looking for too long at the poor children who dotted the area, limbs askew and torsos broken.
He wasn�t concerned anymore about being found by the North Koreans from Camp 14 � they were all dead, he was sure of it. But he knew that the blast would bring reinforcements to the area, and he wanted to be long gone by then.
He wondered how long he�d been out of it, how far away his men were, if they�d made it to the emergency RV and the Black Hawks which would take them back to China.
�Jake!�
Navarone heard the shout coming from the trees behind him and his head shot round, his muddled brain taking far longer than normal to identify Tony Devine, his old swim buddy Duke Kleiner stood right beside him. Kleiner was one of the men who had been setting explosives on the far side of the valley, and Navarone was relieved to see that he�d made it.
The men raced to him, embracing him, helping him to stand. �Holy fuck!� Kleiner exclaimed. �We thought you�d be dead for sure! The size of that explosion, must have been a fucking nuke!�
Navarone shook his head, weary. �Bunker buster,� he whispered, even his own voice hurting his ears. �The children. ?� he asked.
Devine nodded. �We figured you must have gone back in there, you crazy son of a bitch,� he said with half a smile. �Yeah, we got a whole load of kids now on the back end of the prisoners, they�ve hooked up with the others and they�re hightailing it into the mountains. Let�s just hope the reinforcements don�t get �em, although I guess there�s nothing we can do about that now.�
Navarone nodded his head in thought, then grabbed his friends by their combat vests, his eyes wild. �Xie!� he said. �He was with me, we need to find him.�
Devine and Kleiner nodded and moved off immediately, searching through the rain-soaked forest for their Chinese colleague.
Not more than a minute had passed when Navarone heard Kleiner�s booming voice. �Over here!� he shouted. �I got him!�
Navarone raced over, his face expectant. �Is he. ?�
But he saw Kleiner�s grim expression and knew the answer, even before his friend shook his big head. �I�m sorry Jake,� he said sadly. �He�s gone.�
Navarone knelt by the body � bloody from the gunshot wounds, the bones broken from the shock of the blast � and wiped away the tears that started to form.
�We�ve got to move, Jake,� Devine told him. �Choppers are en route, and we�ve got no fucking idea when the Koreans are going to get here.�
Navarone nodded in understanding, then hefted the weight of the dead man back onto his shoulders.
�Hey, let me get him,� Kleiner said, �you need to rest, you look like shit.�
Navarone knew his friend was right, but shook his head. �No,� he said. �I asked Xie to stay with me, and I�m gonna take him out of here. Understood?�
Navarone watched as both men nodded � he knew that they really did understand � and then marched past them with Xie on his back, leading them into the forest and to safety.
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Jeb Richards had decided in the end to go to the NSC crisis meeting; he couldn�t face running away.
He just had to hope that his role would never be discovered. He would give everyone the full low-down on Abd al-Aziz Quraishi if that was what they wanted, but he would stop short of admitting to any involvement in the current situation. That would simply be suicidal, and Richards had no wish to die.
He had gambled, and it had backfired � simple.
But now there was the very serious threat that millions of Americans might wind up dead. These crisis talks were designed to provide a framework for emergency response if it came to that, and he was sorry to see that containing the situation was going to be far more problematic than even the worst-case scenarios from the NSC�s war games files.
A quarantine area had already been set up inside the White House, the president�s bunker transformed into an emergency laboratory in case anything happened nearby. If the government was affected, then the country was even more likely to descend into chaos and panic, with the horrific results that would follow.
He knew that the nation�s best scientific minds were working on the information which had been transmitted from North Korea regarding the weapon, people working around the clock on some way of defeating it, or providing an antidote; but so far, there had been no breakthrough.
Discussions raged on around the table about the best methods of handling the upcoming pandemic, but silence crept across the room as the secure telephone in front of General Olsen rang.
He grabbed it immediately. �Yes?� A pause, then he looked at President Abrams. �It�s Commander Treyborne ma�am,� he said. �He needs to speak with you urgently.�
Abrams nodded her head and picked up her own handset, Olsen connecting her to Ike Treyborne. �Commander,� she said in as calm a voice as she could manage, �what do you have for me?�
Richards watched with rising interest as Abrams� eyes twitched slightly; he could tell that something had excited her. Good news?
A part of him hoped that Quraishi hadn�t been found and brought in alive; if that was the case, and the man started talking, then his own escape plan might have to be back on the cards.
�Put him on,� Abrams said, nodding at Olsen as she spoke, a message passed between the two of them that Richards could only guess at.
�Mark,� Abrams said with relief, �what�s going on?�
So, Richards, thought, it was Mark Cole. The Asset was still alive.
He was a resilient son of a bitch, Richards would give him that. Richards had warned Quraishi about the man back in Riyadh, but obviously it had been to no avail.
He watched as Abrams listened, fear writ plain across her face. She listened in silence for a long time before speaking again. �Stay on the line,� she said to Cole, before turning to the men and women gathered around the table.
�The suicide bombers have been injected and are already on their way here,� she said stonily, and the message was received by gasps from around the huge table.
�Do we know where?� Catalina dos Santos asked.
Abrams nodded her head, fear replaced by what Richards could only describe as hope. �Yes,� she said. �Our asset has details on every one of them � which flights they�re on, their identities, when they�re due to land and where.�
There were cheers from around the table, silenced as Abrams held up her hands. �But we�re not out of the woods yet,� she said. �We know who they are and where they are, but we still need to stop them.� She turned to General Olsen. �Get in touch with your people at those airports,� she ordered. �Liaise with the FBI and airport security services. Initiate containment plan Alpha.�
�Yes ma�am,� Olsen responded with a smile as he reached for his telephone, and Richards started to breathe just a little bit more easily.
Now all he needed was the very quick death of his old friend Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, and he was home free.
He was already starting to feel better; and he was sure another opportunity would be right around the corner.
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Cole stayed on the line as President Abrams and the NSC went to work on their plans to intercept the terrorists.
From what he could make out from the information on the computers and the paperwork strewn around the laboratory, they might have a chance; although the weapon developed by the North Koreans was truly horrific, the timing for this attack seemed to indicate that the spores wouldn�t be released until sometime after the terrorists had landed, which provided the US authorities with a window of opportunity. If they could take the men and women at the airports when they landed, then Quraishi�s incredible plan would fail entirely.
But Cole didn�t know if there was a way for the terrorists to release the spores manually, in the same way that an explosive might have a timer, but could still be blown manually if necessary.
If confronted upon landing, would the terrorists initiate the biological reaction in a last ditch attempt to infect everyone in the airport?
He spoke again on the phone to Abrams.
�Ma�am,� he said cautiously, �it might be an idea to evacuate the airports in question, just in case this biological weapon has some sort of failsafe that we don�t know about.�
�Understood,� the president�s voice came back to him. �We�ll assess the situation, thanks for the input.�
Cole relaxed back into the chair, only now noticing the pain in his ear. He had already bandaged his arm, but as he ran his finger up the side of his face and found the top of his ear missing completely, he grimaced.
But then his mind switched tacks, and the ear was forgotten once again.
It had been a stroke of good fortune that al-Hazmi had been directing the operation from this safe house � there were details of everything he needed on the computers and files around him, including copies of the terrorists� passports. Real ones too, it seemed � they had presumably never been in trouble before, and Cole wondered what had possessed them to become involved in something so extreme.
There had also been the scientists� notes � who was injected when, where, and with what. A lot of it was indecipherable to Cole, but he was able to match up the list of injections to the names on the passports.
But there was something about those notes that troubled him, something he couldn�t put his finger on, and he began scouring through them once more, mind working furiously.
And then it hit him, and he was amazed that he had missed it previously.
According to all the information he could find, there were twenty suicide bombers en route to America; and yet the medical personnel had noted twenty-one injections.
Why hadn�t he seen it before?
It meant that there might still be one suicide bomber out there, unidentified and free to do whatever they wanted, go wherever they wanted.
And with a virus this dangerous, even one biological suicide bomber was enough to kill thousands, perhaps even more.
There was no name next to the notations of the injection, no way of finding out who it was.
Had Quraishi himself wished to become a martyr? Had The Lion been injected, was he now the twenty-first bomber?
�There�s another one,� Cole said urgently over the open line to the White House.
�What do you mean?� Abrams replied instantly.
�We have details of twenty terrorists on their way to America, but it looks like there were twenty-one injections made.�
Abrams breathed out slowly. �Damn. Maybe one went wrong, the person�s already dead?� Cole imagined her shaking her head at the thought. �No, no,� she said, �that�s just wishful thinking. Okay Mark, thank you. We�ll discuss the matter. If anything turns up, let us know immediately.�
�I will,� Cole said, his mind already racing at a thousand miles an hour.
Who the hell could it be?
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Abd al-Aziz Quraishi sipped at his hot tea as he watched the various television monitors which filled the small room.
He had finally managed to escape from Saudi Arabia, and was now ensconced in a place he deemed to be far safer; he knew nobody would ever find him.
The televisions were all tuned to different news channels, so he could watch the unfolding drama in real time.
He could feel the excitement deep in the pit of his stomach; he was so close to achieving his dream, it seemed incredible.
But here he was, a free man, waiting for the final extermination of the Great Satan, her expulsion � along with the House of Saud � from the holy land, and the ascent of the Arabian people to govern themselves in a new, perfect Islamic caliphate which would soon spread from the Arabian peninsula throughout the rest of the Middle East, and then � well, who truly knew where it would end?
He�d been watching the news for several hours already, but there had been nothing of interest so far. This wasn�t surprising, as the first of his martyrs was yet to even land, but it still grated on him nevertheless; normally an incredibly patient man, he now felt a deep desire for time to be sped up, to carry him to the moment when the world would be changed forever.
It was the footage on CNN from outside Dulles International which first alerted him; amateur film of what looked to be an emergency evacuation of the airport.
The CNN anchor confirmed it, and then it was picked up by the other networks too; and then more footage came through, more reports, from more and more airports. The same thing was happening everywhere; or, Quraishi perceived very quickly, everywhere that he had sent one of his beloved martyrs.
What was going on?
But as the hours passed, and the TV news reports got their own camera crews to the airports, Quraishi saw with his own eyes as they were emptied of civilians; FBI, HAZMAT and military personnel taking their places. And if Quraishi wasn�t mistaken, it looked like some of the military personnel were carrying flamethrowers.
The authorities were remaining silent on the subject, but everyone in the world would know what was going on; everyone except the bombers themselves, cut off as they were from the outside world. Even if they�d had their cell phones switched on, Quraishi was sure that US intelligence would be jamming the signals anyway.
How had it happened? What had gone wrong?
Knowing he shouldn�t, knowing that by now they would be tracking the airwaves for any sign of his voice, aware that by making the call he could be leading the authorities to his door, he could contain himself no longer.
His plan was falling apart at the seams, and he grabbed his telephone and put the call through to Mecca.
* * *
Cole was pleased that the counter-offensive was going exactly as planned.
The airports had all been evacuated with no prior press knowledge, and specialist teams had been moved in to greet the flights as they landed.
FBI hostage rescue teams had rapidly separated the terrorists from the rest of the passengers, and then the military flamethrower personnel had gone into action.
It wasn�t pretty but Cole knew it was the safest way, the only way they could be sure. They just didn�t know when the spores would erupt, how much time they had; all they knew was that extreme heat killed the virus.
And so time after time, each terrorist had been isolated from their fellow travelers and immolated � fried to a crisp right there on the runway tarmac, the virus eradicated along with their bodies.
Cole was just glad that there had been no press coverage of that � despite the risk that millions might die, nobody wanted to see men and women being burned to death.
Cole had been informed that the dead bodies were then immediately secured and put into quarantine for further examination.
The suicide bombers spanned both sexes, all ages, and many ethnicities � from eighteen year old Abdullah Hussein of Medina, to fifty-eight year old Maria Guttenberg of Berlin � and Cole again wondered what terrible turn of fate had led them to the point where they had wished to throw their lives away and attempt to commit such an atrocious act of genocide.
But still Cole didn�t know what had happened to that twenty-first injection, and it pained him even as the good news about the rest of the terrorists was reported.
It was then that he heard the cell phone ringing from the trouser leg of Amir al-Hazmi, and left the desk to fish it out of the dead man�s pocket.
He answered the call but didn�t speak.
And for several long, drawn out seconds, the person on the other end of the line didn�t speak either.
But then, as if the frustration was too much to bear, Cole heard the familiar lilting tones of Abd al-Aziz Quraishi break over the line. �Amir?� the man said in desperation. �Amir, is that you?�
�I�m afraid the Hammer can�t come to the phone right now,� Cole said. �He�s dead.�
* * *
No. It couldn�t be.
The voice on the other end of the line was the man he had met in Riyadh, the covert agent Jeb Richards had warned him about.
Mark Cole.
The Asset.
But how had he found the safe house?
In the next instant, Quraishi realized that this was how the US authorities had destroyed his plan � Cole had discovered the safe house and fed them the information held there. And the safe house had everything. Identification, flight plans, medical information. Everything.
Quraishi�s heart sank. Had Cole really managed to kill al-Hazmi? It seemed impossible; but he had seen the man in action, and Quraishi was forced to admit that perhaps impossible was the wrong word.
But then he remembered the one piece of information that was not recorded back at the safe house; the identity of the twenty-first recipient of the injected virus.
It had been a last-minute change of plan, but Quraishi had seen the opportunity and seized it.
He was now very glad that he had done so; it gave him one last chance, one last hope in his crusade.
He prayed to Allah that the last suicide bomber would remain undiscovered; the damage he could create would be the worst of all.
�It doesn�t matter,� Quraishi said with as much bravado as he could muster. �This is not the end, my friend, it is not the end at all. I have more options than you think.�
�If you�re talking about the last suicide bomber,� the voice fired back at him, �then we�re one step ahead of you on that, I�m afraid.�
Could the man be telling the truth? Did they know who it was?
But Quraishi reasoned that it was just bluster � if he really knew, he would have said who it was.
Quraishi laughed mockingly. �Do not give me that,� he said. �The truth is that you have no idea, no idea whatsoever, who that person is.� He laughed again, confidence rising in him once again. �And you won�t know right up until the moment that the spores erupt and he sends your accursed nation back into the dark ages.�
Quraishi suddenly remembered about the intelligence services which might be tracking him, and hung up immediately, pleased to have got the last word in.
He looked around the apartment one final time.
No matter what happened to his last hope, the man he believed could take the fight right to the enemy�s doorstep, Quraishi himself knew he had already outstayed his welcome here.
It was time to move.
* * *
Cole heard the dial tone and replaced the handset.
The trouble was, Quraishi was right � he had no idea who the last bomber was.
But Quraishi had said he, so at least Cole knew that it was a man. Unless Quraishi had purposefully been trying to mislead him?
He sighed. Quraishi seemed so confident. Why? What made this last person so special? What were they going to do? Where were they going to attack?
When Cole realized which target would have the most impact on America, he suddenly understood who the bomber could be.
And the unbelievable part of it was that he might not even realize it himself.
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There had been a great deal of mutual backslapping throughout Conference Room One as the confirmed kills of each and every identified terrorist had been fed back to the security council throughout the afternoon.
But the specter of the unknown bomber hovered over all of them, souring the mood considerably.
Richards watched everyone closely, pleased that nobody was eying him with any sort of suspicion. Not yet anyway; but he was sure that in the weeks and months to come, congressional hearings would thoroughly investigate his relationship with Quraishi.
He would have to move some money around, make the trail so hard to follow that the authorities would simply give up before they got to him; but he still intended to stay in Washington. If he left now, his guilt would be obvious to everyone.
He watched President Abrams talking again on the telephone, then turning to whisper something to General Olsen. What the hell were they talking about now?
He saw Olsen speak into his own telephone, issuing what looked like urgent orders, then looked back to Ellen Abrams and nodded his head.
While Richards was still trying to figure out what was going on, the doors to the conference room were opened and a squad of Marines entered at a run.
What the hell?
They were wearing masks and what looked like NBC suits; half were armed with assault rifles, the other half held restraints.
What the fuck were they doing?
Richards watched in open-mouthed wonder as they stormed across the room, weapons up and aimed� at him?
And then the Marines were right there in front of him, and the men without weapons were grabbing him, pulling him out of his chair, tying up his body even as they hauled him away, speechless, from the conference room.
* * *
President Abrams observed Jeb Richards through the portal glass in the door of the basement bunker.
He was screaming at her, hands pulling at his hair as he stormed from one end of the bunker to the other.
She had no idea what he was saying; she only hoped that Cole was wrong about him.
But the date of the last injection matched the date that Richards had been in Riyadh; and he had been there to visit Quraishi. Who else could Quraishi have injected, that would be able to wreak so much havoc on the United States?
If Jeb had been injected, and the spores erupted while he was in the White House, then most of the country�s senior government figures would be infected.
It certainly made sense, but Abrams didn�t want Jeb Richards to be immolated by flame throwers on a whim; she wanted to make absolutely sure, which was why she had ordered him to be quarantined in the specially converted bunker.
And once the on-site experts were properly suited up, they would enter the bunker and try and examine the man.
Abrams was of two different opinions on what she wanted the outcome to be. On the one hand, she had known Jeb for years and � despite his theatrics � she liked him; it would be devastating if he had been injected, knowingly or unknowingly. But on the other hand, if it was him then the mystery would be cleared up, and their search could stop.
As she watched him pacing up and down, pausing every once in a while to scream at the window, she decided that she felt sorry for him either way.
* * *
Richards didn�t know what the hell these people were thinking. He knew he hadn�t been injected with anything.
When he�d first seen the Marines coming for him, he�d thought that they must have found out about him taking payments from Quraishi to assist in suppressing information about the upcoming attacks. What had surprised him beyond credulity was the accusation that he was the mystery twenty-first bomber.
What the fuck were they thinking? Who the fuck did they think they were?
�Yeah, you!� he screamed at the porthole, only partially aware that the people outside couldn�t hear him. �Who the fuck do you think you are, huh? When I get out of here I�m gonna tear all of you a new asshole, you hear me?�
Tears started to well in his eyes and he collapsed onto the floor, head on his knees.
It was crazy, wasn�t it?
Wasn�t it?
But a voice in the back of his head kept reminding him of something, of the man he�d met at the hotel the night before his meeting, the one who had taken him out to the illicit drinking rooms, the high-class brothel afterwards, and then� then� what?
Richards had to admit that he had no idea what had happened the rest of that evening. When he had woken in his hotel bed the morning after, he�d had one hell of a hangover, and had put down his patchy memory of the previous night to having a few drinks too many.
But could it have been for some other reason? Had he been drugged? Had he been taken to the laboratory and injected with the bioweapon?
Could it be true?
For the first time, Richards felt the cold fear in the pit of his stomach.
He had sat in during all those briefings about the North Korean bioweapon � what it did, how it worked.
Was it going to happen to him?
He leapt up off the floor, banging on the porthole glass; only this time, he wasn�t shouting insults.
He was shouting for help; and he was shouting for mercy.
* * *
The NBC personnel had arrived and were preparing to enter the chamber, and Abrams was about to return to the conference room when she saw it.
At first Richards stopped shouting, stopped moving; and then his face went bright red, as if he was holding his breath.
His eyes bulged in their puffy sockets, and Abrams saw the NBC leader bar the way for the rest of his team. �No,� she heard him say through his mask, �not now. It�s too late. We stay outside.�
And then Abrams watched the most horrific thing she had seen in her entire life, as the rest of Richards� skin reddened and he started to scream, eyes threatening to pop straight out of his head, teeth crumbling and falling from his mouth.
And then the skin split, the flesh itself sloughing away from the man�s bones as the virus ate away at him from the inside.
And as the flesh dropped to the floor in pieces and clumps, Abrams saw the spores released from inside his body; like pollen floating in the air, there seemed to be millions of particles spreading through the bunker like a plague of insects, until she could barely see him.
But then his skeletal fingers appeared at the porthole, scraping down the glass and leaving a trail of blood and loose skin, and Abrams could swear she could hear his screams now, even through the armor plating.
And then the plague lifted slightly and she saw his ruined face; skinless, fleshless, unrecognizable.
The spores covered him again, and he was gone.
* * *
�You were right,� Cole heard the voice of President Abrams announce, thousands of miles away.
�What happened?� he asked.
�We got him into the bunker just in time,� she breathed, obviously still shaken. �He� He�s gone.�
�I�m sorry to hear that,� Cole said, and meant it. Traitor or not, it was no way to go.
But, he reasoned, better him than the whole of the National Security Council.
�I don�t know how to thank you,� Abrams said next. �This is the third time you�ve saved my life.�
�It�s becoming something of a habit,� Cole agreed.
�But thank you. I mean it.� She breathed out slowly once more. �If that virus had hit when he was with us, I can�t imagine what would have happened. The Lion might still have won.�
�But he didn�t,� Cole said. �Not this time.�
�No,� Abrams replied in a more positive tone. �Now, is there anything I can do for you?�
Cole paused as he heard noise coming from above; shouted orders, booted feet. The Saudi authorities had found him.
Seconds later, the door was kicked open and a squad of armed men rushed in, a captain at the front, his pistol up and aimed squarely at Cole�s head.
�Yes,� Cole said into the telephone, �I think you might be able to do something for me.�
He held out the receiver to the captain.
�It�s the President of the United States of America,� Cole said to the man. �For you.�

EPILOGUE

Chang Wubei greeted the Defense Minister with a sigh. �So it is over,� he said.
�For now,� Kang Xing agreed. �For now.� He regarded the young man closely though his hooded eyes. Chang Wubei was one of the People�s Republic of China�s four Vice Premiers, and a man some thought might one day rise to the top post, supplanting Tsang Feng as president to become the nation�s Paramount Leader.
Kang was one of those who believed that this would happen; was in fact doing everything in his power to make it happen. But not for Chang�s sake, and not because he thought Chang would make a good leader; it was because the man was easily led, and Kang was the one who would be doing the leading.
But Chang liked to think that he was in charge, and Kang was happy to play along.
�What happened?� Chang demanded. �I still do not understand why we helped the Americans.�
�We had to,� Kang explained patiently, as if to a child. �When the weapon was stolen and the Korean RGB�s plan was dead in the water, what profit was there in it for us? We could have used the unification of Korea in various ways, but a terrorist attack on America? It would have changed the status quo too much; far too much. And so � with the knowledge we had regarding Camp Fourteen � we were able to salvage something from the situation by helping our American allies.� He shrugged. �We could not foresee the hijacking of the Fu Yu Shan.�
Chang nodded his head in thought. �Is it true that General U was executed?�
Kang nodded his head. �Yes,� he confirmed. �My sources tell me that U Chun-su was killed by firing squad for his �repeated failures�. The North Koreans also believe that Major Ho Sang-ok was killed in the blast that destroyed Camp Fourteen.�
�But he wasn�t?� Chang asked in surprise.
�No, he wasn�t,� Kang said, aiming to impress the young man with his knowledge. �The Americans have him.�
Worry clouded Chang�s features. �Will he tell them about us?�
�Ho doesn�t know anything about us,� Kang said confidently. �I brought the plan to them carefully, through agents. Ho knows nothing that could harm us.�
�Does President Kim know that it was an American attack on the camp?�
�He knows that it is only the Americans who could have done it, but he has no proof; and without proof, he can do nothing.�
�Shall we provide him with proof?� Chang asked.
Kang shook his head in response. This was exactly why Chang needed guiding; he had yet to learn how things worked, how long-term strategy should be used.
�No,� Kang said, �remember the plan. We must think long-term if we are to achieve the Chinese supremacy we both dream of, and which that idiot Tsang Feng is too weak to attempt. We will use this knowledge when it suits us to do so, yes?�
Chang nodded his head, and Kang could see that the man barely had a clue as to what he meant.
But that suited Kang just fine; he had more than enough plans for the both of them.
* * *
Cole looked across the caf� at the man sitting in the corner, sure it was him.
He was in the Fifth Arrondissement of Paris, the so-called Arab Quarter which was home to many of the French capital�s vast Arab population.
Beyond the Middle East itself, France had one of the highest concentrations of Arabic people in the world, and was a perfect place for an Arabic terrorist mastermind to lose himself, if all avenues had been closed to him back home.
Which, in the case of Abd al-Aziz Quraishi, they had been.
It had taken months of effort by the CIA and the NSA, but their staff had literally worked round the clock to locate Quraishi, who had become overnight the most wanted man in the world.
There had been false lead after false lead, but eventually a customer at this caf� had thought he�d recognized another regular from the e-fit pictures that were shown almost daily on the news channels, showing how Quraishi might look with various disguises, or even with plastic surgery. It had been the one with the grey hair and long beard that had matched.
The customer had gone to the local gendarmerie, who had reported the sighting � along with hundreds of others, none of which were expected to bear fruit � to the Central Directorate of Interior Intelligence.
After a week of waiting for authorization, a surveillance team had started shadowing the old man from the caf�; and although they found nothing suspicious, they had found him similar enough to the modified pictures to report the finding to the American CIA.
A CIA team had then received permission to run its own surveillance, and soon discovered that the old man was careful to leave no fingerprints anywhere they could be taken from, and performed a great deal more counter-surveillance than most retired Arabic men who had nothing to hide.
And it was then that James Dorrell notified President Abrams to tell her what they had found, and ask for further instructions.
And President Abrams had turned the information over to the commander of America�s newest first-strike paramilitary intelligence agency, known internally only as Force One.
As well as getting Cole out of Saudi Arabia in a hurry, President Abrams had also listened to something else that he wanted � to get back into full-time work with the American government, as head of his own agency; a spearhead against the ongoing war on terror.
And its first mission was going to be dealing with The Lion of Arabian Islamic Jihad.
Abrams had agreed to Cole�s request, which is what led to him sitting in the window seat of the homely little caf�, looking over his menu at the old man in the corner � a man who had wanted to kill millions of people, who had wanted to wipe America off the face of the earth.
Cole adjusted his weight in his chair, thinking of how the previous months had changed him. Gone was the self-loathing of his Thailand incarnation; gone too were doubts, the insecurities, the fears that had plagued him throughout that last mission.
He had come out the other side a different person, resolved to the fact that his family was gone, and they were never coming back; he had reacquired his calling in life, and had made the decision to follow that calling as passionately, as furiously, as professionally and as courageously as he could.
He had healed physically over the past few months as well, his ear fully rebuilt and his arm almost as good as it was before. There were jokes that he�d had more surgery than most movie stars and models, and Cole had laughed along, because the jokes were true.
But now, after months of waiting, he had his target in his sights.
He moved, gesturing for a waitress, sure to move himself into the old man�s field of view; watched as the man tried to conceal his recognition, the spark of fear that passed through his eyes. Continued to watch as the old man got unsteadily to his feet and shuffled through the caf�, past the counter and towards the rest rooms at the rear.
Yes, Cole thought as he stood, it�s him.
* * *
Quraishi had no idea how they had found him; only that he had been found, and he needed to escape.
Now.
He couldn�t believe how badly things had gone during the past few months; previously friendly countries had closed their doors to him, other organizations wanted nothing to do with him.
On the one hand, they seemed to think that his plan had perhaps been too extreme, just too much; and on the other, they realized that anyone associating with him would bring down the full might of the American military on their heads, and they could certainly do without that.
Quraishi pushed through into the small service corridor, heading for the rear fire exit; knowing that the place would be surrounded, yet knowing he had to risk it nevertheless. What other options did he have?
He reached into his robes, turning from his old-man shuffle to a steady run as he passed through the door, and pulled out a Beretta 9mm pistol.
In one smooth motion, he also activated the explosive vest he wore underneath his robes.
Whatever might happen, he was sure that they would never take him alive.
* * *
Jake Navarone was waiting outside when the old man kicked open the fire door and raced into the dirty back alley.
After reaching the emergency RV back in North Korea, Navarone and his SEALs had been subjected to one hell of a ride back to China, the choppers keeping so low that they often seemed to actually be below the tree line; but they had made it home safely, and within three days Navarone had been back eating shrimp gumbo with his family in Tampa.
He had been awarded the Navy Cross for his actions at Camp 14, but he knew it wasn�t decorations he wanted; it was the opportunity to take the fight to the enemy.
The agent called Mark Cole, the infamous �Asset�, had apparently learned about Navarone through his old friend Ike Treyborne; and when he had been approached by the man for a place on the Force One team, Navarone had jumped at the chance.
And now here he was, face to face with the man responsible for it all � Abd al-Aziz Quraishi.
Navarone saw the pistol, but also something else; the man�s other hand was lost deep in the sleeve of his robe, but he was holding something there, like a button�
* * *
Cole�s bullet found its mark, hitting Quraishi in the spine, immediately shutting down his nervous system and making him unable to activate the vest he had been wearing under his robes.
Cole had noticed it when he had got up to walk, the hard bulk barely concealed under the billowing robes.
He nodded across the alley to Navarone, who nodded back, moving in towards the writhing, pain-wracked body of Quraishi.
�Damn you!� Quraishi said as he squirmed on the floor. �Damn you!� He screamed in pain, unable to squeeze either the trigger or the button. He kept on trying, but it was useless; no signals were being sent. �You won�t take me in!� he cried. �You won�t! You won�t!�
Cole and Navarone watched the man as he writhed on the floor, blood spilling from the wound in his back onto the dirty concrete of the alley, and raised their handguns.
�Who said we wanted to take you in?� Cole asked. �I shot you in the back so you couldn�t kill yourself.� He smiled. �I didn�t want you to have the satisfaction.�
�But�� Quraishi gasped.
�But nothing,� Cole said, cutting him off. �This is how Force One deals with terrorists�
He nodded at Navarone, and both men emptied their magazines into the collapsed form of Quraishi, the once-feared Lion of Arabian Islamic Jihad.
Yes, Cole thought with satisfaction; because with terrorists, there could be no other way.
* * *
Seeing the man on Rue Monge had shaken Aoki Yamaguchi to the core.
He was supposed to be dead.
And yet she knew that his body had never been found � or at least never confirmed. The house in the Austrian hamlet of Kreith had been incinerated, and there had been such a glut of dead bodies and charred remains that it had been impossible to identify any one particular individual.
Yamaguchi had travelled there herself, had stood over the supposed grave of Mark Cole � or Mark Kowalski, as he had also been known according to her own extensive research into the man � and had shed a tear.
It had been her aim in life to meet the man.
Confront the man.
But the carnage that had greeted her in Kreith had robbed her of that purpose, and the tears had been ones of regret.
But now she knew he was still alive; and Yamaguchi vowed to herself that she wouldn�t let Mark Cole slip through her fingers so easily again.
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