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	EPILOGUE


Аннотация
The USS Gerald R. Ford is America's newest and most powerful aircraft carrier, an incredible mobile weapons platform that can spread US influence across the globe. But just as she is about to enter joint exercises with the Chinese navy, there is a military coup which results in a new Chinese government led by the megalomaniacal General Wu, who immediately orders the launch of the feared 'Eastern Wind' anti-ship missile.
The strike leaves the US carrier crippled in the middle of the East China Sea, her crew of thousands held hostage by further missile strikes. The US military is unable to respond, leaving China free to attack and reclaim Taiwan, with other nations also in Wu's sights.
Due to the threat of nuclear reprisals, US President Ellen Abrams cannot order a conventional military response, and so she calls on Force One, a shadowy covert action group led by Mark Cole, to avert this global catastrophe.
Against tremendous odds, Force One must infiltrate China, a police state home to the world's largest standing military, and rescue the remaining members of her old government from the depths of Beijing's Forbidden City, while Cole also tries to assassinate General Wu.
But when the situation further deteriorates, rumors of the secret 'Great Wall' project are confirmed � under the remote Taihang mountains is a five thousand mile tunnel network hiding China's huge nuclear stockpile, which Wu now controls.
And Cole knows that if he doesn't stop the man in time, it won't be just the crew of the USS Ford that is at risk; the whole world will be threatened with total annihilation.
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EPIGRAPH

�When written in Chinese, the word 'crisis' is composed of two characters. One represents danger and the other represents opportunity.�
��John F. Kennedy



PROLOGUE


1

Jing Fenghe sighed as he rested back against his olive-green truck and lit up a cigarette.
He watched the commotion around him as he puffed away at his noxious, but mercifully cheap, Hongtashan. His body sagged with relief; this was no longer his responsibility. He was just the driver, after all, a lowly corporal within China�s Second Artillery Corps. What happened now was not his concern.
And yet, he was interested. He had been driving this truck around the country for months now, from one secret location to another. The convoy of vehicles � the transporter Jing drove himself was just one of a fleet which included various command and control elements, supply trucks, and an armed escort � usually patrolled the major coastal roads between Wenzhou and Fuzhou, covering thousands of miles of the People�s Republic�s southeast provinces.
But in all that time, during all those interminable miles, the convoy had not once stopped to perform its ultimate function. Well, not until now, Jing reminded himself. Now the convoy had stopped on a hard, rocky plateau on a piece of remote high ground just off the main G15 route, west of the harbor town of Ningde.
Jing looked around him again, ignoring the rough dirt scrub of the surrounding countryside, the promise of the East China Sea just beyond the rolling hills ahead, and watched the convoy�s crew go to work.
A squad of soldiers was busy securing their perimeter, keen that no citizens stumbled upon their location and questioned what they were doing � not that questioning was a common pastime in the People�s Republic, Jing reminded himself.
While the armed guards busied themselves, a team of surveyors was taking samples from the ground, making sure that it was firm enough to receive the colossal surge of energy it would soon be given. It wouldn�t do to have the truck and its millions of dollars� worth of technology smashed to pieces because the ground was too soft for an effective launch.
At the same time, the command and control crew calculated bearings, vectors, angles of deflection, and a hundred other variables that Jing couldn�t even pretend to understand.
But it wasn�t the activity that interested Jing so much as the intention that lay behind it. After all, they had performed the same tasks countless times during rehearsals.
But this was the real thing.
He couldn�t be sure, of course, but Jing was fairly confident that they were no longer playing games. For the first time in its career, the Dong Feng carried by his team was about to be used in anger.
The unit�s commander, Lieutenant Colonel Hu Liangyu, had told all the men that it wasn�t an exercise, but this in itself wasn�t sufficient; he often said those things to create more of a �sense of reality� in his crew. But this time, the man�s body language had changed. His normal arrogance had slipped slightly, he was slightly unsure of himself, and he was stiff beyond his regular military bearing. The stiffness came from stress, Jing could see that immediately; the stress of actually having to carry out � successfully carry out � the job he was paid to do.
Jing finished his cigarette and dropped it to the floor, grinding it to dust under his booted foot. He turned away from the busy crew and finally looked out over the hills towards the East China Sea hidden in the distance beyond.
He could only imagine what was out there, and the effect that the Dong Feng would have on it.

2

Ellen Abrams, President of the United States, accepted the coffee in its little porcelain teacup with a nod of thanks to the Navy steward who served it.
Allowing herself a sip of the brew � the White House mess was rightfully famed for its coffee � she turned to Catalina dos Santos, the Director of National Intelligence. �So what do you have for us, Cat?�
�Well ma�am, there�s thankfully nothing to get too worked up about right now,� she said evenly. �The threat board is pretty clear, as far as that goes. We�re still concerned about Russia, though.�
Abrams nodded her head, as did the others around the small conference table. Russia was starting to become something of a problem. Or, she reminded herself, Russia was going back to being a problem after several rather pleasant years of cooperation.
The signing of the Mutual Defense Treaty in 2019 had been the highlight of Abrams� first term in office, and something that � at one stage � had almost been unthinkable. A tripartite defensive agreement between the superpowers of the United States, the Russian Federation and the People�s Republic of China, the agreement had promised global security in the face of a worryingly uncertain world.
Now several months into her second term, having won the November election if not by a landslide, then at least by a significant enough margin to keep control of Congress, Abrams was worried that the MDT might be showing signs of fracture.
It wasn�t China � although, as her advisors kept telling her, you could never really trust China � but Russia that was the problem. President Vasilev Danko had been a staunch supporter of the treaty, but his strongman successor, Mikhail Emelienenko, was outspoken in his criticisms. He was an old-school politician in the Soviet mold, and had no use for treaties and security pacts that Russia didn�t have complete control over.
He had not yet broken the treaty, but Abrams� advisors felt that it was only a matter of time until he did. There were problems all through Europe with right-wing, near Fascist politics, and the feeling of many in the intelligence world was that Emelienenko was hoping to use these transnational problems to unite the European continent under his own control.
It was an extreme conclusion, and there was no evidence to support it directly, but Abrams was surprised by how many professionals believed in this horrendous scenario.
�When�s my meeting with Emelienenko?� Abrams asked Martin Shaker, the White House Chief of Staff.
�Not until next month, he flies over on the fifth.�
Abrams nodded her head in thought. Mikhail Emelienenko was a thorny problem, but Abrams didn�t subscribe to the theory that he wanted to take over the entire continent. He was too intelligent for that, she reasoned; too practical. He might want to exert his influence over ex-Soviet Bloc nations, offer them something to bring them once again within the Russian sphere of influence, but she was sure he wouldn�t do anything too drastic to alter the global status quo. She had already met the man, and felt his intentions weren�t quite as they were portrayed by the media.
Many analysts agreed with this assessment � to balance out the doomsday scenarios, others offered up the alternative that Emelienenko was just playing up to his audience. The Russian people loved a strongman, and their new president had to establish himself with these credentials to the fore.
Abrams took another sip of coffee, replaced the teacup on its saucer. �Okay Cat, what do you think?� she asked. �Your honest opinion. What�s Emelienenko going to do?�
Dos Santos cleared her throat. As Director of National Intelligence, she was the president�s key advisor on intelligence issues, and had access to the information and analysis of the entire glut of alphabet soup agencies which made up the US intelligence capability.
�I think he�s testing the waters,� she said finally. �There�s a lot of misinformation being spread about him � possibly by him � to see how it�s taken by the world at large. He wants to see how far he can push things. In a way, the Russian people expect it of him, it�s a game of sorts. As for any real, immediate, direct threat, I don�t think there is any. If you�re wondering if he can keep until your meeting next month, then � for my money at least � he can.�
�Thank you Cat,� Abrams said with a smile, turning as her Secretary of State, Nicholas Ingham, started to speak.
�I would recommend trying to get a clear, verbal reassurance from him during your meetings,� Ingham said, �in front of the world media if you can, getting him to clarify his position regarding the MDT. If you ask him direct, he�ll be forced to give his tacit support for the treaty. Then � whatever his real intentions � it�ll give us some extra time to sort things out behind the scenes.�
�If he wants to end the MDT?� Abrams asked next.
�I think we can still keep China as a defensive partner,� Ingham said, to murmurs of agreement around the table. �She�s proven herself a reliable ally already, and if Emelienenko wants to break away, then having China on our side will be vital.�
�Yes,� Abrams agreed, �I think you�re right.� China had, in fact, already been immensely helpful, offering both her intelligence and military assistance in stopping a terrifying bioweapon attack on the United States just a few short months before. �Nick, get people to start looking into the ramifications of making the MDT a bipartisan treaty, so we can be ready to go if necessary. Pete,� she said, turning to General Peter Olsen, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, �talking about China, how are the exercises looking?�
Olsen offered a rare smile. �Good,� he said. �Very good, in fact. The Gerald R. Ford carrier strike group is entering the East China Sea right now, ready to engage in the exercises, which start tomorrow. It�s a real breakthrough,� he said happily, �our first combined naval exercises with the Chinese. Even with the MDT, as you know, they�ve been reluctant to operate closely with us on training, and this means that they�re really opening up to us, which is great. It should be useful to both of us, and I can�t wait for it to get started. General Wu�s been particularly helpful, as you know.�
Abrams nodded. General Wu De was the Vice Chairman of the powerful Central Military Commission, which exerted control over China�s immense armed forces, and was a staunch supporter of the MDT. �Excellent,� Abrams said, �please keep me updated on how it goes.� She finished her coffee and turned once again to dos Santos. �Anything else I need to know?�
�Only the possible threat stemming from Aryan Ultra,� she said, �but you know that�s being dealt with as we speak.�
There was glance between the two women, and nothing more needed to be said. Indeed, it couldn�t be said; the agency that was dealing with it didn�t officially exist, and � despite their seniority � not everyone in the room knew of its existence.
Force One was a small, dedicated anti-terrorist team led by Mark Cole, a former Navy SEAL and covert government operative. The threats coming through the rumor mill about a possible attack by the homegrown criminal terrorist group Aryan Ultra weren�t specific; but they was serious enough to be investigated, and Cole was taking care of this one himself.
Cole�s presence was enough for Abrams to think nothing more about it, and she nodded once, then turned to address the room.
�Okay, that�s it for this morning,� she said. �Let�s hope we�ll have another peaceful day.�
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The USS Gerald R. Ford was four acres of go-anywhere American real estate, the most powerful mobile weapons system ever created. With a crew of four and a half thousand, a complement of ninety aircraft, and a displacement of one hundred thousand tons, the �super carrier� was rightfully regarded as being a city at sea.
Captain Samuel Meadows looked out of the windows of the seventh-story bridge and smiled. Despite the presence of Admiral Charles Decker, the commander of the Carrier Strike Group, on the flag bridge one level down, the fact was that the Ford was his city at sea, his four acres of real estate. Although Decker was in charge of the CSG, Meadows was in charge of the actual carrier flagship herself, and that knowledge sent a warm feeling floating through him.
The CSG was en route for a rendezvous with Chinese forces in the East China Sea, where they would engage in formal exercises with their MDT compatriots. Another smile creased Meadows� face as he thought about the irony of the situation; not that long ago, Meadows was training his people to fight against the PLA Navy, and now here they were, working together. Well, he considered as he stared out at the wide blue horizon, that was the way of the world wasn�t it? It was fluid.
US navy intelligence briefings � as well as information now shared freely by the Chinese navy itself � showed that the nation�s maritime forces were hugely improved over previous generations. China had her own aircraft carrier now, and the logistical, technical and electronic support to go with it. In fact, her capabilities had improved so much � and indications were that her land and air forces had improved right along with her navy � that Meadows was glad that they weren�t going into battle for real. Once upon a time, he would have been assured of a quick, decisive victory; now, he wasn�t so sure.
But, he told himself, there was still nothing in the world to match a US carrier strike group in full fury. It wasn�t just the super carrier itself � although with ninety aircraft aboard, capable of making a launch from the huge decks every twenty-five seconds, it was a supremely fearsome combat platform; it was the other elements making up the group which combined to create an almost unstoppable force.
There were two Aegis guided missile cruisers, two guided missile destroyers, and a Los Angeles-class attack submarine, as well as a combined ammunition, oiler and supply ship. Together, the group could project US power anywhere in the world at short notice, and do so on a colossal scale.
On the Ford herself was a carrier air wing which consisted of nine squadrons, including the new F-35 warplanes which � at a hundred and sixty million dollars apiece � were the costliest weapon systems in history. But, Meadows was pleased to say, they were also among the most effective. Missions that had historically been carried out by a multitude of different aircraft � intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance and electronic attack � could now be performed solely by the F-35, a fifth generation airplane which combined advanced stealth technology with a fighter�s speed and agility.
Meadows relaxed into his wide leather captain�s chair, confidant that � despite the advances in China�s military forces, and those of others around the world � there was still nothing so capable as a US carrier strike group.
He checked on the locations of the other ships in his group, and then on his operating aircraft; even though the exercise hadn�t yet started, he was still operating patrols as he would do when coming into enemy territory. He had a couple of fighters up, as well as an E2D Advanced Hawkeye to provide an airborne early warning capability. The electronic attack Prowlers and Growlers would be going up shortly too.
He checked his watch, noting that he would have to be on the flag bridge in twenty minutes for the final exercise briefing.
Meadows sighed, stretched, and took one last look out of the bridge window at the crystal clear waters under the bright blue sky.
It looked like it was going to be one hell of a nice day.
* * *
The room was large � too large, Tsang Feng thought, given the small amount of people who presently occupied it.
But as the Paramount Leader of the People�s Republic of China, a man who held the simultaneous offices of President of the PRC, General Secretary of the Communist Party of China and Chairman of the Central Military Commission, Tsang understood that he had a role to play, and a large part of that role was doing what was expected of him. And for the Paramount Leader, that meant meetings in huge, impressive, grandiose surroundings; surroundings that befit his position as leader of the world�s most populous country. It just wouldn�t be seemly to engage in meetings squirrelled away in tiny, windowless offices.
The d�cor was grandiose too; marble floors and pillars, gilt edging, antique porcelain. It looked incredible in the officially published photographs; you would have to get a lot closer to realize that most of it was fake, a mere fa�ade constructed to impress the masses. Appearances, Tsang well knew, had to be maintained at all costs.
And so President Tsang ignored the vast empty spaces and concentrated instead on the men in front of him, the other members of the Central Military Commission.
There was the First Vice Chairman, Fang Zemin � as Vice President of the PRC and Secretary of the Secretariat of the Communist Party, the only other member of the commission who wasn�t a military officer; and then his other two Vice Chairmen, Generals Wu De and Yang Wanquan. The rest of the membership was composed of an assortment of generals and a single admiral, the commander of the PLA Navy.
In all, the men sitting in the huge room were responsible for the leadership of one of the world�s most formidable military forces, with over two million active service personnel split between the PLA Ground Force, Navy, Air Force and Second Artillery Corps, with nearly a million more in reserve and an additional million and a half making up the Chinese People�s Armed Police Force, which the CMC also controlled. Such colossal numbers were to be genuinely feared by other nations, Tsang knew, and now � at last � China�s military technology was starting to match her sheer manpower. It wouldn�t be long, he firmly believed, before she eclipsed even America�s legendary forces and became preeminent on the global scene.
But � despite the pleas of some on the commission � Tsang didn�t believe in power games and military posturing. He had no desire to enter into armed conflict with any nation, especially not the United States, and had welcomed the Mutual Defense Treaty with open arms, believing that it would make such a conflict even more unlikely. As for the other nations, Tsang was content that the sheer size and power of China�s military, in conjunction with her agreement with the US and Russian Federation, would ensure diplomatic negotiations would always swing her way. To �speak softly and carry a big stick� was his chosen method of improving his country�s position in the world. If the stick was big enough, he knew he would never have to use it; the threat would be enough.
�So my friend,� Tsang addressed Admiral Meng Linxian, �you are happy with the forthcoming exercises?�
Tsang watched as Meng exchanged a quick, furtive glance with General Wu before answering, and wondered what it meant; he wasn�t aware that the two men had any close connection.
�I am delighted,� Meng said finally, �things could not be better. It will give us a chance to fully trial our own aircraft carriers and defensive systems, as well as to better assess those of the Americans.�
�Indeed,� Tsang said, still concerned about the look that had been exchanged between Meng and Wu. General Wu had proved himself to be an excellent addition to the commission, and was one of the men who had pushed for closer cooperation with US forces, including joint training exercises like this one. As the former commander of the Second Artillery Corps, Wu had been responsible for much of the nuclear arsenal which now resided underneath the Taihang mountain range between Hebei and Shanxi provinces. Labelled �The Great Wall Project�, tens of thousands of Army engineers had spent over a decade digging a five thousand kilometer network of tunnels which now hid China�s thousands of tactical and strategic nuclear warheads. It was a great success, and still all but unknown, even to their American partners.
Could General Wu be trusted?
Tsang scoffed at his own question. Could anyone truly be trusted? He had been around long enough to know the answer. And although he prided himself on his own ethical standards, it wasn�t quite true to say that he had achieved his current status and power without any recourse to morally questionable behavior. That just wouldn�t have been possible, would it?
And so the question of whether or not General Wu could be trusted was moot; nobody could be trusted and therefore, perversely, everyone had to be trusted lest the whole system come crashing down.
But Tsang still wondered what had passed between Meng and Wu, and what it could possibly foretell.
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Lieutenant Colonel Hu Liangyu nodded his head as he listened to the reports from his chief surveyor and primary engineer. They were, it seemed, happy with the location and agreed that it would offer the support that the Dong Feng needed.
He turned to the control technicians, who had finished their own tasks, and they too confirmed that they were ready.
Hu once again nodded his head. It was time.
When he had received the order, he had been surprised, to say the least. It wasn�t a part of any long term strategy that he had ever heard about, although he would be the first to admit that he was unlikely to have been told of such a strategy were it to actually exist; such was the compartmentalized secrecy of his beloved nation. So, he understood, anything was possible; even this.
And the orders had come through the correct channels, using the correct procedure and the correct, most up-to-date code words; there was no doubt at all that this was what his masters in Beijing wanted to happen.
But why? What could they possibly hope to achieve?
That, he decided, was simply not his problem. He was a soldier; a senior one, admittedly, but a soldier nevertheless, and soldiers followed orders. Let the politicians worry about the effects such orders would have.
And as he gave the command for the launch module to be brought into position, he knew very well that such orders would have an effect.
Maybe even an effect that would change the world.
Cutting off such thoughts, Hu watched the olive drab metal launcher rotate on its mechanical base and contact the hard earth underneath, and waited with cold resolve to give the final command.
* * *
Manny Gomez was barely paying attention when the image first appeared on his screen, a high-pitched electronic alarm blasting through his earphones.
Gomez was the radar operator onboard the E2D Advanced Hawkeye, which was already flying off the seas near the Chinese coast ahead of the Ford carrier group, which had itself just entered China�s territorial waters. But despite his years of experience, he had temporarily switched off. It was the calm before the storm; he knew that as soon as the exercise started, he would be operating on all cylinders, and had allowed himself to relax ever so slightly.
He woke up instantly, tracking the image across his radar screen. What the hell was it?
�We�ve got a contact,� he said urgently, dumping adrenalin into the systems of everyone on board, their own senses now on high alert.
The forward images were already being relayed to the Combat Direction Centers aboard the ships in the carrier group, and the Hawkeye�s automated systems tried in vain to track whatever it was that had just appeared on its radar.
�What the hell is it?� asked Dan Taber, the aircraft�s Combat Information Center Officer, as he struggled to come to terms with what was happening. The exercise wasn�t supposed to start until tomorrow!
Whatever it was, the crew of the Hawkeye concluded instantly, it was fast; too fast to process, too fast to compute.
They tracked back, saw that it was streaming down to the East China Sea from a point high up in the atmosphere, hurtling down towards earth at Mach 10, over seven and a half thousand miles per hour.
And it was on a direct path to the USS Gerald R. Ford carrier strike group.
* * *
The CDC aboard the Ford was on high alert, people frozen behind computer monitors or else racing around in state of near-panic; but the crew was well trained and overcame their initial shock with surprising speed, locking onto their individual tasks just as they had practiced.
The problem, of course, was that they were already too late.
* * *
�What the hell?� Admiral Decker swore as the reports came through from the CDC, interrupting his mission briefing.
Captain Meadows was already on his feet, shaking his head in disbelief while at the same time already sorting out his orders in his mind.
�Mach Ten?� he asked, still shaking his head.
�What is it?� one of the other officers asked, and Meadows� eyes met those of Admiral Decker. Both men knew what it meant.
The Dong Feng.
The �East Wind� medium range ballistic missile had been developed back in the sixties, with a multitude of variants produced over the years; the DF-26 was the latest, combining the anti-ship ballistic missile capability of the earlier DF-21 with the incredible speed of the WU-14 hypersonic glide vehicle.
Originally developed in the years before US/Chinese cooperation and the MDT as a means of keeping the US navy out of the East and South China Seas � its range of fifteen hundred kilometers significantly more than the eleven hundred kilometer range of the fighter planes that could be launched by a US aircraft carrier � it was thought that the project had been downgraded and possibly even mothballed.
It was now terrifyingly clear that this was not the case.
The Dong Feng used over the horizon radar to make a preliminary target identification, which was then improved by satellite monitoring and direct UAV reconnaissance, and then used its own guidance system to ensure a reliable impact.
The old DF-21D could have been defeated using electronic countermeasures; but mated to the Mach 10 HGV, there was nothing on the planet which could stop it.
As the entire carrier group went to battle stations, Admiral Decker reached for the telephone and dialed the president.
If they were going to die, he wanted her to at least know who had killed them.
* * *
Lieutenant Colonel Hu Liangyu smiled in grim satisfaction as he watched the progress of his beloved DF-26 on his own radar monitors.
The sight of the missile launching from the truck was one which would stay with him forever; the flames, the exhaust gases, the sheer, incredible, brutal power of the thing as it blasted upwards from its secure launch platform; it had been beautiful.
His team had watched as it rose up into the bright blue skies above them, accelerating at a phenomenal, barely believable rate until not a trace of it was left save for the smoldering flames in the pit of the hardened steel platform of the truck.
He had watched it on the radar screens reach the upper atmosphere, checked that it was responding correctly to all of its navigational aids, and continued to watch as it descended once more through the atmosphere towards the US carrier group which had just entered the East China Sea.
He couldn�t wait to see what happened next.
* * *
�What?� Ellen Abrams asked in astonishment as she listened to Decker�s urgent words, eyes going wide as the admiral repeated them.
A missile launch from the Chinese coast, aimed at the carrier group.
What the hell was going on?
Decker�s voice was gone as soon as it had appeared, and Abrams knew he had no choice; the man had a ship to try and save.
But Abrams was already in motion herself, shouting for her secretary to get her the Joint Chiefs, call a meeting of the National Security Council, even as her fingers keyed in the numbers for President Tsang Feng of the People�s Republic of China.
* * *
The phone was brought to President Tsang by one of his attendants, leather heels click-clacking across the polished faux-marble floor.
Meetings of the CMC were not normally interrupted for any reason, but the demands of the US president were one of the few things that could warrant such a breach of protocol.
�Ms. Abrams,� Tsang said pleasantly as he took the receiver, �I hope nothing is wrong.�
Everyone in the room turned to watch him as they heard Abrams� voice over the other end of the line, if not shouting then at least coming close; and Tsang did his best to control his features, trying not to reveal his amazement, his disbelief, his utter shock to play itself over his face.
A missile launch against the US fleet from the Chinese coast?
He had to ask himself exactly the same question as his American counterpart had done only moments before.
What was going on?
* * *
Lieutenant Commander Jason Trigg saw the incoming missile on his own radar system, and immediately turned the F-35 around to follow its path, accelerating after it at over a thousand miles per hour, his finely honed instincts launching his own missiles towards the threat.
But it was too little too late, and he watched as the enemy missile outran and outmaneuvered his own, continuing on its way towards the USS Gerald R. Ford.
All Trigg could do now was watch in horror.
* * *
Captain Meadows was frantic � he had ordered countermeasures deployed, seen the AN/SPY-1 radar try and lock-on to the incoming missile and launch the Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense System�s own SM-3 missiles in response, confirmed that all ships in the group were being put into immediate defensive maneuvers, could feel his own ship as it tilted in the water, performing an acute emergency turn in a last-ditch effort to avoid the Dong Feng.
But he knew deep down that there was no avoiding it.
All he could do was respond.
But how?
Was it an authorized attack? Should he retaliate against the Chinese mainland?
But those were questions for Admiral Decker, the commander of the carrier group, and it was clear that he was struggling to answer the same questions.
�Ma�am?� Decker said into the phone, and Meadows strained to hear what was happening. �Do we counter attack?�
* * *
Abrams sat behind her desk, her upper body still while her feet tapped the carpeted floor at a hundred beats a minute.
What could she do?
President Tsang had told her that no such action had been authorized; in fact, he was outraged, and Abrams believed him.
But where did that leave Admiral Decker?
The missile would hit any minute, and she knew the man would want to hit out at something � anything � in retaliation.
But retaliation against what?
Tsang was sure that the launch must have been a mistake, an horrendous accident that might never be explained.
Could Abrams believe him?
And what could she do if she didn�t believe him? The truck which launched the missile could already have packed up and left the area by now; even if its launch location could be traced back retrospectively, there would be no point in launching a retaliatory strike against a target which wouldn�t even be there.
Attack China�s own aircraft carrier group?
But what then? Where would it end? China would be forced to respond, and that�s how wars started.
The nuclear option? A strike against a US carrier group was tantamount to an act of war, but Abrams didn�t even want to go there; a best-case scenario still placed the Chinese inventory at three hundred warheads, worst case scenarios at upwards of five thousand; some would be bound to find their way to the United States in counter-retaliation, and nothing was worth the consequences of that happening.
And so she decided on the only course of action available to her at that moment; accept the story of it being an accident, not fight back, and just hope and pray that the damage wouldn�t be as bad as it could be.
Unless�
* * *
Captain Meadows watched the face of his commander drop, and knew that President Abrams had ordered them to stand down; no action was to be taken.
He sighed and shook his head.
He could hear the approaching missile now, and knew that all their attempts at countermeasures had failed.
Looking across the bridge at Decker, he smiled and braced himself for the impact.
* * *
Tsang Feng still had an open line to President Abrams, but was for the moment silent.
He had told her the launch was an accident, because it must have been; the only other option was�
Unthinkable.
No. It was an accident. These things had happened before; with everyone keyed up over exercises, sometimes mistakes were made. On an individual level it might be live ammunition being used instead of blanks; people still died as a result.
But was it a mistake?
Tsang didn�t even think that the DF-26 was to be used as part of the exercise. How likely was it that one would be fully fuelled and targeted unless ordered to be so?
His thoughts were interrupted by the frantic voice of Ellen Abrams.
�Can you self-destruct the missile from your end?� she asked, her voice shaking, knowing that this was truly their last chance.
Tsang cursed himself inwardly, turning to General Xi Yang, the commander of the Second Artillery Corps.
Why hadn�t this occurred to him already? He cursed himself again, then had a different thought entirely.
Why hadn�t it occurred to General Xi either?
If the launch was truly an error, surely the general would have leapt up to contact the errant truck himself?
He cleared his thoughts away; he nevertheless had to try.
�General,� he said to Xi Yang, �contact the crew of the truck immediately, order them to destroy the missile.� When the general didn�t move, Tsang�s face contorted in rage. �Now!� he screamed, all too aware that there were just seconds left.
In the end, it was General Wu De who answered, rising from his chair, his massive, imposing bulk moving slowly towards the Paramount Leader of the PRC.
�I�m sorry, sir,� he said in mock deference, �but I rather think it�s too late for that.�
* * *
Meadows felt the impact, which � despite the colossal one hundred thousand ton steel bulk of the ship to soak it up � was still enough to bring him and everyone else on the bridge to their knees.
They received the report over the bridge�s communications system instants later, and Meadows� first reaction was an instinctual sigh of relief � the missile hadn�t hit the island or the main crew quarters, but had instead dealt a glancing blow to the very rear of the ship.
The downward force at the rear had lifted the nose of the Gerald R. Ford clear of the water, and she settled back down with a tremendous crash which again brought everyone to their knees.
As damage reports came thick and fast � fires in the hangers, three airmen lost overboard, all rear units lost including an unknown number of sailors and aircrew � Meadows started to understand the reality of the situation.
A blow by a missile like the Dong Feng � however angled, however glancing � to the rear of the ship meant that the four thirty-ton, twenty-one foot bronze propellers that drove the Ford would now be nothing more than useless scrap metal.
He also accepted that the missile had been traveling too fast, its guidance systems were simply too good, for the target to have been accidentally missed; which meant that the Chinese intention had never been to destroy the aircraft carrier, but merely to disable her. With the ship compartmented and stabilized, Meadows hoped it would continue to float despite the damage to its rear end; but without the propellers, it wouldn�t be capable of moving anywhere.
The relief he had felt moments ago quickly wore off as he recognized his ship�s situation.
She was a sitting duck, Meadows and his crew of four and a half thousand now hostage to the Chinese military.
* * *
Tsang watched in incredulous horror as the huge wooden doors to the stateroom opened, armed soldiers pouring inside, quickly surrounding the council members with their assault rifles up and aimed.
A large man, who seemed to be the leader of the troops although he wasn�t in uniform, strolled through the room towards General Wu, stopping and bowing in front of him.
The big man worried Tsang more than the rest of the men combined; there was something in his eyes, a barely restrained violence that threatened to spill out on those around him at any moment. There was his sheer bulk as well, nearly three hundred pounds of muscle and hard fat. Tsang noticed then that one of his eyes was glass, scar tissue gathered around it from a wound of some sort. Tsang thought it might have been a bullet.
All of these thoughts occurred to Tsang in mere fleeting moments � the same time it took the huge man to approach Wu, pull out a semi-automatic pistol from his black robes, and hand it to the general.
General Wu De stepped in front of him then, aiming the weapon directly at Tsang�s heart.
The Chinese president quickly scanned the faces of the other members of the CMC but was met only with looks of stony silence.
Nobody was going to come to his aid, not even his loyal friend Kang Xing, the Minister of National Defense, who merely looked back at him through hooded eyes.
Tsang looked to his Vice President, Fang Zemin, but the man�s head was lowered in fear; although perhaps not a part of the coup himself, he obviously had no wish to try and stop it.
�I am sorry,� Wu said to Tsang with mock deference, �but I am in charge now.�
And before Tsang could respond, Wu pressed the trigger and sent a 5.42mm bullet ripping into the man�s heart at fourteen hundred feet per second.
* * *
Abrams listened incredulously to the gunshot over the open line to the Chinese CMC.
With one ear she listened to the damage reports from the Gerald R. Ford, relieved that it wasn�t more serious; with the other, she heard what could only be a murder.
There had been one shot, a slight pause, and then another.
A murder � and a military coup which could plummet the United States into war with the second most powerful nation on earth.
She snapped to attention as a voice came over the open line.
�President Abrams,� the smooth voice announced in perfect English, �please allow me to apologize for what has happened today, and introduce myself. My name is General Wu De, and I am the Paramount Leader of the People�s Republic of China, as duly empowered by the people I now serve. I will be in touch.�
Abrams was given no chance to reply before the line was disconnected; she could only hope it was all some terrible dream from which she would soon wake up.
* * *
General Wu stood with the smoking gun still in his hand as he coolly regarded the dead bodies of President Tsang Feng and Vice President Fang Zemin, the look of absolute shock still etched across Fang�s face. He envisioned his military forces across the country as they took control of the state and provincial government, and turned to the other men in the large room and smiled.
�At last,� he said, raising his arms high into the air, �the Dragon has awoken.�
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Mark Cole flinched as the pigs sniffed around his bare feet, their feral snouts brushing his sweat-slicked skin.
The temperature in the barn was intense, the air dusty and cloying, and sweat also rolled down Cole�s cleanly shaved head; and Cole knew that it wasn�t just from the heat.
The fact was that � despite his years of training, a lifetime of covert operations � he was scared.
The pigs that sniffed around his feet had been specially bred by the farm�s owner to have a taste for human flesh, and they had already eaten several people over the years, bones included; it was the owner�s way of disposing of people who had offended him. There weren�t many things that Cole was truly frightened of, but being eaten alive was high up on that short list.
It wasn�t too long ago, Cole thought unhappily, that it had been alligators trying their best to eat him; and again, the lunatic who�d organized that one had wanted the beasts to start with his feet. It was getting to be a habit; a bad one.
He scanned his surroundings, controlling his breathing and doing his best to ignore the pigs that gathered beneath him. He knew they wouldn�t start eating yet anyway; from the dried blood on their snouts, it looked like they�d had a decent meal recently, and they hopefully still weren�t hungry enough to eat another body.
But time, Cole knew, would change that.
The trouble with pigs was that they ate anything; and they were big enough, and powerful enough, to take on the big-ticket items.
Like people.
They could digest bones and tendons as well as the softer parts of the human body, which made them a perennial favorite of crime families everywhere. The really big bones such as the skull and the femurs were often too much for them in the end, but as body disposal units, pigs were a good deal overall.
Cole had first heard of such practices back when he was just seventeen years old, before he�d even joined the military, and then the intelligence underworld.
He�d been a bouncer at a local biker bar back in his home town of Hamtramck, Michigan; he�d had to lie about his age to get the job, but he�d looked old enough and the owner hadn�t asked too many questions. He�d just wanted someone who could handle themselves, and even at that age, Cole had fit the bill.
He remembered getting a regular lift to the bar from a neighbor called Jonny, a big man in his forties who�d done the job for longer than Cole had been alive. He was friendly but taciturn, and it wasn�t until he�d known the man for months that he started to hear the rumours.
Jonny�s day job was as a pig farmer, and it turned out that a lucrative side earner was feeding people to the pigs at the request of several Detroit drug gangs.
Cole had never known if the stories were true, but he had looked at Jonny in a new light for ever after.
He�d never seen pigs in quite the same way either, and now he was going to get firsthand experience of why.
But, he reminded himself as he had done so many times in the past, it wasn�t over yet. Despite the seriousness of his situation, there was always a chance. The day he stopped believing that would be the day he gave up this line of work forever.
For all the beatings the guards had heaped upon him, he was still capable of functioning. Nothing was broken and, although bruised and cut up, Cole could tell he�d suffered no real internal damage. It was all superficial, and nothing he hadn�t experienced before.
It was Jim Groves that had beaten him the worst, but Cole could understand that � it was Groves who had brought him here to the ranch that served as headquarters to the home-grown terrorist group known as Aryan Ultra, Groves who had introduced him to the AU�s secretive leader, Clive Haynes. Groves had vouched for him, promised Haynes that Cole was genuine. Cole could see why the man would take it personally.
But how had they found out?
Cole still didn�t understand what he was doing here in the first place, hanging with aching shoulders from the rafters of the big barn, waiting for the pigs to start their feast.
His cover had been perfect. How had Clive Haynes found out who he really was?
The irony of the situation was that Cole had already achieved his mission � he had discovered who was behind next week�s suspected terrorist attack on Washington, learnt the plans, who was involved, he�d learnt everything President Ellen Abrams had wanted him to learn; but he had never had a chance to tell anybody.
Which meant that � unless he managed to escape from this pit of death before the pigs started chewing away on his feet, ankles and legs � the information would go to the grave with him, and Aryan Ultra would be free to blow the US Capitol Building off the face of the earth, along with a hefty portion of the American government.
He looked across the barn, past the skin-headed, scruffy guards who stared at him with hatred, to the big man himself, Clive Haynes.
Haynes was a sadistic killer who had joined the Aryan Brotherhood in San Quentin prison before deciding to go it alone and create his own, far more political movement. He believed that the Brotherhood was nothing more than a criminal gang, and wanted to pursue his own, more ideological purpose.
He�d established the AU several years ago, and it had already grown in size and strength at an unprecedented rate � Haynes� willingness to indulge in the same criminal activities of narcotics, extortion and homicide as his old gang brought him in the money-minded side of the membership, while his neo-Nazi puritanism also engaged the more strictly white supremacist vote.
The result was a criminal gang which used its proceeds to attack the American government whenever it could � from the slayings of black politicians to the bombings of federal courts, the AU was a dangerous homegrown terrorist group that was now threatening Washington itself.
Despite his ideological ravings, drug money had made Haynes a rich man � this thousand acre ranch outside Tucson, Arizona, was proof enough of that. It was ideally placed between the Aryan criminal heartlands around San Quentin, and the lucrative narcotics routes from Mexico.
Up until four days ago, Cole had been incarcerated in San Quentin himself � leads from the intelligence agencies had linked a man called Jim Groves to the highly secretive AU, and he was serving a twenty-to-life sentence for a range of charges including robbery, rape, assault and homicide.
Cole had therefore entered the prison � complete with shaven head and a maze of bodily tattoos � in order to make friends with the man, distasteful though such an idea was, in the hopes that he could learn more about the AU�s organization and future plans.
It had been easy enough � such men respected strength and violence, and so Cole had wasted no time in establishing himself as someone to be wary of. His first night there, Cole had stabbed a man through the neck with a sharpened toothbrush, bringing him quickly to Groves� attention. Cole hadn�t felt too bad about it; the man he�d almost killed had been serving life imprisonment for serial rape.
More acts of violence brought Cole closer and closer to the AU lieutenant, and soon they were on first name terms, Groves wanting to use Cole as his personal enforcer. Groves still hadn�t trusted Cole enough to tell him who the leader of the AU was, nor what they had planned in terms of future operations, but that had changed when Cole broke out of the prison, taking Groves with him.
Deeply indebted to Cole, Groves had taken him straight to the ranch in Tucson, where he�d introduced him to Clive Haynes, a fanatic in the Hitler mold. Haynes hadn�t been sure about Cole, but Groves was his second in command, and he eventually let himself be worn down by the man�s praise.
What Cole had then found out was frightening in the extreme; the AU was far better funded, organized and motivated than anyone in US intelligence or law enforcement could possibly have imagined. And their next order of business was to detonate enough explosives underneath the US Capitol to bring it crashing down around the gathered members of congress.
It would have seemed farfetched, except for the fact that the AU had infiltrated several government organizations, and already had the explosives within the city limits.
Cole sighed internally. What was he doing? There was no point wasting time thinking about the past; what was needed now was action, not mental distractions.
Without moving his head, careful that he appeared only semi-conscious and a lot more injured than he actually was, Cole took in his surroundings.
The barn was large, made of cedar wood with a long central track running past wood and steel-gated pens to large double doors at one end. Cole could see daylight beyond, and knew that outside was the main farm compound which consisted of several outbuildings, Haynes� sprawling single-story home further up a spruce-covered hill on the western edge of the complex. There was a large, ten-vehicle garage near the house, but one of the other barns in the farm compound held tractors and other machinery. Cole remembered that there were quad bikes and trucks in there too.
Letting his eyes drift upwards, he saw a line of open windows running the length of the barn, below the beamed roof on either side of the central track.
Opposite the double doors at one end was a smaller door which Cole knew from a previous visit led to a small equipment room. Between both ends of the building was a dirt floor, already starting to become further covered in pig feces.
Behind the safety of the pen doors stood five members of Aryan Ultra, their tattooed, muscular bodies tense and ready. They held various weapons, from Magnum revolvers to shotguns, but Cole noticed they were more intent on defending themselves from the pigs than they were on making sure Cole didn�t go anywhere.
Cole himself was two thirds of the way through the barn, his wrists tied together with a length of twine, which had been passed over one of the ceiling beams. He had been hauled up, and the end of the rope had been tied off on one of the pillars which separated the pens.
Hanging from his wrists, the pain throughout his hands, wrists, arms and shoulders was intense, but Cole cut off the pain as best he could, using it instead to keep his mind sharp and focused.
The pigs continued to sniff around his feet, and Cole could see that their curiosity was getting stronger and stronger with each passing second. He knew that it wouldn�t be long before they took their first bite, their tusks brushing against his legs.
Just as Cole was considering his options, the double doors burst open and Clive Haynes himself walked in, Jim Groves right by his side. From the bruises on Groves� face and the man�s busted nose, Cole could see that the AU lieutenant had received his own punishment for bringing him here.
�Hi,� Haynes said with a big smile, two other men entering with him, keeping the pigs at bay. �Glad to see I�m not too late. Wouldn�t want the hogs to get started without me, would we, Mark?�
Cole twitched involuntarily. How did Haynes know his name?
Haynes smiled. �Mark Cole, covert government operative. Working directly for the president.� The grin spread across his face. �I wonder what she�ll say when we mail her the pieces that the pigs don�t want?�
Cole didn�t respond, his mind racing furiously. How did Haynes know so much? Cole�s identity was more than a secret; only a handful of men and women in the entire world knew who he was.
�Or,� Haynes continued, stalking steadily closer towards Cole, �should I call you Mark Kowalski?�
Cole�s blood ran cold; if only a handful of people knew him as Cole, even less knew him by his real name.
He shuddered. Mark Kowalski had been a Navy SEAL, seconded to the covert Systems Research Group before being declared Killed in Action after a disastrous mission in Pakistan. But he hadn�t been killed; instead, he had been found alive, and subsequently been asked to leave behind his previous life. To become a �contract laborer� for the government, with a new life, a new identity. Mark Cole: codenamed �the Asset�, a deniable, highly-trained, unstoppable first-strike weapon against America�s enemies.
How the hell did Haynes know?
�Surprised?� Haynes asked with a grin, and Cole did his best to keep his face calm, impassive. Haynes nodded sagely. �You can try that tough guy act, but I know you must be just dyin� to find out how I know about you, right?� Still Cole refused to respond. �Right, Kowalski?� Haynes� grin turned to a frown. �So you�re not talkin�. That ain�t no problem.� He shook his head sadly. �You know what, I don�t think you�ll even talk when I set the hogs on ya. And I�ve got so many questions,� he said almost wistfully, still shaking his head. �So many. What you know. Who you�ve told. What other spies you�ve got out there, who else we might need to pick up and� talk to. You know?�
Haynes stared across the barn at Cole, saw the resolve in the captured man�s eyes and seemed to come to a decision. �Nah, you�re not gonna give me shit, right?� He laughed. �I�m gonna let the hogs have you anyway though. But before they have you, I might let them have an appetizer.�
Cole worked hard to keep his face impassive. An appetizer? That must mean that Haynes had captured someone else. But who? Nobody else was working on this; Cole was in it alone. But someone had tipped off Haynes, and Cole wondered if it was this same person.
Haynes nodded to Groves, who left the barn, returning moments later with a woman. A girl really, Cole saw with disgust; she couldn�t have been more than sixteen or seventeen.
She was gagged and had her wrists and ankles bound with duct tape, and Cole could see that she had been badly beaten; her skin was covered with welts and bruises. Her puffy eyes were so swollen that Cole wondered if she could see anything at all.
The girl was Japanese, or so it seemed; with the gag and the damage to her face it was hard to tell.
And then Cole realized that he recognized her; he didn�t know who she was, but he recognized her.
He had been in San Quentin penitentiary, and the guards had come to tell him he had a visitor. He had been surprised; nobody knew he was there. He had been escorted to the visitor�s room, but on his arrival there had been nobody on the other side of the Plexiglas partition. He had scanned the other side of the glass, seen a woman retreating rapidly from the room; she had never looked back, but from her profile Cole had seen she was Japanese.
Cole had assumed it was a mistake; maybe the girl had thought he was somebody else, and when she�d realized, had fled. He�d thought nothing else about it, his mind on other things.
But now here she was again, the same girl, beaten and broken, another captive of Haynes and Aryan Ultra.
Who was she?
Another grin spread across Haynes� face. �Surprised?� he asked. �Little Michiko here is how we found out about you. How�s that for betrayal, eh? But she did have some encouragement,� he laughed. �Amazing what a little pain will do to someone�s loyalty, ain�t it?�
Haynes saw the pigs approaching Cole�s feet more aggressively, and motioned for his men to pull them back before he continued. �We saw her come visit you in San Quentin, wondered why a fuckin� nip would come visitin� a true-blooded Aryan like you. So we followed her, finally picked her up. Questioned her.� He smiled that sick, black smile. �You�d have been proud of her. Really. She held out for a long time. But everyone talks in the end.�
Cole looked at the girl, barely strong enough to stand, upright only because Groves was holding her.
Confusion flooded Cole�s mind.
He had no idea who the girl was, how she knew anything about him at all, never mind the deepest, darkest secrets of his identity. So she had resisted as much as she could before telling them, and Cole was grateful. But who was she, and why did she know so much about him in the first place?
It was clear that Haynes believed that they were connected in some close way; Cole knew that she would be tortured in front of him, to get him to talk. Haynes must have thought that the sight of the girl being eaten by the pigs would cause him to give in, to tell everything he knew.
But Haynes was wrong; it wasn�t going to encourage him to talk.
On the contrary, it was enough to give him the adrenalin boost he needed, the savage impetus to act.

2

The pain that wracked Aoki �Yamaguchi� Michiko was intense; she had been beaten black and blue over the course of several days.
And now she was going to be fed to the pigs to encourage Mark Cole to talk.
Like she had talked.
Her head hung limply on her chest in shame.
As a member � disgraced and estranged, but still a member � of the Yamaguchi-gumi, Japan�s largest and most feared Yakuza crime family, Aoki knew that informing was the worst possible sin, one that often resulted in the informer�s murder or forced ritual suicide.
The fact that she�d had no choice made no difference; she had failed, and it was as simple as that.
She still couldn�t believe that she had not sat down in that visitor�s room in San Quentin; after all these years of tracking Cole, delving into his past, thinking he was dead, then tracking him again, she had at last gained the chance to sit down with him and confront him once and for all.
She knew everything there was to know about Mark Cole, the ex-Navy SEAL originally called Mark Antoni Kowalski who hailed from the Polish enclave of Hamtramck, near Detroit. His early background and life with his third-generation immigrant family, his years in SEAL Team Two, then SEAL Team Six, his engagements in Afghanistan and Iraq, and on secret wars around the world, his recruitment into the highly covert Systems Research Group, his capture and imprisonment in Pakistan, his subsequent release and change of identity to Mark Cole, his years of service to the US government as a paid assassin, his betrayal by his controller Charles Hansard, the Director of National Intelligence, the brutal deaths of his wife and two small children, his reappearance months later after being presumed dead.
Aoki, having stood and watched the fires still burning at the hamlet of Kreith in Austria where his family died, where he was supposed to have died, had been shocked to her core when she�d seen him alive two years later on the streets of Paris.
She had resumed her search, used her formidable computer hacking skills to discover his new role in the US government as the leader of a special unit known as Force One.
She had discovered details of his latest mission, infiltrating Aryan Ultra through the US prison system, and had finally tracked him to San Quentin penitentiary.
And then � after all these years, so many false leads, so many missed opportunities � she had finally come so close to meeting him face to face; she could have sat down and finally confronted him, demanded answers from him for what he�d done.
But at the last minute she�d backed out, suddenly afraid to meet him, to look into his face, into his eyes; what would she see there? What would he see in her face?
It had been too much for her, and the whole thing had abruptly threatened to crush her, overwhelm her, drown her.
And instead of confronting him as she had dreamed of for so many years, instead she had run.
Just one more reason, she decided, to be disgusted with herself. As a Yamaguchi, the shame was intolerable.
But, she reminded herself, she wasn�t a true Yamaguchi; she was no more a part of the criminal underworld than she was of the world of secret intelligence. She was an imposter in both arenas, forever searching for� what?
She didn�t know, and as she watched the pigs turn from Cole and come scuttling across the barn floor to her, she wondered if she ever would.
It had been stupid of her to be caught, she knew that now; she should have been aware of the people around her, attuned to people that might be watching her.
But she had been so focused on Cole, and then so confused after fleeing from the prison without even speaking to him, that she never noticed the men who had followed her, stalked her every move.
When they had moved in she had fought back � just as she had been trained � and had even damaged several of the hardened men; but in the end there had been too many, and she had been bound and bundled and crated off to this ranch in the Arizona desert.
The ensuing days had been the worst of her young life; beaten, burnt, drugged and abused. She had held out for as long as any human being could hope to do under such conditions, but finally she had broken and told them everything.
Logically she knew she had been left with no choice, but she couldn�t help hating herself for what she had done.
And now?
She looked across to Mark Cole, aware that this might constitute their first real meeting, almost smiling with the irony of it all.
Now? she thought sadly.
Now they were both going to die.
* * *
The pigs were moving over towards the girl now, encouraged by Haynes� thugs; but against all of his instincts, Cole began to wriggle his toes, trying to attract the attention of the animals, to get at least one to stay close to him. All he needed was one.
He turned his head sharply, his eyes darting over the girl�s shoulder, past Haynes and Groves to beyond the big barn doors behind them.
Everyone in the room instinctively followed his gaze; it was the oldest trick in the book, but Cole was a master and could play the game as well as anyone.
In the moment when everyone�s attention was distracted, Cole hauled up hard on the rope that held him, curling his body up high in the air until he could fasten his bare feet on the rope above his hands. Pushing with his powerful leg muscles, he jerked his bound hands upwards off the hook, turned around and landed on the barn floor, ankles, knees and hips flexing to reduce the impact.
Cole saw the men turning back to him, mouths open as they realized what he had done; weapons were already coming round towards him.
Cole immediately launched himself onto the pig which had stayed near him, jumping crab-like into its back, riding it as it reared and bucked, his hands going around its head, the rope sliding around its neck; and then Cole slipped back, his feet touching the floor, and he pulled the wildly bucking animal up in front of him, using its huge mass as a shield as he backed away.
Cole heard the pig squeal, felt it writhe and convulse in his arms as it was hit by handgun rounds; felt it shudder, push him back further as it was hit by a blast of the shotgun.
Cole was level with one of the guards now, the man�s handgun empty. As he frantically tried to reload, Cole turned and pushed the pig towards him, the huge, bloodied animal crashing through the pen door; the screaming guard was crushed beneath the pig�s broken, eviscerated body, and Cole jumped in after it.
Cole looked down, saw the handgun and the magazine lying on the floor next to the man who, barely conscious, still struggled to escape from under the crushing weight of the dead pig. Cole reached for it but then turned as if with a sixth sense, the guard with the Magnum revolver racing into the stall, gun aimed right at him.
Cole moved in a blur, leaving the handgun on the floor as his hand snaked out and grabbed a pitchfork from the wall, burying it straight through the man�s chest before he�d managed to fire even once. Blood spurted from the multiple stab wounds as the man fell helplessly to the floor.
Cole knelt down quickly, inserting the new magazine into the handgun and racking the slide, picking up the heavy revolver in the same motion before he came to his feet and opened fire at the remaining guards, both guns blasting as one.
* * *
Aoki couldn�t believe what she was seeing; it was one thing to have read about the man, another altogether to see him in action. His speed and coordination were unreal; even the Japanese masters she had trained with weren�t capable of moving like that.
But her amazement lasted only moments; she knew there were still two men with guns behind her.
Taking Cole�s cue and wasting not one more second, she stamped down hard with the heel of her shoe onto the top of Groves� foot, digging it into the small bones with a sharp twisting action that brought a cry of pain to his lips.
At the same time, she swung her bound hands in a tight arc to her right, knocking Haynes� arms upwards just as he fired his own weapon, the bullet hitting the roof instead of its target.
Aoki knew that it wouldn�t take long for Groves and Haynes to recover and � feeling Groves� grip on her weaken from the unexpected blow to his foot � she launched herself forward into the barn.
She felt a whistle of warm air above her as she leapt towards the frightened pigs, heard a grunt, felt blood spattering over her back; knew that Cole had hit Groves.
She felt, rather than saw, Haynes return fire towards Cole, before he turned and ran, the barn doors banging closed behind him. She heard him screaming as he ran; not shouts of fear or pain, she realized, but orders.
He was getting back-up, calling to the other shaven-headed Aryan Ultra soldiers who lived on the ranch; and Aoki knew that reinforcements would be at the barn within minutes, all guns blazing.
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Whoever the girl was, Cole was impressed; she�d used the distraction to take out the two men holding her and had thrown herself clear, giving him a clear shot at Haynes and Groves.
He�d managed to put a .357 Magnum slug right through Groves� chest, but Haynes had been quicker off the mark, keeping Cole pinned down behind the stall with fire of his own, giving him the few seconds he needed to escape.
The other men in the barn were down from Cole�s well-placed shots, and the pigs were going wild; attracted to the sight and smell of blood, excited by the sounds of gunfire and screams, they were attacking the downed AU soldiers, tusks and teeth going to work with frightening savagery.
Cole put the horrendous noise of the disemboweled victims out of his mind, assessing the situation.
Haynes was gone. Cole already had the information he needed, but if Haynes managed to escape, he would still be in a position to plan yet more atrocities against the American people, and Cole couldn�t let that happen. If there was any chance at all that he could get to Haynes, he would take it.
He turned and saw Aoki struggling to get to her feet from the dirt floor of the barn�s central aisle, worried that her wounds would make her a target for the pigs.
He spotted a saw on the wall of the stall, used it to cut the rope that secured his wrists, and ran towards the girl, taking the saw with him.
He still had no idea who she was, but he knew she had taken a beating to try and help him; the fact that she had told them about him wasn�t important, Cole knew that people couldn�t resist forever. But she had tried, and that was the main thing; he owed her for that, whoever she was.
Cole got to her, sidestepping the ravenous, feasting pigs, glad to see that they were leaving the girl alone; there were better pickings elsewhere, he supposed.
He hauled her to her feet, pulled the gag from her mouth and used the saw to separate her hands, the sharp jagged teeth cutting through the rope easily. Without a word he handed her the saw, pointed at her ankles; and without a word of her own, the girl bent down and started cutting.
Cole used the time to scout the bodies, picking up the weapons of the dead and dying men, careful to avoid the bloodied tusks of the wild pigs. He found a cell phone on one of the men and dialed 911. He would have liked more back-up, but due to the nature of Force One, he was on his own and had to rely on conventional law enforcement.
He quickly explained the situation, and knew that the local PD would send units immediately, but would also pass it up the line; an FBI SWAT team would probably be on its way within minutes, scrambled from the Phoenix field office.
But SWAT would take time to get here, which meant that Cole would have to stop Haynes himself.
Cole saw that the girl had freed herself, standing shakily, eyes watching him warily.
Ignoring the strange look on her face, he held up a submachine gun with a questioning eye. �You know how to use one of these?� he asked, pleased when she nodded her head.
He threw the weapon to her, was pleased again when she caught it, opened the slide and checked for a round in the breach before slamming it home again.
He nodded at her in satisfaction. �Good,� he said. �Now stay here and shoot anyone who comes in here without a police badge.�
* * *
For a moment � a long, terrible moment � Aoki was at a loss to know what to do.
It was the moment she had been waiting for � dreaming about � for years. Here she was with a loaded gun, aimed directly at the man she hated, the man she had tracked and stalked, the man she wanted with all her heart to kill.
But now?
Now, the urge was still there, beating wildly in her heart. But hadn�t the man just saved her? He could have left her where she was, thought only about himself, tried to save only himself. And yet he had untied her, given her the gun.
Could she now shoot the man in the back?
Her hands trembled as her finger caressed the trigger, a fraction of an inch from pumping a high-velocity stream of 9mm rounds into Cole�s unprotected spine.
The only reason she had managed to hold out so long against her barbarous torture was her desire to kill the man herself, to not let the AU thugs get to him first, so that she could at last exact her sweet revenge � both for her mother, and for herself.
But now he had saved her, and the thought of revenge no longer seemed so sweet; instead it now seemed� dishonorable?
Damn him!
Aoki knew she was now obligated to the man by the immutable Japanese concept of giri, and although she tried to banish the thought from her mind, she couldn�t ignore a lifetime of mental conditioning.
But what of her obligation to her mother? Did one cancel out the other?
She was at an impasse, unsure what to do; and then Cole was gone, charging through the barn�s double doors into the unknown beyond.
She cursed inwardly at her bad karma and, with gritted teeth, let the gun fall to her side.
Disgusted with herself, she started to consider her options.
* * *
Cole didn�t know what was going on, but for a second back in the barn he�d thought that the girl was going to shoot him in the back. There was a tingling on the back of his neck, a feeling he�d had many times before; the feeling that precipitated immediate violence, a sense honed by many years of such work. He had literally felt the girl�s sakki, a Japanese term meaning �killing intent�, leaking from her body, dripping from every pore.
And then it had been gone.
It concerned him, but there were more important things to worry about now.
As if to confirm this thought, Cole�s peripheral vision caught sight of an AU thug raising a shotgun towards him, body half-hidden behind a huge Saguaro cactus.
Cole pivoted towards the man and unleashed a blast from his own shotgun before the man had even pulled the trigger. The spray of pellets destroyed half of the cactus along with a good part of the man�s hidden torso, a gruesome plume of green and red exploding into the air around them.
Drawn by instinct alone, Cole pivoted in the opposite direction and pressed the trigger again, the blast hitting two men running towards him with pistols, shredding their bodies in an instant.
He heard the sound of an engine, saw a Dodge pick-up bursting out of the nearby garage, Haynes in the passenger seat, one of his men driving. Three more men clutched onto the rear deck, bodies bouncing as the vehicle accelerated off up the rough terrain, heading for the road. They tried to fire back at him, keep him pinned down as they helped their boss escape, but the movement of the pick-up made their shots go wild, nowhere near Cole.
Cole stopped still, shotgun to his shoulder, taking careful aim. He squeezed the trigger gently once more, the shotgun erupting; then pumped the action and shot again, then again.
The tires of the Hi Lux were hit, obliterated, and the truck started to wobble, to veer off course. The driver tried his best to control it, but it was too late; the men in the back dropped their weapons, one of the men flying out towards a stand of thirty-foot cactus plants, no longer able to hold on.
And then the truck span completely out of control and smashed straight into one of the giant cacti, which wavered only slightly with the impact. Steam rose from the crumpled front end of the car and Cole could see no movement inside. Slowly, he edged forwards.
The burst of automatic gunfire singed the air across Cole�s shoulder and he turned and knelt reflexively, stabilizing his fire base as he dropped the empty shotgun and unslung his Uzi submachine gun, returning fire instantly.
He saw a man drop to the ground to the side of the barn he�d left earlier, a trail of 9mm rounds running across his torn body.
It had been careless of him to leave his back exposed, Cole knew; but with Haynes on the run and nobody to help, what other options did he have? He scanned the area, eyes quartering the scene, watching for any hint of movement. He had a rough idea of how many people were here on the ranch, and he didn�t think there could be many left, if any at all. But he looked again to be sure, weapon at the ready.
Satisfied at last, he turned back to the truck, smoldering under the giant cactus.
Haynes� ranch was right on the border of the Saguaro National Park, an expanse of the arid Sonoran Desert filled with the Saguaro cactus plants which gave the park its name. Cole knew it was one of the reasons Haynes had bought the ranch here; Groves had told him Haynes was crazy about them.
The men on the back of the truck had all been thrown clear; one lay with his neck broken, another trying to claw himself along the ground, legs twisted.
Cole stepped over him, peering around the sides into the driver�s compartment. The man who had been driving was still there, his bloodied body crushed between the steering wheel and the broken seat, the shattered windscreen bent in over his torn head.
At first Cole couldn�t see Haynes at all, but then he noticed that the passenger side of the windscreen was smashed from the inside and followed the trajectory through the window, coming round the truck to the hood.
The sight was enough to make a man sick; Haynes� legs lay on the hood, twisted and bloodied, while his head was half-buried, half flattened, against the Saguaro cactus. It had been reduced to a bloody stump, pushed halfway backwards through his shoulders into his own body so that it looked like his body was merely an extension of the cactus itself.
Well, Cole thought, at least it was his favorite plant.
It was just a shame that the man could no longer be questioned. But, Cole reminded himself, at least he was no longer a threat; and his death was exactly in line with Force One protocol. Rehabilitation wasn�t Cole�s idea of an effective strategy for people like Haynes.
Shots came at him again, and Cole cursed himself, unable to believe he had missed another one of Haynes� thugs. How many were there?
The 9mm rounds sprayed off the Hi-Lux right next to him and he turned, Uzi up and aimed towards the source of the gunfire.
He was about to squeeze the trigger when he stopped, seeing who it was.
The girl.
The girl was firing at him; stopping now, going to one knee to aim better, eye lined down along the top of the barrel, leveling the iron sights towards him.
And for the first time since his baptism of fire as a nineteen year old SEAL in Iran, Mark Cole froze, not knowing what he should do.
* * *
Damn! Aoki cursed herself, her shots having missed him completely.
She had been too keen � too nervous?�� and had fired on the move, shooting as she closed the distance towards him, anxious to get it over with now the decision had been made.
He had saved her, yes; but that was only part of the story. And Aoki had finally decided that the other part far outweighed the obligation she had towards him, and reverted to her original plan, her ultimate desire � to kill the man.
And yet she had rushed, and missed.
She wondered, idly, if she had missed on purpose.
Do you really want to kill him?
Yes! Yes! More than anything!
Then get a grip, get stable, aim properly.
Yes.
On one knee now, she saw her target in her sights and began to control her breathing, ready to place the kill shot.
You�re hesitating. Why?
No! I am not! I will fire, I �
And then the pain ripped through her body, and she was lying on the dirt floor, eyes looking up towards the clear blue skies of the Arizonan desert above her.
* * *
Cole approached her carefully. The gun was several feet away now, having fallen there when he had shot her in the shoulder, but he knew he couldn�t be too careful.
The girl had hesitated. Cole didn�t know why, but she didn�t fire when she could have; and that was enough for Cole to minutely adjust his own aim, going for the shoulder rather than the head or heart.
He wasn�t a man who aimed to injure; killing was a lot safer and more certain.
But there was something about the girl, and he couldn�t have brought himself to kill her. Not without knowing more.
He stood above her, watching the blood dripping from her shoulder, eyes pale and cloudy; they tried to focus on him but didn�t seem able to do so.
The hatred Cole had seen in them was gone now, replaced by� what?
It was something that Cole couldn�t place, and as he heard the sound of approaching sirens, he knew he had only moments left to get the answers he needed.
�Who are you?� he asked, careful to keep his gun levelled at her.
She coughed and spluttered, and Cole saw flecks of blood at her lips. �You bastard,� she spat, eyes rolling in pain. �You shot me.� She coughed again, then laughed, the pain causing her to cough once more. �I can�t believe it� You shot me.� She laughed again, her eyes clearing as they bored into Cole�s. �You shot your own daughter.�
�My �!�
Cole choked on his own words, confusion and disbelief swimming through his head, threatening to overwhelm him.
�My daughter?� Cole finally managed, going to one knee, hand to her face. �But how �?�
But it was too late; the girl had slipped into unconsciousness and the sound of sirens roared louder, followed by doors slamming, guns cocking.
Cole looked up to face the Tucson police department, dropped his weapon and raised his hands in surrender, mouth still open in wonder and bewilderment.
As the cops raced forward to arrest him, Cole knew only one thing; answers were going to have to wait.
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Mark Cole waited patiently for his turn to pass through the metal detector in the White House foyer, comfortable in his tailored suit despite his recent injuries. He�d already placed his keys and his cell phone in the tray, and then he was walking through the magnetic archway, pulled to one side by a security guard for a quick once over with the portable wand.
He was clean, as he always was when he entered the White House. There was no threat here, and no need to carry weapons. Besides which, if he wanted to kill anyone, he was more than capable of doing so with his bare hands, a fact exercised many times by some of the very people that worked here.
His mind was still reeling from what he had learned back at the ranch. Could the girl have been his daughter?
The thought of a daughter � any daughter � dredged up painful, horrifying memories for him. It was still only a little more than two years ago that his entire family � his wife, son and daughter � had been slaughtered in front of him. He was starting to adjust to the loss now, but it was a long process and he was not yet fully healed � indeed, might never be, he realized.
He had only had two children � Ben and Amy, killed at the tender ages of just six and four. The girl in Tucson must have been at least sixteen, perhaps as old as twenty, though certainly no more.
So who was she?
Was she telling the truth? Was it even possible?
Cole had to admit that such a thing was always possible; during his time in the SEALs, he�d been involved with women all over the world.
The girl was of oriental appearance � perhaps Japanese, Cole thought � which should narrow it down somewhat; and somewhere in the back of Cole�s mind, if did just that, although he did his best to ignore what his subconscious was trying to tell him.
Cole had never even had time to confirm the girl�s name � after being hauled off to the Tucson jail cells, he�d been identified as the escaped convict Samuel Keatson. This identification � his cover story when infiltrating San Quentin � had set off alarm bells back at the Force One headquarters in DC, and a presidential order for his release was issued immediately, with no questions allowed.
An FBI vehicle � driven by men who had no idea who he was, and why they were driving him � turned up outside the police station as Cole descended the steps, to take him immediately to the airport where a private jet was being fuelled and readied to fly him to Washington.
Normally Cole just made his own way back � all the better to avoid suspicion � and Cole had known this meant that something heavy was going on.
He had still been trying to remember where he�d been sixteen to twenty years ago, what he�d been doing, when he�d seen the newspapers in the private lounge of the airport, the news on the television. He�d been out circulation for so long that he�d not even heard about what had been going on in China, and he instantly knew why Abrams had summoned him so urgently.
Reluctantly, he had driven the thoughts of the Japanese girl � his daughter?�� that had helped him, then tried to kill him, and then been shot by him � out of his mind completely, his professional instincts taking over as he gathered up all the newspapers and magazines he could, taking them on board the private jet so that he could devour every article he could read about the Chinese situation.
The thoughts of the girl still nagged at him, pulling at his attention as his leather soled shoes click-clacked over the White House marble, but he was able to compartmentalize � she would just have to wait. She was in hospital anyway, under police guard, and wouldn�t be going anywhere for now.
As Cole passed through the corridors towards the West Wing, he noticed that the staff was even more thorough than normal; indeed, there was an air of unease in the place that only normally occurred at times of extreme threat to the United States. But Cole could understand that � a military coup in China was enough to worry even the most laidback observer.
An aide greeted him with a well-practiced smile. �Doctor Sandbourne,� he said congenially, �how lovely to see you again. President Abrams is ready for you now, please follow me.� Cole returned the smile and did as he was asked, following the aide towards the first floor Oval Office.
Cole had been here several times now as �Doctor Sandbourne�, an expert in international affairs working for the Paradigm Group, a new and influential Washington think tank. It was a role that explained his regular visits to the White House without raising too many eyebrows.
The real reason for his meeting with Abrams was, of course, to receive his orders as the commander of Force One, America�s most secretive covert ops unit
His office actually was in the headquarters of the Paradigm Group, which � although purchased the year before merely as a front for Force One � was a genuine think-tank, staffed by many of the most capable minds in the business, none of whom had any idea what really went on there.
Cole remembered his first time at the White House; he�d crash-landed a hijacked C-130 military transport airplane on Constitution Avenue and had been dragged inside by the Secret Service�s Emergency Response Team. And within the next hour, he had saved the president from being assassinated by her own bodyguard.
With a wry smile, he realized that things never changed; people back then had had no idea who he really was, and they still didn�t.
To cover his shaven head � too many questions would be asked if he turned up to a meeting without hair � Cole was wearing a professional hair-piece, one that was itching constantly. Cole ignored the desire to scratch it, not wanting to bring undue attention on himself. He had had to use make-up to cover the bruises on his face, and hoped that it wasn�t too noticeable.
Force One itself was still something of an experiment, despite several months of successful operations. Previous covert ops units had been too well publicized � books had been written about the supposedly secret Intelligence Support Activity, for example, and Cole knew that it wouldn�t be long before his old unit, the Systems Research Group, received the same treatment.
Such public outings had ensured that such units were harder and harder to organize, often branded as being government �kill squads�. The disgraced ex-Director of National Intelligence, Charles Hansard, had therefore come up with a new system � take men and women who were �off the books� ex-military personnel and use them as so-called �contract laborers� with no connection back to the US government. Cole himself had been such an operative, until Hansard had turned rogue and tried to have him killed.
Cole recognized the two problems � an official group was too open to be truly effective, while a more independent operation was wide open for abuse. And this was where Force One came in, what Cole hoped would be a happy compromise between the two � an official group, but sanctioned only by a select few government insiders. The only people outside of Force One who knew of its existence were President Abrams, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Peter Olsen, and the Director of National Intelligence, Catalina dos Santos. Olsen was able to mobilize military assets on Force One�s behalf, while dos Santos could provide intelligence from every US agency for the unit�s use. And although the president ultimately decided on how the unit was going to be used, all three had to approve its missions, in order to avoid the scandals that had followed Hansard�s use of his own private army.
Lieutenant General Miley Cooper, Commander of the Joint Special Operations Command, also had a pretty good idea of what was going on due to the nature of his involvement as head of the special operations community, but he was not part of the �official� group. He knew to authorize whatever Olsen requested, and was happy not knowing anything else; it was safer that way.
Briefings were given by the three people together, to make sure that one of them wasn�t going off solo, and the existence of the unit was enshrined in a secret presidential directive � the successors of Abrams, Olsen and dos Santos wouldn�t be able to disband it unless there was another presidential directive made to do so. They wouldn�t have to use the unit, but at least its existence was secure. In any case, it would be nearly four years until another election, and Cole was sure he�d be able to do some useful work in that time, no matter what happened next.
Perhaps it wasn�t perfect, Cole reflected as the polished mahogany door to the Oval Office was opened by a uniformed Marine, but it was definitely the best solution anyone had come up with so far.
Cole had handpicked a team that would stack up against anyone else in the world, he had full presidential approval, he had the backing of the military and the intelligence underworld, and to top it all off he had the combined benefits of government back-up with full anonymity.
Yes, Cole thought to himself as he entered the Oval Office, it just didn�t get any better than that.
* * *
�So what�s the situation?� Cole asked, accepting the coffee cup from the Navy steward with a nod of thanks.
They were in the president�s private study, the four of them occupying the easy chairs which had been crammed into the small space, a room off the short corridor that led to Abrams� private dining room.
President Ellen Abrams waited until they were alone before she answered. �It�s not good, Mark. It�s not good at all.�
Cole wasn�t surprised; he wasn�t called in unless something was very badly wrong.
�Thank you for your work with Haynes and the AU, by the way,� Abrams said. �Noah tells me that the bureau will be able to wrap up the entire organization before Christmas.� Noah Graham was the Director of the FBI, and the man directly responsible for countering homegrown terrorist groups such as the AU.
Cole nodded. �A nice present for someone.�
Abrams smiled. �Yes,� she said. �A very nice present indeed.� She tapped a manila folder on the large desk between them. �But we now have something far more serious to deal with, I�m afraid.�
Cole knew the basic outline of the situation after reading the papers and magazines on the flight from Tucson, and in his experience such media outlets could often be more reliable than professional intelligence reports.
There had been some sort of coup in the People�s Republic of China, a general named Wu De was now proclaiming himself Paramount Leader, both Tsang Feng and Fang Zemin were presumed dead � probably by Wu�s own hand � and the entire Tsang government was now imprisoned in an unknown location while Wu�s own men took control of the country.
Cole had been horrified to find out what had been going on over the past couple of days; it was truly a nightmare scenario, made all the worse by what had happened in the East China Sea.
The Gerald R. Ford had been incapacitated by a missile strike from China, and was now listing, helpless, off her coastline. The papers had been unclear about rescue attempts.
�What�s going on with the Ford?� Cole asked.
Olsen shook his head sadly. He was a big man, cramped by the small room, and Cole felt sorry for him � as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, he was directly responsible for the US military, which included the Ford. He knew the man would be dying to lash out and strike at something, but couldn�t; not yet anyway. The waiting must be killing him, Cole guessed, and the lines etched over Olsen�s craggy face just confirmed it.
�Damage report isn�t promising,� he said. �The missile did major damage to the rear portion of the ship, completely taking out the propellers. She can�t move, and she can�t fly her aircraft. Watertight compartments were sealed off immediately, but we�ve lost two hundred and fifty-six men and women � so far. Medical personnel are struggling to cope with the nearly six hundred other casualties that have resulted from the impact. Wu and the new Chinese government have refused to allow us to unload the casualties, so onboard medical personnel have to deal with the problem alone for now. And then there�s the desalination plant.�
Cole raised an eyebrow � as an ex-Navy SEAL, he knew about ships, and how important the desalination plant was, especially to one the size of the Ford. Without it, there would be no useable drinking water, a threat almost as serious as another hit by the Dong Feng.
�The plant should be producing four hundred thousand gallons a day,� Olsen said. �That�s what�s needed for a crew the size of the Ford�s. But it appears to have been damaged by the blast, and even with repairs is now incapable of treating more than fifty thousand gallons, eight times less than she needs. Captain Meadows has everyone rationed, showers are banned, they�re doing everything they can to conserve water, but � well, the bottom line is that things aren�t good.�
�The members of the crew are hostages, in effect,� Abrams said. �Wu denies that the missile was fired on purpose, claiming that it was a training error, and at the moment we can�t prove otherwise. But at the same time, Wu has issued notice that we are invading his territorial waters, and has told the rest of the Ford carrier group to back off, or else.�
Abrams sighed. �What can we do? The threat is clear � back off, or he kills the Ford for real, and we lose more than four thousand of our people; there�s no way we could get to it in time, repair it, offload the personnel, before he could blow it clean out of the water.�
�Added to which,� Olsen said, �he seems to have gained effective control over the entire military � China has naval and air superiority in the area, and we daren�t make a move just yet. The risks are too great, and we�d stand to lose a great deal more besides.�
�Could we offload the crew via sub?� Cole asked. The US Navy was still the world leader in silent, stealthy submarine technology.
Olsen shook his head. �Not a chance,� he said. �From surveillance footage and the Ford�s own eyeball reports, the Chinese navy�s got those waters sealed up tight as a drum. There�s no way we�d get a sub anywhere close to the Ford.�
�Have we targeted their missile units on the mainland?�
Again, Olsen answered the question. �We�ve got the coordinates typed in and ready to go,� he said. �But the trouble with the DF is that most of the missiles are mobile � we have no way of knowing where they are, moment to moment. We just can�t risk attacking the mainland without better intel � and maybe not even then.�
Cole could tell it grated the general to talk this way, defeatism not being in his nature; but facts were facts, and had to be faced.
�There�s also the additional factor of China�s ex-pat population,� said dos Santos. �China�s last census claimed well over seventy thousand Americans are currently living in China, many of them in and around Beijing. And Wu has temporarily suspended all flights out of the country.�
�So they�re all trapped there?� Cole asked.
Abrams nodded. �Except for the few who got out early, and those who have travelled overland or by boat; not many, at any rate. And the figures are probably conservative anyway � our own numbers suggest over one hundred thousand, and that�s not taking into consideration all the other people who live there � vast numbers of Koreans and Europeans for starters.�
�Wu claims that air travel will resume soon,� dos Santos said, �he claims nobody is being held hostage, anyone is free to leave overland if they wish, but outbound flights have been cancelled due to what he calls �security issues� during the transfer of power to the new government.�
�But they�re being held hostage, just the same as the crew of the Ford,� Cole said, the severity of the situation becoming clear to him. �Wu knows we�ll never attack the mainland while we�ve got so many of our own people there.�
�Exactly. So what can we do?� Abrams said with a shrug of her shoulders. �We can�t target Beijing, and we�ve had to pull back from the East China Sea, leave the Ford stranded. The only other option would lead to war, and the ramifications of war with China would be enormous. Besides which, we have no idea how strong the Wu government is � does it have the support necessary to govern long-term? Or will it crumble of its own accord? If it does that, then we might not need to do anything at all. We need time.�
�What�s his game plan?� Cole wondered aloud. �His end-game? What�s he after?�
�In the first instance, we think it�s the Senkaku Islands,� dos Santos said, opening the manila file and sliding across the latest satellite images of the area. As the Director of National Intelligence, dos Santos had access to information developed by every agency in the US government. She was young for the job at forty, but had already proven herself more than capable and � perhaps even more importantly � loyal.
Cole looked down, although he didn�t really need to; he knew what the Senkaukus looked like, they had been a major bone of contention between China and Japan for decades. Known as the Diaoyu Islands by the Chinese, they consisted of less than three square miles of uninhabited islands lying between China, Taiwan, and the larger Ryukyu Islands of Japan. And Cole also knew that they had been of no interest to anybody until oil was discovered in the surrounding seas in the late 1960s; it was the same old story.
�NRO analysis shows that after our forces withdrew from the area,� dos Santos continued, �China�s navy headed out towards the Senkakus.�
�This makes things even more awkward for us, of course,� Abrams said, �and Prime Minister Toshikatsu has already been on the phone asking for our support.�
Cole nodded in understanding. The US was pledged to assisting Japan defend its territory, and had acknowledged Japan�s claim to ownership of the islands; therefore, if China reclaimed them by force, America would have to intervene. But with four thousand sailors held hostage off the Chinese coast, how could she?
�What do you want me to do?� Cole asked the president, although he could already guess what it might be.
�A military coup is only as effective as the man who leads it,� Abrams said evenly, spreading out the papers from the manila folder across the desk, showing images of a large, uniformed Chinese man, half of his face obscured by a huge, drooping mustache. �Cut off the head, and the body will fall.�
Cole looked up from the photographs and saw that Abrams was staring directly at him, unafraid to give the order. �I want you to kill General Wu,� she said. �As soon as you possibly can.�
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The order to kill didn�t faze Cole in the slightest � years of doing such work had dulled his sense of horror at such actions until it was almost nonexistent.
It hadn�t always been that way, Cole remembered � the first time he�d killed a man, out on patrol with SEAL Team Two back when he�d been only nineteen years old, it had been hard. But, he could admit now, completely at peace with his nature, it hadn�t been as hard for him as it had for many others. And it hadn�t even been the killing that he had felt bad about; it was the fact that he hadn�t reacted quickly enough, had almost let his buddies down.
But he hadn�t let them down. He had killed, and had carried on killing ever since. He truly no longer had any idea how many lives he had taken over the years; he had tried to count once, when his nightmares had threatened to return, but the numbers had just run together into a jumbled mess, hundreds of faces swimming in and out of his consciousness, merging into one another, then drifting slowly one by one, and then altogether again.
For many years, he had lived in denial of a sort; he had truly thought that he had only done what he had done due to his orders, his training, his conditioning. He had been sacrificing his eternal salvation for the benefit of the American people.
And that was still true, of course, although he now understood that there was something else underneath the surface of his psyche. He had been forced to confront it when he had been betrayed by Hansard, when his family had been brutally killed right in front of him, when he had exacted his revenge and then escaped into a life of isolated self-abuse in Thailand.
The awful truth was that he enjoyed the killing; it was what he had been born for, what he had been created to do. He was glad that he had a worthwhile cause to fight for. He often wondered what he would have done had he not been in the military, how his life would have turned out. Would he still have been a killer?
It was an unpleasant question, and one he was reluctant to answer. And at the end of the day, he supposed, it didn�t even matter � he did have a cause, a profession, a worthwhile channel for his urges, and � mercifully � that made it all okay.
�What do we know about General Wu?� Cole asked, finishing the cup of coffee and reaching for one of the finger sandwiches on the small table beside him. He had eaten on the plane, but his adrenalin had still been racing and he hadn�t managed to keep much down; now his hunger was appearing with a vengeance.
Catalina dos Santos looked down at her files, though it was hardly necessary; she had already memorized everything there was to know about him.
�To a certain extent, he�s an unknown quantity,� she admitted, �which is one of the reasons he was able to take everyone by surprise. All we have at the moment is his military file, although we�re working hard to get more data. Fifty-six years old, born June fourth, nineteen sixty-four in Chengdu, Sichuan province. No information on parents or siblings. Joined the People�s Liberation Army at seventeen, reportedly fought well during several border clashes with Vietnam, which stemmed from the Sino-Vietnamese War in seventy-nine. Eventually led units as a captain against the Vietnamese in the late eighties before transferring to the Second Artillery Corps. You�ve heard of the Great Wall Project?�
Cole nodded. �I�ve heard about it, although I�m not sure if the rumors have ever been verified. Supposedly the Chinese have built a system of tunnels, thousands of miles long, underneath the Taihang Mountains, named after the Great Wall due to its size and the amount of work that�s gone into it. They�re apparently using the tunnel network to hide their nuclear stockpile � which is again rumored to be several thousand rather than the mere hundreds they claim to have.�
Olsen nodded. �That�s the rumor,� he confirmed, �and that�s all it is really. But enough people seem to be telling the same story for us to at least give it some credibility. I know we�ve been defensive partners of the Chinese for over a year now, but that doesn�t mean they trust us any more than we trust them, and they�re not likely to have let us know about such a system, even if it exists.�
Dos Santos also nodded in agreement. �General Olsen�s right,� she said, �it is just a rumor. But General Wu was posted to the Taihang region for several years, along with several battalions of engineers, thousands of men. A lot of tunneling could have gone on in that time, and Wu�s record indicates his elevation to general rank occurred about the same time the stories about the network being completed started to leak out. It�s been suggested by some of our analysts that it was a reward for his work on the Great Wall Project.�
Cole thought, grabbing his third sandwich. �I guess it explains how he could organize the use of the Dong Feng mobile units before he�d gone through with the coup itself � he would know all of the officers from the Second Artillery Corps, they�d all be loyal to him. If those stories about the Great Wall are true though, I guess that makes things even worse.�
�Yes,� Abrams agreed. �The possibility is that we now have a madman in control of the only country in the world whose military could give ours a run for its money � and he�s possibly the very man who helped design and engineer a nuclear missile network that could vaporize our own in an instant.�
�Resources?� Cole asked.
�Anything you need,� Abrams replied. �Pete and Cat have already opened up the channels, you�ve got full military and intel back-up. You come up with the plan, and let them know what you need.�
Cole nodded. �I�ll need a full intel dump,� he said, turning to dos Santos.
The Director of National Intelligence nodded, smiling. �I�m already working on it, I�ll send you over everything we have to your office.�
Abrams sipped her coffee, then looked back over at Cole. �There is another aspect to the mission,� she said.
�The government officials?� Cole asked.
Abrams nodded. �We suspect that Tsang Feng is dead already, and it�s a possibility that other government ministers might be next. We need to get them out before they�re targeted, or else we�ll have nobody left to run the country when Wu�s gone.�
�Do we know where they�re being held?�
Dos Santos nodded. �We�ve got a contact in Beijing, he contacted us as soon as this thing broke out. Liu Yingchau, a captain in the Chinese Special Operations Command. Navarone knows him, I believe.�
Cole nodded. Jake Navarone was one of Force One�s best operatives, Cole having recruited him from SEAL Team Six after an operation at a North Korean prison camp the year before. Liu Yingchau had been one of two Chinese special forces officers seconded to JSOC for the mission, and had been the only one of the two to survive. Navarone had spoken very highly of him, and that was good enough for Cole.
�Good,� he said. �We can trust him. How�s his cover?�
�Well, as part of the military, he�s supposedly behind Wu and the other generals. Luckily he was in Beijing to help train their armed police, and he�s been pulled in, ordered to help guard the government compound. He�s safe for now, as far as we know.�
�Is that where they�re being held?� Cole asked. �The Forbidden City?�
Abrams nodded. �Yes, although Liu is not inside and doesn�t know the exact location.�
Cole sighed. Beijing�s Forbidden City was enormous, an incredible architectural marvel that harkened back to the heady days of Chinese power, a vast imperial palace used as the center of the Chinese empire from the Ming to Qing dynasties. It covered one hundred and eighty acres, and housed nearly eight hundred separate buildings containing nine thousand rooms. Cole was going to need much more specific information before he could arrange any sort of rescue mission.
�Will he be able to find out their exact location?� he asked.
�CIA�s handling him for now,� dos Santos said. �I�ll try and find out, get you in the loop.�
�I don�t want him to get caught, but we need more solid info.� He paused, frowning, and finished his coffee. �And although I trust him, we can�t discount the possibility that he�s being played, and whatever he says is disinformation planted by Wu. We�ll need secondary corroboration at the very least.�
�I know,� Abrams said uneasily. �I know. But we need to act quickly, and you might have to act at a stage where other agencies wouldn�t.�
Cole shrugged. She was right, at the end of the day; if it wasn�t an emergency, if time wasn�t a factor, if there weren�t a hundred other issues, then other more conventional units could be used.
But in a situation like this, with next to no useful intelligence and the threat of four thousand US servicemen being killed, then Force One was the only option left.
�How long do we have?� Cole asked, his mind already going through plans and scenarios.
Abrams was about to speak when her phone rang. She held up a finger, asking Cole to wait, and answered; not many people were put straight through to the President of the United States.
* * *
Ellen Abrams listened to the frantic voice on the other end of the line, and felt her own pulse racing. Japanese Prime Minister Toshikatsu Endo was not given to overstatement or the crowd-pleasing boisterousness of many of his political rivals. He was a refined, quiet, thoughtful man who was a professional in every sense of the word. But the impression Abrams had now was different, and chilled her to the core; he was outraged, frightened, angry and uncertain all at the same time.
�Madam President,� she heard him say breathlessly, �it has already begun; Wu�s done it, he�s already done it!�
�What?� Abrams asked as calmly as she could. �What has he done?�
�Invaded the Senkaku Islands!� Toshikatsu exclaimed. �The Chinese Navy has blown one of our coast guard vessels out of the water, and then landed on the island. When challenged by the Okinawan prefectural police, our officers were shot dead! Dead!�
Abrams� blood ran cold. It was happening fast, just too damned fast. She knew that the Japanese government had posted extra officers on the uninhabited islands, in case uninvited visitors should want to land there. But they had expected small recon vessels, not the entire Chinese Navy.
It was tantamount to a declaration of war on Japan, and Abrams was all too aware that the United States was a defensive partner of that nation.
She sighed, reaching for her coffee; saw her fingers trembling, and withdrew the hand.
Could she risk thousands of US servicemen and women on a promise made to a foreign country over a string of uninhabited rocks? China hadn�t invaded the mainland itself; and it wasn�t even China, not really. It was just one lone madman who�d bullied and intimated enough other people to follow him that he was now in charge � temporarily at least.
But then what message would non-action send to the world at large, both to America�s allies, and her enemies? She would be seen as a nation that welched on her commitments, it would cause her allies to mistrust her and her enemies to grow bolder.
But was it worth going to war over?
She realized that Toshikatsu had been talking all this time, and began to listen once more.
�So what is your answer?� the fearful voice demanded. �Are you behind us? Are you with us?�
But now she had heard him, she still couldn�t answer; she just didn�t know what to say.
* * *
Cole watched as President Abrams struggled to come to terms with what she was hearing. He knew what it was; Wu had decided to take the Senkakus early. It was a good strategy, to act while everyone was still reeling from the change in government, before other nations could regroup and start to plan their own counter-strategies.
But Cole had an unshakeable faith in Ellen Abrams� leadership, ever since he had first met her as a senator on a fact-finding tour of Iraq. She was straight-talking, conscientious and passionate, with a huge set of figurative brass balls. She�d given the green light for Force One, after all.
�Yes,� he heard his president say to Toshikatsu, �you have my word that we will do our best.� With that, she put down the telephone and looked straight at Cole.
�You asked me how long we have,� she said. �Well, there�s your answer � Wu is already going into action. And that means that you have to, too.�
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General � now Paramount Leader of the People�s Republic of China � Wu De stood at the banks of computer monitors and electronic surveillance equipment, his huge smile almost hidden beneath his drooping mustache.
It�s working, he thought happily. It�s really working.
His glorious nation � the cradle of civilization, the bringer of culture to the barbarous outside world � had finally re-taken the Diaoyu Islands, land that should never have been taken away in the first place. A wrong had been corrected, and he was pleased with the results of his first actions.
It wasn�t that re-taking the islands was a major military triumph; they were poorly protected, and resistance was near nonexistent. But his country had never before had the will to take back what was rightfully hers. China � or at least the cowards and soft-bellied worms of the Communist Party � had for too many years been content to be bullied by other nations, holding their hands out for scraps to be tossed their way, never free to assert their rightful dominance over their own domains.
But that was about to change; in fact, it already was changing, under his own leadership. He watched the drone surveillance footage of the East China Sea on the monitors in front of him, deep in the bowels of the communist party�s �war room� hidden beneath the traditional architecture of the government buildings of the Zhongnonhai, and was gratified by what he saw.
Chinese ships patrolling the waters of the Diaoyu Islands, just as it should be. He already had companies � many of which he had a controlling stake in � ready and waiting to exploit the waters for their untapped oil reserves.
On another monitor, he could see the stricken US aircraft carrier, the USS Gerald R. Ford, listing helplessly in the water. Unable to move; unable to escape. Over four thousand US servicemen and women, held hostage.
At the start, he feared he had been wrong about President Abrams, and about Americans in general. He had thought them to be soft, unwilling to risk the lives of their fellow citizens for any reason. But when this thing had begun, he�d worried that perhaps he had misjudged the situation � what if Abrams retaliated instantly? What if she launched missile strikes? What if she was willing to sacrifice the Ford, and sent in the rest of the navy and air force in an immediate counter-attack? He hadn�t been sure he could have responded effectively so soon; his control over the mechanics of government had still not been entirely in place, and America might just have had a chance.
But in the end, Abrams had not acted, and the United States had lost its chance.
Now all they could do was stand by and watch in mute witness as China reasserted herself fully onto the world stage, to take her rightful position as the supreme nation of earth.
The US Navy had pulled back out of the East China Sea, just as Wu had ordered; the loss of face suffered by America would be enormous. Would it be enough to encourage Abrams to strike back?
Wu realized it would be a possibility; but Abrams hadn�t acted before, and she would probably fail to do so now. She probably just hoped that nature would take its course, and Wu�s new government would fall of its own accord. But Wu was going to make sure that this didn�t happen, and was confident that he had enough resources, enough support across the country�s vast provinces, that he would stay in power indefinitely.
Wu wondered if Abrams or her many advisors had any inkling that the re-taking of the Diaoyu Islands was only the start. His grin spread ever wider as he realized that they probably had no idea � no idea whatsoever � what his ultimate plans were.
And he was looking forward very much to the next phase.
* * *
�But why the hell aren�t they doing anything?� asked Jean Archambault, Petty Officer 3rd Class. �Are they just going to leave us here forever?�
Captain Sam Meadows had called the meeting, and almost the entire crew of the USS Gerald R. Ford was now gathered together on the mess deck, crammed in shoulder to shoulder, every man and woman wanting answers.
Meadows was just as angry as the rest of the crew, but knew that he had to handle the situation wisely � it would do no good whatsoever if there was a mutiny on board the ship. And although the US Navy prided itself on its discipline, and had never experienced such a mutiny aboard one of its vessels, Meadows knew that there was always a first time for everything, and he would be damned if he was going to let it happen on a ship under his command.
And so when the first signs of discontent had emerged, reported to him by his junior officers � and caused in large part by the loss of fresh water � he had decided to stamp it out immediately by calling a meeting and getting everybody�s heads screwed on right.
While it was true that Admiral Charles Decker was the man in overall command of the Ford carrier group, Meadows was in the driver�s seat of the lead ship, and the men and women who worked here were his men and women. Meadows had therefore taken point on this meeting, wanting the crew to see a familiar face before them, willing to answer their questions. Or at least try to, anyway.
The only trouble was, he didn�t really have any answers. The questions he was being asked were the same ones he, Decker, and the rest of the senior officers had discussed, and the same ones Decker had asked of the Chief of Naval Operations, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the president of the United States herself. And the answers had been less than satisfactory.
But still, he would try.
�It�s not a question of being abandoned,� Meadows said evenly. �It is true that the rest of our carrier group has had to retreat out of the East China Sea, but we are being constantly monitored by satellite and we have air support ready to come to our assistance if we should need it.�
�But we�re not allowed to be moved?� another voice called out, one that Meadows couldn�t identify. �We�re not allowed to be rescued?�
�Are we hostages?� said another voice, and this one Meadows did recognize � it was Leanne Harker, a seasoned and reliable Chief Petty Officer.
There was loud debate at this last question, and Meadows moved quickly to cut it off, stepping forward on his dais at the front of the huge hall and raising his hands. �Okay,� he said loudly, sternly, �okay. Enough. You�ve asked a question, now let me answer. You might be expecting me to bullshit you, but I can�t do that to you. I�m gonna give it to you straight. The answer is yes.� He saw Admiral Decker, watching the proceedings off to one side, squirm in his chair as he said this. �To all intents and purposes, we are being held hostage.�
There were more murmurs and arguments, but Meadows again quickly cut them off. �Let me finish,� he said sharply in a tone that brooked no argument. �Let me explain exactly what the situation is. We are stuck in the middle of the East China Sea. Our propellers are damaged beyond hope of repair, our entire rear end is destroyed, and we have no immediate in-theater back-up. Many of our aircraft survived the hit, but without the ability to move the carrier, those planes aren�t going anywhere � we just can�t launch them. And even if we could, remember that we are within range of Chinese missiles, any of which could destroy us totally. And I know that we are all ready to risk our lives for our country, but at the moment, we just don�t have enough intelligence to warrant any action on our part � we have no idea what good it would do, if any at all. And although it is painful to all of us, the unfortunate fact is that the White House also doesn�t have enough useable intelligence to act. And so we are going to have to wait � like all good military forces � until we are given our orders. Is that understood?�
There were grumblings of agreement throughout the mess hall, and Meadows knew that although nobody was happy, everyone would keep toeing the line � for now, at least.
Just before the meeting was about to break up, another voice sparked up. �Is it true that China have just taken the Senkaku Islands?� asked Casey O�Neil, another Chief Petty Officer.
Meadows frowned; it was not just the question itself, but the fact that it had been asked by a man of O�Neil�s rank. While not a commissioned officer, O�Neil was an important man on the ship, personally responsible for a large number of sailors. He should be trying to keep a lid on things, not stirring the situation up more.
Meadows wondered where he had heard about the invasion; the news had only come through secure channels from the White House an hour before the meeting. But, he knew, an hour aboard an aircraft carrier was more than enough time for word to leak out. What was more surprising, he decided, was that more people didn�t already know.
He would have to answer the question honestly, he realized; the crew would see right through him if he tried to flannel things like a politician. Damn that Casey O�Neil, he thought, before realizing that perhaps the CPO had actually done him a favor; it wouldn�t be long before the rumor would be all over the ship anyway, so it was probably better if it was dealt with right now.
�Although that is privileged information Chief O�Neil,� Meadows said with an icy stare, �I can confirm that yes, this is true.� There were gasps from the crew members. �It seems that part of the Chinese plan may have been to take us out of action so that we were unable to help defend the Senkakus.�
�Are we going to help get them back?� a voice called out, one of many asking the same thing, shouts and hollers from all around quickly swamping the huge room.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� Meadows said calmly, maintaining his control, �those questions are being dealt with as we speak. And when I know, I�ll let you know.� Meadows knew he couldn�t leave it at this; the men and women under his command were trained professionals, people who needed a job, a mission; they were not used to just sitting around aimlessly. They needed a task, and Meadows decided to give them one.
�Please remember, we are all still a part of the United States Navy, and although our ship is down, she is not out. There is a lot of work to be done aboard this ship, and the desalination plant is only part of it. Our back end is shot to hell, sure. But we don�t employ the best engineers in the business for nothing, and now that we�ve got everything sealed off nice and tight and we�re sure we�re not going to be sinking, it�s time to get proactive. We�ll be setting up working groups to tackle getting the Ford mobile again, and we�ll need all hands on deck.� Meadows could sense the excitement building throughout the mess deck. Yes, he knew, the military mind just loved a mission. �But remember, we�re being monitored by Chinese surveillance, and we�ve been warned to not effect repairs. But screw them, right?� There were cheers from around the mess hall, and Meadows grinned. �Yeah. Screw �em. We�re gonna get this ship fixed up without them knowing a damn thing about it and then when those Washington politicos get their fingers out of their asses and send us our orders, we�re gonna be ready to go. Am I right?�
The crowd erupted into chorus of cheers and hoo-ahs!, and as Meadows looked around, he saw that even Admiral Decker was smiling.
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Clark Mason was having a good day. First there had been a morning roll in the sack with his most recent mistress, in the private suite at the Jefferson Hotel they�d checked into the night before. Then there�d been the leisurely breakfast at the Four Seasons before his conference with the Washington press corps.
He had fielded questions about the Chinese situation with his usual aplomb and panache, giving just enough to placate them while not revealing anything of real importance � a skill Abrams recognized, and which was why he�d been picked to give the conference in the first place.
Indeed, it was his skill as a politician which had earned him the Vice Presidency after his predecessor Glen Swain had been diagnosed with terminal cancer and taken early retirement to deal with it. Abrams needed someone with political acumen and a broad support base for the second ticket of her nomination, and Mason � who had done good work as Secretary of State through her first term � was the only person who had fit the bill.
He knew it helped that he was good looking too, a blessing for the cameras. His vast personal wealth didn�t hurt either.
And so while Abrams was hustling and bustling around the West Wing trying to get a grip of the situation, Mason was seducing young beauty contest winners, eating gourmet food, and charming an army of journalists.
Life just didn�t get any better.
He felt no guilt whatsoever for the mistress � wasn�t that what powerful men did? He felt entitled to his proclivities, and cared not at all whether his wife of thirty-one years knew about it; and if so, whether she was upset by it. At the end of the day, it was really none of her business. His relationships with beautiful young women kept him young, kept his mind fresh, his body eager.
His wife should be grateful if anything.
Mason was a man who had always had it all; wealth, adulation � he had played varsity basketball to much acclaim before going into politics � and now fame and power. He had come from a prosperous, rich family background and had never wanted for anything in his entire life.
Except one thing, and one thing alone � the presidency itself.
He had been worried last year, when he had still been serving Abrams as Sec State, that everything he had been working towards might all come crashing down. He had leant his subtle support to Jeb Richards, the Secretary of Homeland Security, during the terrorist crisis; and when it had turned out that Richards was a traitor, in bed with the man who�d plotted America�s annihilation by bioweapon, he had been terrified that he would be tarred with the same brush.
But luckily, his political instincts had caused him to cut his ties with Richards even before his role in the affair was known, and he had thus avoided the stigma of association � his elevation to Vice Presidential nominee was proof enough of that.
However, Mason sometimes wondered whether Abrams� seemingly generous gesture towards him was entirely what it seemed; for as Vice President, the truth was that he actually had rather less work to do than he�d had as Sec State. There was no truth to the oft-heard accusation of the office being mere window dressing � as Vice President, he did have a lot of work to do � but it was also true that the work was a little more public relations-based than what he had become used to.
Still, it was work he enjoyed, and put him one step closer to his dream � Clark Mason, President of the United States of America.
He was in the White House now, on his way to a meeting with Abrams and wondering idly what it would be like to live here as Commander in Chief, when he almost bumped into the man leaving the Oval Office.
Mason did not recognize him, but saw that he was well-dressed, sharp, smart. His face looked a little strange though, almost as if he�d been wearing make-up.
�Oh, excuse me,� said the man apologetically, stepping to one side with a smile. �I was just leaving.�
�That�s quite alright,� Mason said with a patrician smile of his own to the younger man, �I must have been daydreaming, not paying attention to where I was going. A sign of my age, I�m afraid.�
�It was my fault, really,� the other man said, extending a hand. �I�m Alan Sandbourne,� he said by way of introduction.
Mason took the man�s hand and shook it warmly, although his mind was already turning circles. Although he knew the name, he had never met him before; and yet there was something undeniably familiar about Alan Sandbourne�s voice, something which raised the hackles on the back of Mason�s neck.
�Doctor Sandbourne,� Mason said amiably, �of course. Of the Paradigm Group. I�ve read your work, it�s very good.�
�Thank you,� came the reply, seemingly pleased with the flattery. Or was he? There was something about the doctor that seemed not quite right, something off-key, something undeniably familiar, and not in a good way.
The president�s secretary arrived at the door to the Oval Office, ushering Mason inside. With a shrug, he turned. �Well Doctor Sandbourne,� he said, �it was a pleasure meeting you, but duty calls.�
�Of course,� the doctor said with a smile, and then the door was closed, and Mason was alone with the president.
Doctor Sandbourne, however, was still the only thing on his mind.
Why was his voice so damn familiar?
It was, Mason decided, something that he would have to find out.
* * *
Cole relaxed into his studded leather wing-back chair, tucked into a corner of the mahogany-paneled study which looked out over the affluent neighborhood of Woodland-Normanstone Terrace.
He was almost close enough to see the Vice President�s residence at Number One Observatory Circle, just on the other side of the park, and the thought of the VP gave Cole pause. It had been the first time he�d met Clark Mason today, and yet Cole had sensed some sense of familiarity in the eyes of the man.
Cole knew that Mason had been in the National Security Council meetings when he�d been providing verbal radio communications to them during the bioweapon crisis; had he recognized Cole�s voice? Would that be possible?
And if so, would it be a problem?
Cole sighed and sank back even further into his chair, his body weary from lack of proper rest after his ordeal with Aryan Ultra, and surveyed the room in which he sat, the home in which he now lived, letting his mind wander.
The leafy suburban terrace in which Cole�s Georgian townhouse apartment was situated was as far removed from the beach house he�d occupied with his family in Cayman Brac as that palatial home had been from the trailer parks of Hamtramck where he�d been born; but it suited his current needs, and his current position.
He sipped at a glass of thirty-year old Macallan, all too aware that he was engaged in all the trappings of his former mentor, Charles Hansard. The whisky, the colonial-era luxury, heading his own intelligence unit right here in Washington � it was all Hansard.
And yet it was Cole too, he had to admit; over the years, his tastes had changed, and wasn�t that only natural? But sometimes the similarities grated on him; Hansard had been the man who betrayed him, ordered his death and the deaths of his wife and children. But Hansard had had taste too, and Cole supposed that years of exposure to the man and his ways had subconsciously rubbed off on him.
He could only hope that the influence only extended as far as drinks preference and interior d�cor; for despite his brilliance, Hansard had been sick and twisted in the worst of ways.
But he was being needlessly doleful; he�d chosen the area because it suited the background of Doctor Alan Sandbourne. It was close to Georgetown University, his alter-ego�s alma mater and the location of a long teaching stint, it was within easy commute of the White House, and the headquarters of the Paradigm Group � and Force One � was only a little further north in Forest Hills.
He�d been there for most of the day after his meeting with Abrams, collating and sifting through intelligence reports and media analysis, searching for the best way to approach the combined missions Force One would have to carry out.
He�d also spent time contacting his agents around the country, men selected for Force One missions by Cole himself. They were still � on paper at least � working for their units of origin. Delta Force, Marine Force Recon, Army Special Forces, SEAL Team Six, the CIA�s Special Activities Division, Air Force Special Tactics Teams, Army Rangers; Cole had selected only the best of the best. They stayed with their units and trained with them to keep sharp, but Cole made sure that � despite their operational and training commitments � he still had a core team available at any time, ready for action. They would be covertly seconded to Force One, often while on official leave, perform their missions, then return to their units with nobody being any the wiser. Some of the older, more seasoned members of those teams might have hazarded a guess as to where their colleagues were going, and what they were doing, but such professionals would remain forever silent � they knew the importance of such covert operations, and would never do anything to jeopardize them.
Cole was pleased that Jake Navarone was already on his way; he�d come to rely on the man over the past few months. He was resourceful, capable, and motivated � a winning combination.
Four other operators were en route to DC as well, to make up the six-man team that Cole had decided was going to infiltrate the Chinese mainland � Cole himself being the sixth.
But after their initial infiltration, the team would split up � Navarone would lead the other five on a rescue mission to the Forbidden City, while Cole would work alone, getting close enough to Wu so that he could kill the man without detection.
It was a skill he had learnt in the mountain prison of Pakistan, taught to him by an Indian freedom fighter � or a �cross-border terrorist� according to the Pakistani authorities � named Panickar Thilak. The art of Marma Adi was a secret part of the ancient practice of Kalaripayattu, the world�s most ancient martial art, and consisted of striking various points of the human body in specific sequences that would have a range of different effects depending also on the time of day they were hit. A touch here, a press there, another gentle squeeze � disguised as a bump, a handshake, an embrace � could disrupt the internal organs to such a degree that death would result.
The highest part of the art was to target the points in such a way that death was delayed � sometimes by as much as several days � which ensured that the assassin could be long gone from the area, with nobody any the wiser; when the victim finally died, it would be put down to a heart attack, an embolism, a brain aneurysm. Perfectly natural, and perfectly normal.
It was this skill which had made Cole infamous as �the Asset� � a man who could kill without leaving a trace; and it was a skill that his corrupt government controller, Charles Hansard, had ruthlessly exploited.
It was also a skill that had paid well � Hansard had paid over a million dollars per hit, allowing Cole and his family to enjoy a life of luxury in the Cayman Islands. When he had found out the truth about Hansard � and could no longer be sure of the justification for the jobs he had carried out for the man � he had liquidated his assets immediately, given the money away to a string of different charities. He was no longer able to countenance using the money for himself � it was tainted.
But he was once again earning a comfortable living � the Paradigm Group was a private business, and he was paid accordingly � and once more found himself in luxurious surroundings, the neighborhood of Woodland-Normanstone Terrace perhaps DC�s finest.
But it was no longer the same, he had to admit as he tasted the Macallan once again; nothing would ever be the same again.
He knew he had to stop himself before he was hit by the nightmarish images of his wife and children dying before his eyes, but the very thought reawakened different images � the Japanese girl, beaten, gun raised towards him, on the floor, blood foaming at her mouth.
Michiko.
The name came to his mind, unbidden.
That�s what Haynes had called her, wasn�t it? Michiko.
Strange that he hadn�t remembered it before. A Japanese name, sixteen to twenty years old� he felt his mind start to drift off, the cut glass heavy now in his hand.
A part of him knew that the girl might well be his daughter; knew even who the mother might be. It was why he�d been glad of a new mission, happy to have something to take his mind off it. For memories of the woman who might be the girl�s � Michiko�s � mother were shrouded in pain, terrible to remember.
But before he left for China, he had to know.
He put down the Macallan and reached for the telephone, dialing the number for the Tucson Police Department and asking for the lead investigator on the incident at the �Haynes� ranch�.
He could have used his top security clearance to demand answers, but didn�t want to alarm anyone. Instead, he chose the route to information most police officers were familiar with � enquiries from the press.
Cole was used to posing as a journalist � it was a common cover for operatives, and one he�d used countless times over the years. Slipping into the persona was second nature.
He had to sweet-talk his way past several people until he found someone willing to talk, but that was only to be expected. It was still easy enough; if it wasn�t, newspapers would never get written.
After a few enquiries about the event itself, Cole changed the subject. �What can you tell me about the girl?�
�The girl?� Sergeant Lautner said. �How�d you hear about her?�
�You�ll be pleased to hear that I never reveal my sources.�
Lautner grunted, a noise Cole took to be his version of laughter. �Yeah, I guess you�re right. Better nobody knows, huh?� He paused, breathed deeply, and Cole imagined he was smoking; on a cordless extension, hiding in a storeroom, smoking and selling secrets.
�Japanese national,� Lautner said finally. �Seventeen years old, found unconscious with a gunshot wound to the shoulder. Beaten badly too, cigarette burns on her body � tortured, looks like. A coupla days or more.�
�How is she?� Cole asked, feeling the first � unnecessary?�� pangs of parental concern.
�Oh, she�s fine,� Lautner said. �Bullet wound�s not much more than a scratch really. We�re not getting much out of her though, she�s clammed up tight as a drum. Refuses to say what she was doing there, we figure she was brought in to entertain the boys, you know? A pro, maybe even imported specially from Japan.� Lautner chuckled. �Despite their ideals of racial purity, they want all the colors of the rainbow when it comes to boom-boom time, you know?�
Cole held his tongue; he had to keep the police officer happy. �Ain�t that the truth?� he said, chuckling himself despite his disgust. �Do you have a name?�
�Sure we do � got it right off her passport, which we found in the ranch house. Let me think now, I�m not so good with these foreign names. Really confused us at first, they have their names the other way around to us, you know?�
Cole did know; it was common practice in the orient, with its strong sense of family and its patriarchal cultures, for the surname to come before the given name. In the more individualist west, given names always came first.
Cole didn�t doubt that Lautner had been confused. He was a man who felt he should be higher than he was � passed over for promotion time and time again, and Cole knew he wouldn�t be able to understand why. It wouldn�t be his fault, oh no � he had everything the department needed, he was just being stiffed because they didn�t like him. And now he would show them, by selling stories to the press. Cole had seen it before, too many times � such people were perfect recruits for men like Cole. Jilted, jealous, and desperate to get their own back.
Cole also knew that the real reason Lautner would have been passed over was because he wasn�t half as bright as he liked to think he was.
�Yeah, those Jap names are weird, huh?� Cole offered.
�You�re damn straight there,� the sergeant said with another grunting laugh.
�Her name?� Cole reminded him.
�Yeah, right. First name is Michi something� �
�Michiko?� Cole prompted.
�Yeah, that�s it,� Lautner said gratefully. �Michiko. Surname � I don�t know if I�m pronouncing this right � Aoki.�
Aoki Michiko.
Cole�s blood ran cold at the name, and hearing it said aloud finally confirmed his secret thoughts, his private fears.
He did know the girl�s mother.
Aoki Asami.
Asami meant �morning beauty�, and she had been just that � a stunning woman.
They had met in Thailand, starting a romance which had ended in tragedy.
Violence.
Horror.
Aoki Michiko could be his daughter, and Cole suddenly felt an overwhelming desire to see her, to hold her, to hear what she had to say.
But there was China. Beijing. General Wu.
He calculated quickly. His men would all be in DC by tomorrow morning, there would be the initial briefings in Forest Hills, then they would move immediately to the SEAL facility at Coronado on the west coast to draw weapons and equipment before continuing on to a rendezvous in Guam the next day.
He would have to be here tomorrow morning. Could he get to Tucson and back before then?
�Where�s the girl being held?� Cole asked.
�We�re not holding her anymore,� Lautner answered to Cole�s surprise. �She was here on a tourist visa, which has expired. She�s an illegal alien, and ICE has taken custody, they�ve got her on a flight back to Tokyo.�
Cole felt his heart falling. �When does it leave?� he asked breathlessly.
�Leave?� came the reply. �It�s already left, my friend. Doc cleared her as ready to fly this afternoon, they got her on the first flight out of here.� There was a pause, and Cole thought the man might be checking his watch. �Must be halfway over the Pacific by now. And a good job too, if you ask me. Last thing Tucson needs is another whore running around, am I right?�
Cole clenched the receiver hard, enraged. �Your check will be in the post,� he said through gritted teeth, and hung up on the man before he said something he would regret.
His daughter.
Gone.
If only he�d called Tucson PD before, he could have used his connections, had someone in the White House call ICE, get them to let her stay.
But he hadn�t, and now she was gone.
Cole downed the Scotch, mind clarifying.
In a way, it was a good thing; he needed his thoughts focused on the job at hand. Memories of Thailand, of Aoki Asami, would just hinder him. Meeting his daughter would cloud his judgment.
No, he decided, he had to forget about her for now. He had to perform his mission, do what he had to do.
When Wu was dead, the government rescued and ready to take back control of China, Cole could deal with personal issues then � and only then.
At least Michiko would be safe in Japan until he got there to search for her � her home was surely better than a prison cell in Arizona.
Cole could only hope that she was still there when he was finished with General Wu.
Because, after all he had been through, there was no way in hell he could face losing another daughter.

PART TWO
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The accommodations could have been worse, thought Kang Xing, National Minister of Defense, as he stretched out on the carved wooden bench in the Wuyingdian, the Hall of Martial Valor.
Located to the west of the Forbidden City�s Gate of Prosperous Harmony and opposite the Hall of Literary Glory, the ancient building was just one of many similar mini-palaces he and the other ministers had occupied since their arrest three days earlier. They were being kept on the move, and Kang knew it was less due to Wu�s fear of a rescue attempt as it was an effort to keep them constantly on edge. If they were allowed to relax, they could start to think about making plans of their own, and that would be the last thing that Wu would want.
Most of the generals from the Central Military Commission were behind Wu, and had stayed to support him. Kang, meanwhile, was quite happy where he was; he had no wish to be associated with General Wu � in public, at least � and had suggested to the man that it made sense for him keep an �insider� among the gathered prisoners � the remaining members of the Central Politburo of the Communist Party of China, the men and women who had essentially ruled the nation, until very recently at least.
The two Vice Chairmen of the Central Military Commission who also served on the Politburo, both generals in the People�s Liberation Army, were right by Wu�s side back in the Zhongnonhai compound, the modern seat of China�s government which rested next door to the Forbidden City. They were helping constitute the new military regime which would rule the nation, loyal aides to General Wu.
As the sole military officer remaining with the Politburo, Kang Xing would perhaps be treated with suspicion, but he explained to Wu that his insights would be invaluable, and the new paramount leader had finally agreed.
He would only tell General Wu what he wanted him to know, of course; in fact, he had recently given the general a snippet of information that he really hoped the man would act upon. But the main reason for his wanting to stay behind with the rest of the group was because he didn�t want his prot�g�, Vice Premier Chang Wubei, to be without his influence.
Indeed, Kang�s guidance of Chang was about to reach a time of critical importance. If Wu didn�t want the men and women in this room to make plans, then he was too late already � Kang had enough for all of them.
They were being informed of nothing outside the walls of the Forbidden City � all the better to keep them psychologically off-balance � but Kang knew exactly what Wu would be doing. After all, he had subtly suggested a large part of it himself. But even if he hadn�t, it wouldn�t have taken a genius to figure out � even before the coup, the general had used his influence to position naval forces in a prime position to attack the Diaoyu Islands. He had been surprised that Tsang Feng hadn�t seen it himself; but then again, he reminded himself, this was the exact reason why the man had been removed in the first place. No eye for military maneuvers; no stomach for war.
Taiwan would be next, of course; oil profits notwithstanding, the Diaoyus were a mere stepping stone towards China�s rightful reclamation of the important island of Taiwan, illegally taken by the treacherous forces of Chiang Kai-Shek and his diabolical Kuomintang, along with half of China�s gold reserves over half a century before.
Wu would waste no time in taking it back, Kang was sure.
Good for him.
Kang smiled lazily as he reclined back further on the bench.
�Xing?� a furtive voice whispered, destroying his attempt at relaxation. It had to be Chang; nobody else would dare disturb him.
Suppressing his annoyance, Kang sat up on the bench and looked at the man before him through his hooded eyes. Chang was sweating, Kang was disgusted to see, and it had nothing to do with the early June heat that was just starting to bring the stifling humidity of summer to their great city. The man was scared and � what was worse � he was showing it.
This, Kang decided, would not do at all; it did not fit with any of his plans.
�Wubei,� Kang cautioned sternly, �get a grip on yourself. Have you gone mad? You cannot let the others see that you are afraid. Remember what we talked about � this is your great chance, and I am not about to see you make a mess of it.�
�My great chance?� Chang whispered, amazed. �How can you say that? How can you sit there and be so calm? Are you not worried?�
Kang shook his head slowly, disappointed that the young man did not have more faith. If Kang trusted him to know more, he would be truly amazed, Kang knew; indeed, Chang wouldn�t have been able to believe Kang�s foresight, his courage, his absolute determination.
He wouldn�t have been able to believe it, which was exactly why Kang hadn�t told him everything; his volatile, precious personality wouldn�t have been able to tolerate it.
But Chang Wubei was Kang�s man for a reason � and a large part of that reason was his openness to manipulation. Kang really shouldn�t have been surprised that Chang was finding it hard to cope. But the bottom line was that he had to learn to control himself better.
�One of the skills you need to master,� Kang advised him quietly, �is how to mask your emotions. You say how can I not worry. What makes you think I am not worried? I know that at any moment the doors here may burst open, and we may all suffer the same fate as President Tsang. My heart is beating hard in my chest, just the same as yours. The art is in not showing it.�
Kang swept his eyes around the room at the members of China�s Politburo, scattered about the hall in small groups � some shouting boisterously, others whispering nervously.
�Look at them,� Kang said with disdain. �Lost without someone to lead them. They are all thinking the same thing � those who can see past the possibility of being shot, that is. They�re thinking if Wu fails, and we are reinstated, who among us will assume the role of Paramount Leader? They think it, but they daren�t do anything about it. This is your time, Wubei � time to impress people, time to take charge.�
�But what about Hua?� Chang asked. Hua Peng was the Premier, the prime minister of Tsang�s regime and the logical choice to replace Wu if things were to suddenly change.
Kang smiled. �You let me worry about Hua, you just do what I tell you. Do you understand?�
Chang nodded his head uncertainly. �Yes� Yes, I do.�
Kang pointed across the hall to a small bronze of a duck in flight. �The duck,� he said. �You�ve seen them sitting calmly on the water, yes? Sitting calmly, peacefully, although under the water its little feet are kicking a hundred beats a minute, all the time scrabbling for survival. That is me, Wubei. That is you.� He turned back to Chang, hooded eyes staring straight at him. �If you are to become leader when this is all over, you cannot let anyone see what is going on under the surface.�
* * *
General Wu De, Paramount Leader of the People�s Republic of China, strode into the Hall of Martial Virtue, a wide smile breaking underneath his thick, oiled mustache.
�My friends,� he said, arms open, �my friends. How are you?�
He laughed heartily then, watching as all eyes turned to him, to the armed soldiers who entered with him, to the black-robed man who stood right by his side, the glass eye in his scarred, shaven head enough to make everyone just a little nervous. That was the joy of Zhou Shihuang, Wu�s three-hundred pound personal enforcer; his ability to make people nervous.
Wu had received reports that � although he had given order for the members of the Politburo to be constantly moved around in order to confuse and disorient them, they were still gathering in groups to chat and to organize plans against him. His source had highlighted one individual in particular that was a distinct threat to him.
But Wu didn�t want to confine the entire Politburo to cells, and he had no desire to kill them � such a move would be a public relations disaster with the people he wanted to lead, as well as a dangerously volatile challenge to international diplomacy. Besides which, they were useful as hostages, and might even decide to join him after being given some time to consider their options.
But he did want them to consider such options in the correct light; one in which Wu De was their leader, and they obeyed without question.
To make sure this situation occurred, Wu was about to play one of his favorite games; kill a chicken to train a monkey.
�It has come to my attention,� he began as he strolled through the hall, passing the cowering politicians, �that some of you are already thinking about what will happen if I am gone. Who will lead, now Tsang is dead? Well,� he said with a smile as he stopped next to Hua Peng, �the answer is simple. Hua Peng is your Premier, is he not? Logically then, he will replace me. Unless��
In the blink of an eye, Zhou Shihuang swept past his master, with a speed that belied his immense bulk. In one fluid move, the huge man seized the arm of Hua Peng, wrenching the wrist back towards his hand, breaking it like a twig. In the next instant, with Hua�s child-like screams still filling the air of the hall, a crushing side kick came stamping down, destroying Hua�s kneecap with a sickening crack.
And then � even before Hua�s body could collapse to the floor � Zhou reached out to take hold of the Premier�s head, twisting it savagely between his hands, snapping the neck cleanly and silencing the screams forever.
General Wu watched the body fall to the floor with great satisfaction, before turning back to the other Politburo members.
�Let there be no more talk of what might happen, yes?� he asked. �I suggest you all accept that things have changed, and agree to follow my leadership.�
But Wu knew something else altogether would result from Hua�s sudden death � with the Premier out of the way, division and segregation would spread throughout the Politburo as each one of them vied for a chance at the top slot. There were four Vice Premiers who would be keen for advancement, just for starters.
The group would be hard pressed to organize a resistance of any kind now, too consumed with political in-fighting and ambitious back-stabbing to unite against Wu. They would therefore be weakened and broken, and much easier to subjugate in the long term.
Everyone in the hall was silent, and Wu surveyed them slowly, eyes meeting each one in turn � careful not to smile when he met the hooded, knowing eyes of his old friend Kang Xing � and then, satisfied that the lesson had been learned, he nodded once.
�That was unfortunate,� Wu said, �but I do have good news. Today our forces will attack the traitors of Taiwan. We will reclaim it as our own, one more step on our journey towards a new Chinese Empire.�
He looked down at the body of Hua, gestured toward it with his hand. �This was regrettably unavoidable,� he said, �but I will not let it despoil this special day. I trust you will not let it do so either.�
The threat clear, his work done, Wu turned on his heel and left the Hall of Martial Valor, the dead chicken left on the floor behind him, a clear sign for the monkey.
Class was over.
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Jake Navarone dropped his bags to the hot cement as he looked around the naval base, hands on his hips. It had been a long time.
Naval Base Coronado was a consolidated military installation which held eight separate naval facilities across 57,000 acres of San Diego County. One of these was Naval Amphibious Base Coronado, which itself contained the Naval Special Warfare Center � home to the legendary SEAL training school which made men out of boys.
Navarone had undergone his own training here, at the tender age of eighteen, just out of high school, and he remembered well the twenty-four week Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL course � by far the most grueling period of his year of basic training for the teams. The dropout rate was said to be as high as ninety percent and, looking back, Navarone thought that was about right for his intake too. Most of the people he�d met in those early days had failed to last the course. And even now, after years in the elite Naval Special Warfare Development Group which was more popularly known as SEAL Team Six, BUD/S was still the toughest training he�d done, and he looked around the base with mixed feelings. There was pride, certainly; but still, even after all these years, there was a slight hint of trepidation, as if he was still that long-haired eighteen year old boy stepping off the bus for the first time.
Navarone looked around and saw Mark Cole had paused where he stood too; but only for a moment, a brief flicker in the man�s eyes which was soon gone. He reminded himself that Cole had been trained here too, even before Navarone. He wondered what feelings the base conjured up for his boss; he couldn�t imagine the man being perturbed by anything. He was a rock, a special operations legend, and Navarone felt privileged to be on the same team, hand-picked. He must be doing something right, he supposed.
But the job with Force One wasn�t without its complications. Navarone had never married, but liked to spend his leave with his parents and his two much younger sisters back in Florida.
He�d only just got there, about to sit down to a dinner of grilled crayfish, when he�d received the emergency alert. Not even one full afternoon of peace.
But Navarone understood the fact that he was a volunteer; he didn�t have to do it. He didn�t need to be on Force One; hell, he didn�t have to be on Team Six either. He could easily leave, set up his own private security firm, be at home eating crayfish gumbo whenever he wanted.
But that wasn�t the life he wanted, the life he needed. He had an innate desire to be the best, the leader in his field. It just so happened that his field was covert military operations, and the best unit in the world was Force One.
How could he say no?
He saw the other members of his team hit the tarmac, jumping off the truck that had brought them here.
Chad �Country� Davis was a six foot two, two hundred and twenty pound Delta Force operative who looked like he ate babies for breakfast and then flossed his teeth with barbed wire. A veteran of the 82nd Airborne, the Rangers, and the US Army Special Forces before joining Delta, the man was as tough as old boot leather, the epitome of everything a commando was supposed to be; and yet Navarone also knew that he was a loving family man with a heart of gold. Whoever came across him over in China would never know that though, Navarone was sure. They would only see the Viking berserker, and it would likely be the last thing they ever saw.
Julie Barrington was the only female in the group, but she would be a tremendous asset. A long-time paramilitary officer with the CIA�s Special Activity Division, she was a unit leader for that organization�s elite Special Operations Group, and an expert with explosives and small-arms. Navarone had seen her on the range, and turned down her offer of a friendly shoot-off; there was no chance he could have won.
Sal Grayson was Air Force, a Pararescueman with the AF Special Operations Command. Among the best-trained troops in the entire US military, PJs � or �Para Jumpers� � were taught how to infiltrate any type of enemy territory in order to save and rescue other military personnel. Navarone had the ultimate respect for Grayson � the man was able to put himself in the line of fire with the goal not to kill the enemy, but to rescue his brothers and sisters in arms. He would be the team medic, and Navarone could never hope for someone more experienced in combat trauma treatment.
The last person on the team was another Team Six man, Tim Collins. He was young compared to the rest of the group, but Navarone had worked with him many times in DEVGRU, and had found him to be talented and capable beyond his years. If Davis was the prototypical commando � big, strong and terrifying � then Collins was a schoolboy in comparison. But give him a sniper rifle, and he could hit some things Navarone couldn�t even see.
Navarone realized the group was top-heavy with SEALs � three out of the six of them � but he also understood that it was necessitated by the nature of their infiltration into Beijing, which Cole had explained to them in Forest Hills the day before.
They had travelled overnight after a full day of briefings at the Paradigm headquarters back in DC, and despite getting some sleep on the flight, Navarone stretched and yawned as he faced the lightening Pacific Ocean, the hazy red sun rising steadily behind him.
�I hope you�re not tired, Navarone,� Cole said, turning towards him with half a smile, �because you�re damn sure not going to be getting much rest before this thing is over.�
�Don�t worry about me, sir,� Navarone said with half a smile of his own. �I�m ready to shoot and scoot anytime you say so.�
�Good,� Cole said with a curt nod. �Then let�s get started.�
* * *
Cole had brought the team to Coronado for two main reasons. The first was to draw weapons and supplies. Water would feature heavily in their insertion, and the SEALs still had the best kit for such operations. The other reason was that it was home to the training wing for the SEAL Delivery Vehicle, the flooded mini-submarine they were going to use for part of their infiltration into Beijing.
The SDV was a key element of the SEAL teams, delivering a crew of two pilots and four passengers far further into an operational area than they would get by swimming alone. It was a large, electrically-propelled craft that looked not dissimilar to a torpedo. The two pilots, in full SCUBA gear, controlled the SDV from the semi-open front end, while the four passengers, also in SCUBA gear, travelled in the fully-flooded rear compartment.
Piloting the craft was a skilled job, and one that was only taught here in Coronado. That was why Collins was here, despite his relative inexperience � before joining DEVGRU, he had been an SDV pilot with SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team One. Cole would be co-pilot for the insertion, and Navarone would stay in the back to keep an eye on the other three team members.
The day would be spent with basic familiarization for Davis, Barrington and Grayson, and a session of all-important re-familiarization for Cole, Navarone and Collins.
It didn�t trouble Cole unduly that they were openly here on the naval base, despite Force One�s covert status. It was a training center, and the people here were anyway used to covert ops; no questions would be asked, and no answers would be listened to even if they were. Boxes had been ticked in the right places all the way up to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and that was all anyone needed to know. As to what the six people were really up to, it was nobody�s business but theirs.
The idea for the insertion had come to Cole early on; there really hadn�t been any realistic alternative, he�d been forced to admit. Conventional means of infiltration such as parachute insertion were out of the question. There was no way that the airspace anywhere near Beijing could be penetrated without major reprisal. It might have been feasible to drop into the countryside somewhere well outside of the capital, but Chinese air defences were pretty decent even in the most uninhabited areas of the country nowadays � and even if successful, Cole and his team would then need to infiltrate possibly hundreds of miles overland, with all their equipment.
And so for the infiltration of Beijing, Cole knew he would have to go back to his SEAL roots � waterborne insertion.
He had called Olsen as soon as he�d had the idea � he needed to know if there was a submarine in-theater that could be used at short notice. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs had snapped his fingers and Cole had gotten what he needed; right this minute, the Virginia-class attack sub, the USS Texas, was docked on the eastern side of Okinawa Island being fitted out to receive the SDV. Apparently it had been operating clandestinely around the East China Sea, probing the defences of the surveillance network which surrounded the crippled aircraft carrier. Cole wondered if the captain would be angry at being pulled off-task, or excited by the prospect of engaging in something rather more proactive. Cole supposed it would all depend on how much he had been told.
Cole watched his team mates as they filed onto the base and smiled; if anyone could get into Beijing and get the old government out to safety, it was them.
And, he had to admit, if anyone in the world was capable of killing General Wu, it was Cole himself.
* * *
Captain Hank Sherman smoked a cigarette impatiently, waiting on the harbor dock as the last bolts were secured to the specialist Dry Dock Shelter which was now fitted snugly on top of his submarine, right next to the conning tower.
A large metal canister, thirty-eight feet long and thirty tons in weight, it enabled a SEAL Delivery Vehicle to be transported to its theater of operations and then released clandestinely underwater to approach its target.
Sherman and the Texas hadn�t been with the USS Ford when it was hit; his sub had just left Guam after a minor refit, and had been heading out on patrol to the South China Sea. They�d been rounding the southern tip of Taiwan when they�d been informed. It had been the worst moment in Sherman�s long and storied professional career, and Sherman and his crew could swear that they felt the impact through hundreds of kilometers of open sea. They had been ready � and eager � for immediate retaliatory action. He well remembered being told by Admiral Kincaid Jones, Chief of Naval Operations � on the orders of the president herself � to stand down, not to enter the East China Sea, to leave the Ford crippled and alone.
There�d almost been a mutiny onboard when he�d informed his crew of the president�s orders, and he had felt like leading it himself. But his professionalism had won through in the end, and he had done as he was told. And in the end, he�d been forced to admit that his country really had no choice if she was to avoid war with China.
But, Sherman reasoned, why not go to war with China? Despite Chinese advances, her navy � in fact, her military generally � was still no match for that of the United States. It wasn�t all about who spent the most money, who had the most troops, who had the best equipment � although admittedly, all these things helped. No, Sherman knew it was the experience and expertise of the military personnel themselves who made the real difference � and China�s were still poorly trained, unmotivated, and inexperienced in comparison. Sherman had no doubts about who would win.
Still, he knew that nobody ever really won a war � too many lives would be lost to ever make it a political possibility. And then there was the thorny issue of General Wu�s mental state, and his readiness to use China�s unknown nuclear resources if pushed too far. And even Sherman knew that the possible rewards of counter-attacking China could never be worth the repercussions of nuclear war.
Sherman was a man who was used to conflict. From the Arabian Gulf to the Arctic Ocean, he had seen action all over the world and now � as captain of his own advanced attack submarine, he badly wanted to do something � anything � to help.
It had been Sherman himself who had come up with the idea of probing the Chinese defences, in preparation for a potential counterstrike if negotiations broke down. The LA-class attack sub USS Chicago had been accompanying the Ford, but it might as well have been hit too for all the good she could do now; the new Chinese government had ordered the submarines that were part of the carrier group to remain on the surface when they pulled out of the area, so that they could be monitored. Sherman had argued that the Chinese had no idea where the Texas was, and so wouldn�t know to look out for him so soon after the incident. But he was close � he could be there within a day and a half, ready to go silent and enter the lion�s den. There was opposition to his suggestions in some quarters � many felt that it wasn�t worth the risk of the Chinese finding out, that it would make things much worse � but Sherman argued that if the situation deteriorated, then the US navy would need as much intelligence on Chinese displacements as it could possibly get.
Admiral Jones had finally agreed, and Sherman had been slipping his near-silent ship in and out of the Chinese naval perimeter ever since, gathering data for future military action and � so everyone hoped � a rescue mission to the Ford.
He had been incensed when the order had come for him to pull back, to return to the safe waters of White Beach Naval Base, a sheltered port in Nakagusuku Bay on the eastern side of Okinawa � far from the Chinese naval presence in the open waters northwest of the island. Had Jones lost his nerve, he�d wanted to know? Was there so little will to combat the Chinese that even reconnaissance missions were being banned?
But then he�d been told to await the arrival of the C-5 Galaxy and its cargo of the Dry Dock Shelter and SEAL Delivery Vehicle, and he�d instantly felt better.
The DDS and SDV meant special operations.
Which meant that things were changing up a gear instead of down � the US military was finally going in.
The Galaxy had arrived from Pearl Harbor just in time to meet Sherman�s sub, and its crew had gone to work immediately. As well as the engineers who were fitting the Dry Dock Shelter, there was also a team of trained divers from SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team 1.
The SDV was a mini-submarine launched from the DDS, and used to infiltrate onto a target area further and faster than divers could hope to achieve alone.
Even though a team of SEALs had arrived from Pearl, Sherman knew that their job was merely to get the SDV out into the water � they were not the commandos who were going to go into action.
Sherman knew nothing about the special operations unit who would actually be performing the mission, only that they were travelling from a further location, and he would have to liaise with them at sea.
Despite his unease at not knowing all the details, Sherman was nevertheless grateful that it was the Texas which had been given the honor of running the blockade, and the potential dangers of his mission only made him happier.
He still hadn�t been given his full mission orders � apparently they would come once he had returned to sea � but he assumed he would be attempting to infiltrate the special ops unit onboard the USS Ford, the first action of what he hoped would be a full-scale rescue attempt.
He gazed across the dock at his beloved ship, its sleek black hull glowing wetly above the warm Okinawan waters. All base personnel had been removed from this area except for the skilled technicians who had flown in on the Galaxy, and the area was camouflaged from above by corrugated roofing and expansive blue netting due to the presence of Chinese surveillance drones which flew over the area on an increasingly regular basis. From the air, nobody could ever tell that an eight-thousand ton, three billion dollar, nuclear-powered fast attack submarine was resting beside the half-mile long Navy pier that stretched out into Nakagusuku Bay.
Captain Sherman checked his Rolex diver�s watch, then looked up again at the crew working away feverishly, determined to get the job finished within the shortest possible time. The DDS could be comfortably fitted and tested in three days, a timeframe that could be narrowed down to a single day in emergency situations. The specialist team working on the Texas right now had been given an even more onerous task � to fit the DDS in just twelve hours. Sherman wanted to get sailing by last light.
He had been told to set sail from Nakagusuku Bay by twenty hundred hours tonight, and head around the southern tip of Okinawa Island and then head back north towards the East China Sea. They would liaise with the special operations team before first light, and then Sherman would receive the rest of his orders.
He threw the butt of his cigarette onto the pier and ground it to dust under his boot, striding towards his submarine with a smile.
He couldn�t wait.
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General Wu De adjusted his corpulent frame in his chair, getting himself comfortable for his first real press conference since becoming Paramount Leader of China.
He had made a brief statement to the Xinhua News Agency � which had since been seen worldwide � the day after he had assumed power. It had been mere window-dressing, a short speech just to let his people know who was now in charge. The Politburo was no more � the military reigned supreme.
Just as it should be.
For this television presentation, Wu had decided to speak from a chair, seated like the emperors of old. Indeed, the chair was more a throne really, and he hoped that the implication would be clear � China was emerging from decades of self-imposed exile to retake her rightful place at the head of world affairs.
Women from Xinhua�s makeup department made last-minute adjustments to his wide, fleshy face, and Wu was sure to catch their eyes, give them a knowing smile, an inviting nod. They would be his after the show, he had decided. That was now his right, and he would be sure to exercise that right whenever he had the opportunity.
It amazed him how far he had come since his early days in that foul, cesspit of an orphanage in Chengdu. He was forced to adjust himself in his seat again as he thought of Sichuan Provincial Orphanage, the memories having a physical effect on him that was less than comfortable. They had been dark times indeed, and Wu had had to struggle against fate herself to attain the status he now enjoyed.
He had joined the army at his earliest possible opportunity, just seventeen years old. The anger that dwelled within him, seething to the surface at any moment, would have seen him imprisoned in the civilian world; in the People�s Liberation Army, however, his ruthless streak saw him gain citation after citation for valor and courage in the face of the enemy. Before long, Wu had been a man going places, elevated to officer status and later given a place within the Communist Party, despite his socially questionable background.
He had attained all he had in life through ruthless manipulation, and savage violence. It had been the recipe of success for Wu, and he had no compunction to change his ways now. The only thing that was going to change, now that he was in charge of the world�s most populous country, was simply the sheer scale of the violence he would be responsible for.
He patted the backsides of the women with his thick, wide hands, winking at them, sealing their fates for his afternoon pleasures.
But first things first, he told himself, turning to the Xinhua cameras.
The women withdrew, the lights were focused on Wu and his throne, and the countdown came.
At the director�s nod, Wu began.
�Tonight I come before you, my people, a troubled man. You all know me as a man of peace. When the US entered our territorial waters, I did not attack them, I did not kill them as was my right; I took defensive action against one aggressive ship, and asked the others to leave.
�But now I discover that my diplomacy, my desire for peaceful negotiation, has been taken by some as a sign of weakness.
�My people, I am horrified to tell you that today your country came under attack.� Wu nodded his head earnestly. �Yes,� he continued slowly, apologetically, �it is true.�
He knew the live statement would now cut to video of an incident in the South China Sea, footage of a Chinese Type 054A Frigate being hit by what appeared to be missiles; the deck was engulfed in flame and the ship slowly began to list until it sank beneath the waves.
�Our own vessel, the Huangshan, a frigate of the PLA Navy, was sunk this afternoon by a Harpoon missile fired by the Taiwanese submarine Hai Hu. This was an unprovoked attack by the Taiwanese government, who obviously wish to capitalize on our current situation, take advantage while we are preoccupied with our change of government.�
The audience across China � and later the world � would now see radar tracking footage identifying the passage of the missile, the position of the Taiwanese submarine; and then the military ID photographs of the crew of the Huangshan, one hundred and sixty-five images rapidly flickering across the television screen.
�The entire crew was killed,� Wu�s voice said over the images with regret. �Every single sailor, dead � killed at the command of the Taiwanese government.�
Wu knew that the camera would be back on him now, and he was sure to make the disgust he felt plain across his face.
�We � our beloved nation, our cherished republic � have been attacked,� he exclaimed, hands slapping down onto the arms of his throne. �Without mercy! Without quarter! A cowardly attack meant only to kill!�
Wu shook his head as if in wonder. �Have we not been tolerant of Taiwan?� he said. �Even though the land belongs to us, even though it was stolen from us, have we not been reasonable?�
Wu gestured at the camera, opening his arms, palms up as if in surrender to the situation. �Well,� he said gravely, �no longer. My fellow generals and I have declared this barbaric attack on our naval fleet to be an act of war. And as such, we have no option, no recourse whatsoever, except for ourselves to reciprocate and declare war on Taiwan and her people.�
He shook his head sadly. �Her military will be crushed, and we will take back what is rightfully ours. I have notified the Taiwanese government of our intentions to defend our interests, and I promise you, my people, that Taiwan will be ours within days.
�And I would like to take this opportunity also,� Wu said, eyes clear and focused like laser beams at the Xinhua cameras, �to confirm that any nation that attempts to aid Taiwan in any way will be declaring war on the People�s Republic of China, and we will respond in kind. And please do not forget,� he finished with a terrible, knowing smile, �that my will to use our nation�s vast resources is infinitely stronger than your own.�
* * *
�Holy shit,� said an amazed India Parshens, Secretary of Energy � and holy shit was right, Ellen Abrams had to admit.
President Abrams was seated at the head of the conference table which took up almost all of the available space in the West Wing�s Situation Room, the members of the National Security Council gathered round it with their complete attention.
Some members of the council already knew about the incidents occurring in East Asia, while others were only just finding out now. Parshens was one of them, and Abrams didn�t mind her outburst in the least � it was what they were all thinking.
They had just watched Wu�s broadcast on the flat-screen monitors which hung from every wall, a CIA-derived translation cutting across the bottom to transpose Xinhua�s own English subtitles.
It had been Bud Shaw � Director of the National Security Agency � who had informed her of the incident initially, having been briefed on surveillance images recorded by National Reconnaissance Office Key Hole satellites.
The information had been shared with military intelligence at the Pentagon, as well as CIA and Homeland Security, and it quickly became obvious what had happened � a Taiwanese submarine had fired upon, and sunk, a Chinese frigate.
Abrams had raced to call Rai Po-ya, the President of Taiwan�s Republic of China, but he had beaten her to it � the phone was already ringing when she got there.
Rai had assured Abrams that no order to attack China�s navy had ever been given, and he had no idea what was going on. The man had been terrified, and Abrams understood why � a Chinese invasion was a terrifying thing.
But why had the Hai Hu fired on the Chinese frigate? Abrams� initial thought was that it was a clever ruse by Wu to create a pretext for his invasion of Taiwan, although there was no proof to back this up; not yet, anyway.
She hoped that she might learn something more at this meeting, as the American military and intelligence services had been working overtime to get to the bottom of this mess.
Abrams turned to Catalina dos Santos, eyes raised. �So what�ve we got so far, Cat?�
Dos Santos looked around the room, making sure that everyone was paying attention. She needn�t have worried; all eyes were locked on her.
�CIA has discovered the name of the Hua Hin�s captain was Chen Chu-Sun � seemingly a model officer, except that his wife and children are reported to live in mainland China. Efforts to contact them have failed, and it is possible that they were used to influence Chen�s actions.�
�Can that be proved?� asked Clark Mason.
Dos Santos shook her head. �Not at present,� she said, �but we are still developing intelligence as we speak. We should know more in the next few hours.�
�You said the captain�s name was Chen Chu-Sun,� White House Chief of Staff Martin Shaker said. �Does that mean he�s dead?�
Dos Santos nodded. �Yes, him and the rest of his crew; the PLA Navy responded instantly, blew the submarine out of the water.�
�So you think it was all a set-up?� Shaker asked.
�We think that�s a distinct possibility, yes,� Abrams interjected. �It makes no sense at all for Taiwan to attack China, absolutely no sense at all. To my mind, it�s the same as Hitler using his own troops to attack that German radio station in Poland, to create a pretext for the invasion. Nothing else makes sense.�
�Unless the captain of the Hua Hin went rogue?� suggested John Eckhart, National Security Adviser. �A man with his own personnel vendetta? Just one lone madman?� He looked at dos Santos. �Have we managed to get his file yet?� he asked. �Can we assess his background? Mental state?�
�Not yet,� dos Santos admitted, �but we�re working on it, Taiwan�s Ministry of National Defense have offered us full cooperation.�
�But we do have other indicators that it was a set-up,� Pete Olsen announced, his bulky frame ensconced in full military uniform as he sat two places down the table from the president. �The Chinese military have already moved in � from positions they had already taken up prior to the attack on the Huangshan. In this light, we can also see the invasion of the Senkaku Islands as a preliminary step in taking Taiwan, as the Chinese military will be using those islands as staging posts.�
�So what are you saying, Pete?� said Mason, eyebrows knitted.
�I�m saying that elements of the People�s Liberation Army, Navy and Air Force were all lined up to invade Taiwan before they had any reason to, and that the attack on the Chinese frigate was just the catalyst � or, rather, the excuse � Wu and the other generals needed for that invasion to go ahead.�
�But they can�t possibly have thought that we would believe them!� India Parshens said, still struggling to come to terms with what was happening.
Abrams shook her head. �It doesn�t matter what other countries believe,� she said sadly, �only what we can prove. And at this stage, all that can be proven is that a Taiwanese submarine opened fire on a Chinese frigate and killed her entire crew. Wu is just reacting as he would be expected to, especially by his own people.�
Dos Santos nodded. �Let�s not forget that the Xinhua broadcast was to a large extent aimed at drumming up support from his own people. He has taken over the country by force, taken away the �elected� government, and he will have no idea how long he can hold onto such power for. This attack on a Chinese ship gives him something to rally the people behind; he�ll invade Taiwan � an island most mainland Chinese believe should be theirs anyway � and he�ll be admired and loved for it.�
There was silence in the room for a time, as the ramifications of Wu�s actions began to sink in.
�So what are we going to do about it?� Parshens asked, breaking the silence.
�What can we do?� Abrams said candidly. �We have no defensive agreements with Taiwan, and in fact, under the �one China� doctrine we haven�t even officially recognized her government since we recognized Beijing in 1979. China has a de facto reason to go to war with Taiwan � engineered perhaps, but legitimate as far as anyone can prove at this time � and our hands are tied.�
It pained Abrams to admit it, but what she had said was the truth. There was simply nothing that the United States could do to help Taiwan, and she inwardly cursed General Wu. A clever bastard, she had to admit, but a bastard nevertheless.
What concerned her most was what would happen next. If Wu succeeded in taking Taiwan � which he surely would, if given enough time � then when would be his next target? Abrams had already started to field the phone calls from China�s worried neighbors � India, Laos, Vietnam, Malaysia, South Korea, Japan, the list of panicking Asian nations was growing by the hour.
Abrams sighed inwardly, careful not to let the rest of the council see her agitation. The invasion of Taiwan was already underway, and there was nothing anyone could do to help her.
She could only hope that Mark Cole was able to stop General Wu before too many people were killed in the process.
* * *
Clark Mason watched Ellen Abrams closely, as he always did at these meetings. He was probing for a weakness, anything he could use against her.
She seemed to pause momentarily, and Mason could see � although she tried to hide it � that the situation was getting to her.
And why wouldn�t it? She was between the proverbial rock and the hard place, unable to help Taiwan and with the whole Asian continent clamoring for US assistance, lest Wu set his sights on them. And without leading by example, without retaliating against China in some way, what weight would be given to US promises in the future?
Mason didn�t envy her at the moment, but he could sense � like a shark in bloody waters � that there was a hint of opportunity here. If Abrams failed in the eyes of the public to show strong leadership, to at least offer token resistance to General Wu�s wholesale takeover of China and her territories, then her position could arguably be so weakened that her presidency would become untenable.
And who would step into her shoes, once the crisis was over and the world had returned to the status quo?
Yours truly, Clark Mason thought with a sly grin, the Vice President of the United States.
Ready to assume the presidency itself, if the current president was unable to perform her duties to the expectations of the American people.
The thought reminded him of the last time he had tried something like this, hoping that Abrams� handling of the bioweapon threat the previous year would create a similar opportunity. That opportunity had never come, but something else suddenly struck him with that memory � the voice of Doctor Alan Sandbourne.
He knew where he had heard it before.
It took him a while to digest the knowledge, to accept it as true, but in a few short seconds, he was sure. He had no doubt about it at all.
He had heard Sandbourne�s voice piped through the speaker system of this very room, during the bioweapon crisis. Only the name attached to the voice was Mark Cole, a deniable covert operative � a government assassin � codenamed �the Asset�.
He had never seen the man, had only seen pictures before his plastic surgery � but Mason was sure he was not mistaken. Doctor Alan Sandbourne was Mark Cole.
And what did that mean?
It didn�t take long to figure out � Mark Cole was on Abrams� payroll, maybe as an individual contractor, maybe even in command of his own damn hit team.
As the meeting droned on around him, Mason withdrew his cellphone and texted his assistant. �Get everything you have found on Sandbourne and the Paradigm Group to my office. One hour.�
Mason pocketed his cell and turned back to the meeting, hiding his smile.
He was not a man who missed an opportunity.
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Mark Cole felt the wind ripping through the cabin of the Black Hawk helicopter which now hovered over the dark seas, his target obscured below him.
Cole and the rest of the Force One team had finished up their training in Coronado, drawn their equipment and been flown out to Andersen Air Force Base in Guam the previous afternoon.
Cole had been pleased with his experience in Coronado, each and every individual now comfortable with the SEAL Delivery Vehicle they would be using. Everyone was experienced in such operations anyway, but it was always nice to be reassured. There was also always the question of how individual operators would gel as a team � but again, it turned out that Cole had nothing to worry about on that score either.
One of the requirements for secondment to Force One was an operator�s ability to work alone when they had to, or to be able to instantly integrate into a team if that was what the mission dictated. As such, Cole had selected personnel of such a high caliber that � after only a few hours of familiarization � they were able to work together as if they�d done so for years.
They were like world-class musicians, each at the top of their game, asked to play together � after only a short time, the very best would always come together in fluid harmony, uniting as one as if they had always played that way.
The aviators from the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment of the US Army had already arrived in Guam by the time Force One was there, ready and waiting to go.
The pilots of the 160th SOAR � the �Night Stalkers� � were the best in the world, able to fly in and out of combat zones without detection, in a wide range of specially modified aircraft. The Sikorsky MH-60 Black Hawk stealth helicopter was one such vehicle, its fuselage altered with the harsh angles and flat surfaces of stealth technology that helped it to avoid many typical radar systems, its rotors configured and adjusted to reduce noise to an absolute minimum.
The Black Hawk�s position over the northern waters of the Ryukyu Islands, in the southern end of the East China Sea, wasn�t quite enemy territory � it was still outside China�s claimed territorial waters � but nobody knew quite how much surveillance the Chinese military had operating in the area, and no chances were being taken. The aircraft � and the huge Virginia-class submarine which waited below it � might still be discovered, and then all hell would undoubtedly break loose.
Despite Cole�s decades of experience, he still felt the cold knots of fear clawing at his belly, telling him to pull back, to abandon the mission, to go home. And as usual, he ignored those feelings completely, shutting them off with absolute mental control. As Mike Tyson�s boxing trainer, Cus D�Amato, had once said, the only difference between the hero and the coward was what they did with their fear. Everyone felt it, but the strong simply refused to give in to it.
The ropes were dropped from the open door of the Black Hawk and the team lined up, thickly-gloved hands waiting to take hold of the rappelling line which would take them to the waiting submarine.
But this was no simple exercise; the submarine was being moved up and down, side to side by the large swells of the black nighttime sea, and to avoid detection had no visible lights running across its decks. There were people down there, somewhere, who would be busy tying off the rappel line onto the deck, to secure it so that all Cole and his colleagues had to do was to slide down and move off.
But with two moving vehicles, separated by thirty feet of pitch black air, joined by a single rope, there was a lot that could go wrong. If the sea pitched suddenly one way and pulled the rope taut, the chopper would have to disengage it to stop itself being dragged down into water; and if the helicopter was accosted by an unexpected air current, the rope would also have to be discarded.
And in both cases, there might well be Force One members still sliding down it. Cole didn�t visualize what would become of anybody caught out in this way; he�d spent enough useless energy on negative thoughts, and now it was time to act.
The loadmaster, looking down with the assistance of his night vision goggles at the submarine riding the swells thirty feet below, was waiting for his opposite number on the black deck to confirm the rope was anchored.
Cole�s feet edged closer to the door, gloved hand wrapped round the rappelling line, waiting for the loadmaster to clap his shoulder and send him out into the dark emptiness beyond the chopper�s door.
* * *
Captain Hank Sherman was far from happy; still, he never was when his submarine was ordered to surface in unfriendly waters.
He had thought it would have made more sense for the special forces team to be taken onto the boat back at White Beach � that way they would never have had to perform such a risky boarding. But he�d been told that the operation was due to be conducted to a very tight time frame, and the USS Texas had to set off before the team was en route or else they would never make their final destination.
Wherever the hell that was, Sherman thought angrily. But he knew that such a quickly mounted operation was absolutely predicated upon secrecy, and his anger subsided as he accepted the necessity of compartmentalization. Still, he thought the captain of the ship might at least be told where the ship would be headed.
All in good time, Hank, he told himself. All in good time.
He was on top of the conning tower, the night air hot and sticky but relieved ever so slightly by the feint breeze drifting in from the west. But although it was soothing for him, the breeze also meant that the waters were becoming a little choppy, the swells beginning to rise.
It wasn�t anything to worry about unduly; this time of year, the weather could become a lot worse at any moment, terrific downpours coming out of nowhere and destabilizing his submarine far more than the gentle rocking it was experiencing at the moment.
But every second spent above the surface was one more than Sherman was comfortable with; the entire purpose of a submarine was that it was hard to detect, and it was hard to detect predominantly because it operated below the water. Like all submariners, Sherman had an ingrained hatred of surfacing his ship in any area other than a naval base of the United States.
Not that this particular area was being patrolled by the Chinese, at least not as far as anyone was aware. The �ring of fire� that surrounded the downed USS Ford was further southwest, in the triangle made between Taiwan, the Ryukyus, and the Chinese coast from Fuzhou to Hangzhou. The Texas, and the Black Hawk above her, were just outside that envelope.
Sherman had also been informed about the invasion of Taiwan, which was now in full swing, and knew that this meant there would be less effort made to patrol this particular area. He had been amazed that the Chinese were pushing ahead so quickly, and wondered if Taiwan was to be his mission, and not the Ford as he�d first hoped. Was the special operations unit going to be landed on Taiwan to help repel the attack?
Well, he�d find out soon enough if this landing went smoothly.
He was watching his men secure the rappelling line, right next to the attached Dry Dock Shelter when the message came over the radio.
�Sir,� the voice said urgently, �we�ve detected a Chinese sub.� Sherman recognized the voice of Luke Dennison, sonar operator from the sub�s Combat Direction Center, and his heart leapt in his chest, his hands gripping the metal guardrail, knuckles turned white. �And it�s heading this way.�
* * *
Major Levi Trautman, pilot of the Blackhawk which hovered in the dark skies about the Texas, received the message loud and clear; they were potentially compromised, and a decision had to be made immediately.
Abort, or get everyone off the chopper as soon as humanly possible.
A veteran of over one hundred special forces missions, Trautman wasn�t the sort of man to abort unless he was being fired upon by vastly superior numbers, and his engines were out, and some of his crew had been shot. And maybe not even then.
He wasn�t scared of a Chinese submarine; even if the ship was armed with surface to air missiles, it wasn�t likely that they would be able to get a tag on the Black Hawk, launch, and hit it; the MH-60 was too well-protected, too agile and too fast for that to be a concern. But if the Texas had ID�d the submerged Chinese ship, then the Chinese sub had almost certainly got a fix on the Texas. And the real problem was that � if the chopper was picked up on radar as well � it wouldn�t take a genius to realize that a special ops team was being taken on board.
But Trautman was willing to bet that his aircraft hadn�t been spotted yet. It was one thing for a submerged ship to pick up on an eight-thousand ton craft in the same body of water; it was another thing altogether for it to pick up a light, stealth-enhanced airmobile unit thirty feet above that water.
He informed Captain Sherman of his opinion, delighted that the submariner was of the same mind, then changed channels to send his orders to the loadmaster. �We have possible enemy contact in the water,� he said calmly, �so get those troops off the chopper, and do it now.�
He received confirmation, and prepared to bug out as soon as the coast was clear.
* * *
Cole got the message over his own comms system and knew they would have to get down to the deck as smoothly, and as quickly as humanly possible; the captain would want them safely ensconced in the sub, and the sub back down in her natural underwater environment, before the enemy craft was able to get a fix on what was going on.
Cole cursed inwardly; he knew that if the chopper was seen, then the Chinese would immediately understand that a special ops mission was underway.
But, he told himself, the chopper wouldn�t be seen; the Night Stalkers were the best, and Major Trautman was arguably their best man. If the team got down in one piece, the Chinese would be none the wiser.
Knowing what was at stake, Cole was moving before the loadmaster even clapped his shoulder, hands wrapped around the line as he hurled himself out into the warm, moist, pitch-dark night.
* * *
Captain Sherman watched through his night vision goggles as the troops rappelled down the line, one after the other in tight formation; the first one landed, taking the impact with supple, buckling knees, disengaging and moving off to the side to allow the next one to hit the deck behind him; then the next, then the next, then�
Holy shit!
* * *
As Cole�s second-in-command, Jake Navarone was at the back of the group, making sure everyone left smoothly and securely.
As soon as he saw the form of Julie Barrington disappear into the inky black below him, he too stepped out of the doorway, gravity sending him instantly down the line towards the Texas.
And then the unthinkable happened; either a giant swell hit the sub or else an updraft caught the chopper, but suddenly the line went taut.
Navarone knew immediately, instinctively, what would happen next; to save the chopper being brought down, the line would be released. He was still twenty feet in the air.
Time seemed to be suspended.
In the pitch dark he could only feel the sensations ripping through his body, unable to see anything at all; his stomach lurching upwards at the rapid descent, the line pulling him sideways, snapping him back.
�Clear!� he heard below as Barrington landed on the deck, and he knew he was alone now, the last man left on the line, and he willed himself to fall more quickly, as if sheer force of will would increase the force of gravity.
And then he felt the line going slack, and didn�t know whether the ship or the chopper had corrected themselves, or if the safety trigger had been activated and cut the rope loose.
He had been travelling for several seconds now, and decided that he couldn�t just wait and see what would happen; he had to take matters into his own hands.
He let go of the line and pushed himself forward through the warm dark night as he dropped, trying to follow the original path of the rappelling rope, hoping that he would land on the deck of the submarine, praying that he hadn�t miscalculated, that he hadn�t been higher than he�d thought, that he wouldn�t break his legs when they impacted the metal deck, or that he wouldn�t end up in the water, the crew of the sub having to waste valuable time looking for him, rescuing him as the Chinese sub moved ever closer.
But then his feet struck metal and the impact wasn�t too bad, his knees buckled in the way he�d been trained.
And then one of his feet slipped, and he felt it going, sliding over the side of the boat, his landing point compromised.
His arms waved about as he tried to correct his balance, but it was too little, too late; his body was tilting at too great an angle, and then he was falling, legs gone from under him, hands clawing as he tried to grip the side of the sub as he fell.
But then he felt strong hands gripping him, pulling him back up, hauling him up to the deck.
The downdraught from the Black Hawk was gone, and Navarone knew that Captain Trautman was already on his way out of there; he could no longer hear even the subdued sounds of the chopper�s adapted rotors.
What he could hear was the voice of Mark Cole, close to his ear, the man�s hands releasing their tight grip on Navarone�s combat fatigues as his feet settled back on the slick, wet deck.
�That�s what I call an entrance,� Cole said, and his face was so close that Navarone could see him smile. �Now let�s get below deck before the captain has a heart attack.�
�Yes sir,� Navarone said with a smile of his own, following as Cole led him towards the open hatch below deck, and the safety of the submarine�s interior.
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Taiwan was his.
There were scraps of resistance that would have to be mopped up, but the capital city of Taipei had fallen, and the government of Taiwan�s so-called �Republic of China� had fallen with it.
A part of Wu was surprised that it had been achieved so quickly, but then the other part accepted it completely; after all, that had been the plan all along. The military of that tiny nation was no match for the might of the People�s Republic in full fury, and invasion plans had been secretly plotted and rehearsed for months leading up to the actual act itself.
There had been an initial naval bombardment of key coastal bases, followed by strategic airstrikes of other military and government installations. For two days straight, Taiwan had been hammered down like a stubborn nail until it was entirely unable to defend itself, her own pitiful naval and air forces reduced to nearly nothing. And then the troops had landed, sweeping through the land � rightfully known as the 23rd province of the People�s Republic of China � with almost no resistance whatsoever.
After all these years, all of Taiwan�s tough talk, it had taken Wu just three days to return the island to the true Chinese nation.
And it had all been done with an absolute minimum of civilian casualties. There had been many military deaths, of course � one couldn�t bombard a country with artillery and missile strikes without some people dying � but Wu was pleased that it was the right people who had died. And the civilians were being treated well, as per Wu�s strict orders. After all, if Taiwan was now to fall under the protection of his own government, it was as well that her people accepted it quickly; and good, fair treatment would help immeasurably with that.
Wu relaxed into the opulent throne he had had installed in the operations center beneath the government buildings of Beijing, monitoring the situation far to the south with a feeling of tremendous satisfaction. The interior of the Zhongnonhai compound, next to the Forbidden City and north of Tian�an Men Square, was all but unknown to outsiders, the basement rooms even less so. But it was from here that Wu would control the fate of Asia; and then, perhaps, the entire world.
Those cowards, he thought with sweet contempt. Key government figures, including Taiwan�s president, had obviously seen the writing on the wall and had fled the country before the first PLA troops had stepped ashore. Just like Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang, who�d fled the mainland in the first place back in 1949 to set up their �wartime capital� in Taipei.
And now, for the first time in over seventy years, Taiwan was back in the hands of the real Chinese government, back where it belonged. Or, Wu corrected himself, it was now in the hands of the real Chinese military, which had assumed the role of a de facto government under his own leadership.
Which was even better.
He smiled again as he envisioned President Rai Po-ya and his ministers calling around Asia, begging other countries to take them in; and every time, being told �no�.
The message was clear � nobody on the Asian continent wanted to upset China by giving succor to her enemies; they were scared that if they got onto Wu�s radar, then they would be next.
It had been Australia that had finally let them in, right at the last minute, although she had stopped short of allowing Rai to set up a �government in exile� in her territory; she had simply granted them safe harbor, nothing more.
Wu stretched back, his stiff neck cracking audibly, his huge shoulders grinding.
He was used to the power already, having dreamed of wielding it for years, for decades. It wasn�t that he was anti-Communist; far from it in fact, he had been a loyal party member for years, and it was only partially because he had to be in order to attain the upper ranks of the military.
He thought the communist system had a lot to offer; the only trouble was, the party itself had become corrupted, no longer driven with the purity of spirit necessary to achieve greatness. As a result, China herself had become a shadow of what she could be, a sleeping giant forever cursed, never to awaken and use her might as she should.
But Wu had changed that in one fell swoop, and the world was simply not ready to deal with a China on the warpath. The speed with which Wu had crippled US influence in the area and achieved two major victories in the space of just a few days was testament to that.
But, Wu reminded himself, although the action had been short and sharp, the planning had been years in the making. He wasn�t the overnight success that some might think; the entire thing had been meticulously plotted and schemed.
He wished he could take credit for the idea himself, but Wu was forced to admit that he was only the tool; an effective tool, but a tool nevertheless. The artist behind the plot would never achieve the level of adulation � and fear � that Wu would, but he didn�t seem to mind. The real genius behind it all seemed to be content to skulk in the shadows, a puppet master controlling the strings of his playthings.
Except that Wu was no longer a plaything, he was the puppet master himself now, and everyone would soon be dancing to his tune. His old friend and ally would still be useful until this thing was truly over, but then Wu might have to arrange for an unfortunate �accident� to befall him.
His eyes wandered to the huge man standing away to one side, the one good eye in his massive shaven head scanning the operations room constantly, always on the lookout for threats. Yes, Wu thought, when this thing is over and China had become the world�s leading nation, he would have no more use for the true genius behind the plot; and then Zhou Shihuang, the most frightening, most capable warrior Wu had ever met, would go and pay his old friend a visit.
And then there would be no more strings to be pulled, and Wu would be in charge of everything.
* * *
�Could you please clarify the position of the US government regarding the crisis in Asia?�
The question came from Graham Norris of Fox News, a weasely little man that Clark Mason had a distinct disliking of, a dislike that was enhanced even further by the boldness of his enquiry. He thought the press had been briefed on questions like this? A briefing that basically said � don�t ask anything too difficult.
But Norris�s question had ripped right into the heart of the matter. What was the government�s position? It was� undecided. Wait and see. Hope for the best.
None of which Mason could transmit to the general public.
Damn him.
Mason took a breath as he looked around the trimmed gardens of Number One Observatory Circle, completely covered now by members of the United States press corps, with a select few foreign correspondents also in attendance. He wasn�t overly concerned by the intrusion; although it was his home, he had to remind himself that it was also a place of business. And more to the point, a temporary place of business, suitable only until he graduated to the White House itself. And he still had his estate in West Virginia, the cabin in Colorado and the beach house in the Bahamas with which to console himself.
It had been his idea to hold the conference here instead of at the White House; it would split the press coverage, give the staffers in the West Wing a bit of much needed breathing space. It also sent the message that America had everything under control, the Vice President wasn�t hiding and refusing to provide information or to reassure the public; no, he was addressing them from his own home, supremely confident.
He hoped that the footage would be replayed during his presidential nomination campaign in the years to come.
He finally turned his attention back to Norris, hitting him with an accommodating smile. �The word crisis is perhaps a bit strong at the present time,� Mason said reasonably, �and it is important to keep things in context. At the moment, the problems are strictly regional, and deal with issues that are nothing new � the repatriation of the Senkaku Islands and of Taiwan have been long-standing goals of the People�s Republic of China.�
Mason noticed that the reporters were all set to pounce on this statement, and held up his hands to indicate that he wasn�t finished. �Now, I realize that this situation is unsettling � China is second only to the United States in terms of military power, and the fact that the military itself is now in charge is cause for great concern. Of course it is. But things are what they are, and we have to deal with reality rather than wishful thinking. General Wu and his compatriots are now in charge of the PRC, and we are dealing with them. It is not a policy of our government to interfere in the internal matters of state of sovereign nations.�
�But what of the USS Ford? Are we making any progress on getting our people back?� asked a correspondent for ABC.
�That is an ongoing issue and one which I cannot comment on directly, but suffice to say that we are doing everything we can to make sure that we get them back. I would like to confirm, however, that they are in no immediate danger, and we are making solid progress with the negotiations.�
�But isn�t it true that they are being held hostage? That General Wu is holding them under threat of destruction, in order to keep us from interfering with his plans in the area?�
It was Norris again. Damn the man! Who�d authorized his presence at this conference? Mason regarded him coolly, determined to destroy his career. He�d get started as soon as this conference was over.
�As I said, the situation is sensitive and ongoing, and I cannot comment on the specifics. But it is true that the Ford received extensive damage, as you all know, and is currently unable to be moved. And at the moment � obviously due to Chinese operations in the area � the Wu regime is not allowing our own military into its territorial waters to effect a retrieval. However, we are expecting this situation to change as soon as things with Taiwan settle down.�
�And the MDT?� a British reporter asked on behalf of the BBC.
�It is still officially in operation,� Mason answered carefully. �But obviously it was an agreement entered into by the communist party government, and it is unclear at present what � if any � of those treaties are now going to be honored.�
�What has been President Abrams� response to those requests for aid from other countries in the region?� a reporter from CNN wanted to know.
�Those countries are currently under no direct threat, and the reassurances they have sought have only been in reference to existing arrangements, which of course we will continue to honor.� Despite his experience of fielding such questions, his ease and poise in front of the cameras, Mason felt the first trickle of nervous sweat slide down the back of his shirt. The reporters were getting a little too close to the bone, and Mason knew he was going to have to cut the conference short, before it was too late.
�How about Japan?� fired back Norris before Mason had had a chance to conclude the session. �We have an agreement with them, don�t we? And yet Wu�s taken the Senkaku Islands, which we recognize as Japanese territory. How does that validate our other agreements, how do those nations feel about our will to help them?�
Shit.
The key question had been asked, the one Mason had hoped � in fact, had demanded � wouldn�t be asked.
Mason worked hard to control his anger, not to raise his tense shoulders, grimace or frown. Instead, he forced his face into what he hoped was a natural, winning smile and looked at the gathered reporters, into their cameras, ready to be beamed into the homes of the American people.
�The situation is complicated,� he said earnestly, �as I�m sure you well know. Prime Minister Toshikatsu and the Japanese government have yet to decide how they are going to deal with the matter, and it is not up to our own government to be presumptuous, nor to pre-empt their own reaction. But we will, as always, stand by our allies.� He looked around at all the people gathered in his garden, making sure they all saw the truth conveyed by his eyes, his absolute sincerity. �And now I�m afraid it�s time to finish up here, so I�d like to thank you all for coming, and wish you good day. Press packs will be available as you leave.�
He turned from his podium furious with that bastard Norris. He�d have the man run out of DC before tomorrow�s breakfast.
But he was also furious with himself. Why did he agree to host the press conference in the first place? Why hold it in his own garden?
He had hoped to present himself as a smooth, impressive, powerful man who could be relied upon to take charge, be honest, and make a connection with the American people.
In short, he had hoped to show himself to be a future contender for the top job.
Instead, he had been hounded into a position where he�d had to all but admit to America�s impotence, her inability to play any meaningful role in the situation which could soon be unrolling across the Asian continent.
His face, his garden, his home � they would be played on television, across the Internet, interminably, inextricably linked to the inaction of the United States.
He would be the scapegoat for the government�s weakness in the face of adversity, and as he stormed back inside his house, he saw his dreams of the presidency crumbling before his eyes.
Unless�
Unless, he reminded himself, he could catch Ellen Abrams red-handed in illegal activity, up to her neck in murky death squads and unauthorized covert operations.
He raced to the phone, his mind made up.
It was time to make a little visit to the Paradigm Group.
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Cole had been in submarines before, but had never been truly comfortable in them. He wasn�t claustrophobic, but there was something entirely unnatural about living in a small tin-can under the crushing pressure of millions of tons of water. Conditions were cramped and there was no natural light � the whole set-up was as far from natural as it was possible to be.
But humans are an adaptable species, and Cole was among the most adaptable of them all; and therefore, despite his internal misgivings, he had once again become used to the sensation of living underwater, reminding himself that it was only for another few hours. The crew might well be trapped in here for weeks, or even months, on end. In reality, he had nothing to complain about.
He had nothing but admiration for Captain Sherman and the crew of the USS Texas. They were filled with the courage that came from professionalism and realistic training, and were more than willing to venture into the well-patrolled enemy waters of the PLA navy.
Cole remembered Sherman�s reaction to being given his orders.
�So are we hitting Taiwan?� he�d asked.
Cole had shaken his head. �No,� he�d said, �we�re being a bit more proactive than that this time. I need you to take us to the Chinese mainland.�
Sherman�s face had lit up, an NFL manager being told he was getting a shot at the championships this year. �Where?� he�d asked, his eyes bright.
�I need you to infiltrate us into the Bohai Sea,� Cole had said, and he�d seen Sherman making instant calculations. Cole knew it would mean piloting the Texas not only through the disputed waters of the East China Sea, but then up through the Chinese-controlled Yellow Sea and up into the protected waters of the Bohai Sea, surrounded on three sides by the Chinese coastline. Only a madman would make such an approach.
�Risky,� Sherman had said, �but I�m game. I�m not for sitting around. I want to take the fight to the enemy. You using the SDV to infil up the river from Bohai Bay?�
Cole had nodded. �Yeah, but the less you know about it the better.�
Sherman had nodded his head, whistling in appreciation. �Hell, if you guys are willing to do that, who am I to complain about getting you there? Passing through the Chinese navy�ll be a piece of cake compared to what you�ll face if we get you there.�
Cole had clapped his hand on the man�s shoulder. �When you get us there,� he�d said to the submarine commander with a smile, and Sherman had smiled right back.
Cole had seen little of the captain since then; he didn�t expect Sherman to second-guess his own mission, and Cole had no wish to get in the man�s way while he was involved with his part in it. The CDC would be a hive of quiet activity � the sub rigged for silent operation, everyone�s nerves on end as she tried to slip through the Chinese defenses.
Cole was resigned to this part of the operation; they would either get there or they wouldn�t. And if they didn�t manage, it would mean that they had been identified; and if they were identified, they would be blown right out of the water. It was useless to worry about things that he had no control over, and so Cole used the journey to go over his plans with his Force One colleagues � again, and again, and again. You could never rehearse too much, never plan too much. Time spent in preparation was never wasted.
They had been travelling underwater for over thirty hours now, and Sherman�s last report was that they had managed to pass through both the East China Sea and the Yellow Sea without detection. There had been three occasions when they had passed so close to enemy ships that Sherman had ordered the engines cut completely, but in the end they had not been spotted, and had carried on their way.
The journey into the heart of Chinese territorial waters was perilous, but Cole knew that the Virginia-class attack submarine was the most technologically sophisticated ship ever to set sail under the sea. It was the first submarine ever purpose-designed for multi-mission near-land operations.
Its high-yield steel hull, able to withstand colossal pressures, was covered in a seamless, rubber-like substance to reduce the escape of internal noise; and in contrast to a conventional bladed propeller, its propulsion system was designed as a duct-shielded pump-jet unit that reduced cavitation noise to enable quieter operation.
Sherman had captained the Texas for eighteen months now, after two tours on an LA-class attack sub, and confirmed that this ship was a real move forward over its predecessor. He had supreme confidence in her ability to avoid Chinese detection, and Cole was encouraged to share the man�s confidence.
He had been very impressed with the way that the Texas had managed to avoid the Chinese submarine that had acquired it on the surface during Force One�s nighttime entry, and it lent great credence to the technical statistics; once it had submerged and gone silent, the enemy craft simply hadn�t known were the Texas had gone. It had become invisible.
There was some worry that reports might go back about a US sub operating in the area, and that Wu might begin to suspect some sort of operation was underway, but Cole didn�t think it would matter. Wu would surely know that the US Navy would be probing the perimeter of China�s defenses, testing for future action. The Texas was outside of China�s territorial waters, and it would just be seen as the expected border patrolling that came with the ongoing situation. Wu would probably be more suspicious if there were no such sightings.
The work Sherman and his team had done in the early days of this conflict had also helped, of course; by probing the Chinese defenses around the USS Ford, they had already pinpointed the location of many of the PLA navy�s vessels, and therefore knew exactly where to avoid.
The snaking, serpentine route Sherman had led them on had perhaps not been the quickest from point to point, but Cole was convinced it had been the safest. The fact that they were still alive helped confirm it.
But now they were entering the Bohai Sea, a body of water that was almost entirely encircled by the Chinese coastline. There was only a narrow channel which led from the Yellow Sea to the Bohai Sea, little more than one hundred kilometers across � and over half of that was obstructed by small islands, leaving a true channel of less than forty kilometers in width.
Added to the complications was the fact that the Bohai Sea led to the all-important port town of Tianjin, which in turn serviced Beijing. In essence, all goods travelling by sea for use by Beijing�s population of twelve million citizens, passed through the Bohai Sea � which made it one of the busiest seaways on the planet.
But when Cole had developed his plan, he had known that this was the case; in fact, he was hoping that the sheer density of marine traffic in the area would help the Texas to remain undiscovered. The major problem would be coming too close to the surface in the shallower areas and being hit by a container vessel � that would really mess up their day.
Captain Sherman seemed to know what he was doing though, and he in turn had absolute faith in his crew, which Cole took to be a very good sign.
And while that crew had been doing its job, Cole had been doing his � hard at work with Navarone and the other members of his team, going through the upcoming operation play by play.
The Force One team had not interacted with the SDV release team from Pearl to any large extent, preferring to remain as covert and as anonymous as possible, although Cole had liaised with the officer in charge to discuss timings.
The operation was so secretive and compartmented that SDVT-1 wouldn�t even know where they were when they helped unload the mini-submarine from the Texas. They would swim out in full SCUBA gear, ensure the SDV left the DDS safely, disengage it from its platform and then seal the DDS back up before returning back inside, all the while completely unware of which sea they were operating in.
Cole wasn�t concerned about the SEAL team � they were consummate professionals, and could be relied upon to do their jobs exactly as they were supposed to. Unloading the SDV wasn�t without risks, but was for a large part a purely technical exercise. The real dangers would start once the SDV was underway.
The insertion into the Forbidden City would be complicated, and success would depend heavily upon the correct information getting to them; the ministers were being constantly moved, and Liu Yingchau, Force One�s contact in Beijing, had been tasked with getting an up-to-date location for them.
But it would be the extraction which would be the hardest part of Navarone�s job � the Central Politburo of the Communist Party of China was the group which had been interned, and which Force One was expected to rescue, a group which traditionally consisted of twenty-five people; twenty-two now that Tsang Feng was dead and two other members had defected to Wu�s military regime.
Which meant that Navarone and his four teammates would have to somehow get nearly two dozen middle-aged politicians out of one of the most secure capital cities in the world, and then out of a country which was on a war footing with its neighbors.
Cole had come up with a plan to achieve this, and Navarone and the rest of the group had added suggestions and refinements which made it even better, but it remained an extremely complex task. Some might even have labelled it impossible.
Contingency planning allowed for things going wrong; if twenty-two was too many, then just the six remaining members of the Politburo Standing Committee would be rescued. This group represented the top leadership of the Communist Party, and would be the kernel for the government in exile which Abrams had covertly agreed to set up in Washington.
Of course, things could go even worse than this, but Cole decided not to dwell on things he couldn�t directly control. A large part of the operation�s success would depend on Liu�s getting everything into place in time, and Cole prayed that this would be the case.
Cole reclined onto his bunk, eyes closing, body relaxing. They would be in the Bohai Sea within the next six hours, and he didn�t know when he�d get another chance to rest. If he�d learned anything over the years, it was to rest while you got the chance. He knew the others would be doing the same.
The success of his own mission � to assassinate General Wu � was also not going to be entirely under his control. To get as close as he needed to the man necessitated several other variables all coming together as desired, and for that he was at the mercy of the CIA.
The US embassy in Beijing was still functioning � Wu wanted the status quo to remain as much as possible � and that meant that the CIA liaison officers were still available.
Before leaving the United States, Cole had been in touch with them and � with presidential authority � told them what he needed.
Unable to communicate with the outside world from the submarine, Cole was left to wonder if they had been successful. But time would tell, and all would be revealed when Cole finally got to Beijing.
But there was also a lot to worry about before he even got there, and so Cole decided to do the most sensible thing he could under the circumstances.
Within thirty seconds, he was sound asleep.
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�I�m sorry Prime Minister,� Ellen Abrams said evenly, �but we cannot help at this moment in time.�
Abrams knew the response this would elicit from Toshikatsu Endo, Japan�s deeply worried chief politician; he would be angry, incensed, furious that American promises were being reneged on.
But Abrams simply couldn�t inform him of what was going on. If she was to tell him � or even hint at the fact � that a covert mission to kill Wu and rescue the communist Politburo was actually already in the process of being carried out, then it wouldn�t remain a secret for long.
Toshikatsu�s colleagues � and enemies � in Japan�s Diet were both waiting for any sort of news, any indication that the Americans were doing something to help. If Toshikatsu even suspected that this was the case, he would be hard pressed to keep it to himself in the face of such cross-party pressure. And that wasn�t even to consider the Japanese public itself, which was clamoring for answers, and which Toshikatsu had a responsibility to pacify.
And if Toshikatsu told anyone, the news would spread like wildfire, and would soon make its way to General Wu and China�s new military government. It was better to keep everyone completely in the dark on this one, Abrams realized. If she told Japan that America was unwilling to help her, then that would also get back to General Wu, and he would subsequently have his thoughts about American weakness confirmed. Such arrogance would be the man�s downfall.
�You cannot help?� Toshikatsu said breathlessly. �That is your final word on the matter? Despite Anpo?�
Anpo jōyaku was the common Japanese term for the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan, a version of which had existed since as far back as 1952. It pledged US assistance in the case of an attack on Japan, territory which President Barrack Obama had confirmed included the Senkaku Islands back in 2014.
Abrams quietly cursed her predecessor for his commitments to those bits of rock; life would have been so much easier if he had not been quite so explicit.
As it was, Abrams was in direct breach of that agreement, and could see no way around the situation given the current conditions on the ground.
�I�m afraid that the reality is that this entire situation is volatile and unstable; if we get involved directly, Wu might just decide to launch his nukes, we have no idea just what kind of man he is. And who do you think his first target is going to be?�
Abrams let that hang in the air for a moment, so that the terrifying notion could ingrain itself in Toshikatsu�s consciousness.
�If you think that is a risk,� Toshikatsu said reasonably, his composure regained, �then surely you simply can�t afford to stand back and do nothing. If he launches missiles at us, who is to say that you will not be next? And then where does it end?�
This was the time when Abrams wanted to reassure him, to offer him the small mercy of telling him about the Force One mission, however indirectly. We are not standing back. We are not �doing nothing�. Right now we have our best people infiltrating the Chinese mainland itself. If they succeed, then this thing might soon be over.
But she knew she couldn�t. America had to be seen to be reluctant to act, to want to avoid conflict; then Force One�s attack on the system would be all the more effective.
�Prime Minister Toshikatsu,� Abrams said resignedly, �I think you are going to have to accept the fact that you have lost the Senkaku Islands. It seems that the main reason that Wu wanted them was only to use them as a base for military action against Taiwan � a situation that we have no reason to get involved with. Our analysts suggest that Wu will curb his behavior after incorporating Taiwan back into the People�s Republic of China, and I tend to agree with them. He will want the PRC to be accepted by the world at large, so that he has a greater chance of staying in power.�
Toshikatsu was silent for a moment as he thought about what Abrams had said. Although it wasn�t true � that wasn�t what US intelligence analysts thought at all � she thought that it at least sounded reasonable.
�That is not what my own people have concluded about the man,� Toshikatsu said eventually. �They believe that Wu is a megalomaniac who wants to create a new Chinese empire � first in East Asia, then heading west. They think that the less we interfere now, the more we allow him to get away with, the bolder he will become. The policy of appeasement was � with hindsight � hardly the best way of dealing with Nazi Germany, wouldn�t you agree?�
Abrams fought hard to remind Toshikatsu that his country had fought with Nazi Germany; he was hardly in any position to lecture on the issue, even if he was right.
And, Abrams could admit, appeasement wasn�t the way to combat men like General Wu; taking the fight to them was always the better option, and the one she followed, despite her leading Toshikatsu to think the contrary.
�I am confident in our position on the issue,� Abrams said, wishing to bring the conversation to a close. �It is our belief that the trouble will end with Taiwan.�
�And if it doesn�t?� Toshikatsu pressed her.
�Then,� she allowed, �we will have to just cross that bridge if we come to it.�
She knew it wasn�t what Toshikatsu wanted to hear, but it was what she needed to tell him.
Now she could only wait and hope that the Force One mission was successful; because if it wasn�t, then a lot more people would have to die before this thing was over.
* * *
General Wu De swung his corpulent body off the four poster bed which took up nearly half of the chamber located in the basement rooms of the Presidential Office Building in Taipei. He was amused that it was all too similar to rooms that could be found under the Zhongnonhai government compound in Beijing, the Communist Party headquarters nestled right next to the ancient walls of the Forbidden City.
Perhaps communists and nationalists were not so very different after all, he mused, when you got right down to it.
Wu ignored the sleeping bodies of the three girls who lay next to him � secretaries from the presidential office � and strode naked to the telephone which rested on the credenza near the gilt-edged door.
Wiping the sweat from his face, he dialed a number which was answered immediately. �Update?� he asked.
Wu listened as the report came through from the operations briefing room further down the subterranean corridors, and was pleased to hear that everything was still going well. Ports had been secured, along with airfields and ground force bases. Civilian deaths and casualties were still minimal � well below the threshold his advisers had said would precipitate an international backlash � and the only real problem now was what to do with all of the military personnel who had been forced to surrender.
The will to fight had deserted the Taiwanese military at almost the exact same moment that Rai Po-ya and the rest of his government had hightailed it to Australia. With no political leadership left to steer the ship, and in the face of overwhelming odds � Wu had sent a force of half a million across the water to reclaim Taiwan, assisted by the most sophisticated vehicles, weapons and equipment in the region � the Taiwanese generals had no wish to sacrifice their soldiers in a war that was unwinnable, and had stood down.
Out of three hundred thousand armed service personnel in Taiwan, less than two thousand had been killed by PLA forces, which now left a huge number for the PLA to police. At the moment, it seemed that they were being confined to their bases, which the PLA was turning into makeshift prison camps. It wasn�t a long-term solution, but Wu accepted it as a suitable temporary stop-gap.
He wondered about the will of Taiwan�s reserve forces � reputed to number three and a half million, although the number of people actually physically able to fight would be much less than this. But there would still be a lot of them, with basic military training.
Wu discounted the reserves almost as soon as he had thought of them. The military bases � and therefore all weapons and equipment � were safely in the hands of the PLA now, so what would they have to fight with? Pitchforks and kitchen knives?
Wu also understood the respect that the Taiwanese people had for the power of the PLA � or at least the fear, which was even more useful. And of course everyone on the island would know what Wu might do if pushed � withdraw his own people completely and wipe Taiwan off the face of the earth with his missiles.
But Wu had no wish for things to get to that stage. He truly wanted to welcome the people of Taiwan into the PRC, to make them a part of the one true China. And he knew that the best way of doing this was to win the hearts and minds of the people � to make them want to be a part of the People�s Republic.
The way they had been abandoned by their leadership was a good start � they would feel betrayed by Rai and the others, and would have been pleasantly surprised by the relative non-violence of the invasion. They were primed to listen to an offer of amalgamation, and Wu�s speech yesterday evening, symbolically made from the steps of the Japanese-designed, Renaissance-Baroque Presidential Office building, had been designed to win them over quickly.
The next morning he would fly back to Beijing, in time to make the Dragon Boat festival � another chance to meet the citizens of his new Chinese empire, to impress them with his grace and generosity. He was personally sponsoring the teams who would be racing in Beihai Park, to the north of the Zhongnonhai.
He was due to fly out in four hours, and wondered idly whether he should go back to bed. But there was no point � he was awake now, and would only feel worse if he went back to sleep now.
Except for the occasional visit to the members of the Politburo in the Forbidden City, Wu hadn�t left the Zhongnonhai in Beijing since this whole thing began, until his flight to Taipei the previous afternoon. He was weary, he was tired, and he felt his energy waning. It had been part of the reason why he had taken the girls to his chamber � the all-necessary pleasures of the flesh helped to keep his mind sharp.
But even in the middle of the night, he couldn�t fully rest � he had to know exactly what was going on at all times. A part of him knew he had to relinquish control at some stage � he had the entire Central Military Commission to help run things after all, a glut of senior military personnel to make sure everything was going as planned. But another part � the stronger part � simply refused to let go. What was happening now was his validation, what he had come to think of as the entire reason for his existence. It was bad enough that he hadn�t been here in Taiwan to oversee the invasion himself; but he at least realized that with his new position came new responsibilities, and the Paramount Leader of the PRC shouldn�t be leading the troops into battle himself.
But why not? Just because the leaders of all the other nations on earth were content to hide away from the realities of the wars they waged, why should that mean he was obliged to follow the same route? Maybe next time, he thought to himself, he would lead the army himself, just like the emperors of old.
He would be the Genghis Khan of his generation, and his people would love him for it.
Yes, he considered with a smile, that would be something to think about.
Despite not wanting to sleep, he looked over at the three attractive young women warming his bed, but finally decided against that too � they had already served their purpose, and Wu was no longer in the mood.
Instead, he gestured with his head to the corner of the room, where Zhou Shihuang sat in the shadows watching; always watching.
�They�re yours,� he said to the one-eyed man as he strode to the bathroom, clapping Zhou on the shoulder as he went. �Use them as you will.�
The smile that passed his bodyguards lips was unsettling, but Wu decided not to dwell on what Zhou wanted to do with them.
They had outlived their usefulness anyway.
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Cole checked his equipment one more time as he waited to exit the submarine into the Dry Dock Shelter via the mating hatch.
He was wearing full SCUBA gear, including connections for the open-circuit air tanks inside the SDV which the team would be using for most of the infiltration. He also had a LAR V Draeger rebreather strapped to his chest, ready to be used when they were in the shallower waters inland, when people might notice the tell-tale bubbles released from an open-circuit unit. It would be nighttime of course, but you could never be too careful � the last thing Cole wanted was for some passerby to wonder why there was a trail of bubbles travelling along the water, and to inform the authorities. The chance of detection was pretty large as it was, without giving the enemy an unnecessary advantage.
He wore a full tactical rig over his wet suit, equipment and ammunition in waterproof compartments. On his leg was a stainless steel Smith and Wesson 686 .357 magnum revolver, perfect for its reliability in or out of the water, and he also carried an M4A1 carbine with suppressor. There were more modern rifles available � such as the FN SCAR, a weapon purpose-designed for use by US Special Operations Command � but Cole preferred to use what he knew, and the M4 had demonstrated its utter reliability over the decades.
Cole had placed a condom over the end of the M4�s suppressor to keep water out, and noted that all the other members of his team had done exactly the same. It wasn�t that the gun wouldn�t fire if the precaution wasn�t taken; it was just that the barrel would have to be drained before firing, a procedure that could leave them two seconds too late if they were discovered and had to open fire instantaneously. With the rubber in place, Cole could burst out of the water and start firing right away.
He carried a diver�s knife on the other leg to the revolver, and a dive computer on his wrist so that he could instantly see barometric pressure, depth and navigational information. Night-vision goggles hung from a strap around his neck.
Cole recognized that most of the things he carried were � for himself, at least � not meant to be used; they were merely for self-protection should his unit be discovered. His ultimate goal was to reach Beijing completely undiscovered, and assassinate General Wu with his bare hands.
The rest of his team would need their gear though, and were carrying even more than him, including an array of explosives and back-up weapons in large waterproof kit-bags.
Hopefully, Cole told himself, all he needed was a dry change of clothes.
If everything went according to plan.
Cole�s chosen method of Force One�s infiltration was to pilot the SDV through the busy waterway of Bohai Bay and past Sanhe Island into Yongding New River, which led inland towards Beijing.
It would have been ideal if the SDV could have taken them all the way to the Chinese capital, but Cole knew this wasn�t practical; the Yongding didn�t actually reach Beijing, and they would have had to divert along the Chaobai New River. But dams and shallow waters would make progress along the Chaobai impossible for the SDV past a certain point, even if its batteries were capable of travelling the two hundred kilometer distance.
And so Cole had planned to discard the SDV in a section of deep water of the Yongding and then swim using the rebreathers to a rendezvous point near the G25 Changshen Expressway. Here, they would liaise with the CIA contact, provided that all was well.
Cole knew that this was another potentially fatal part of the mission � they could be discovered leaving the water, or meeting the agent�s vehicle, or else the agent might not even turn up. Another possibility was that the agent had been caught and divulged the route, and Force One would be met by a battalion of soldiers.
Well, Cole thought, that�s what he�d brought the M4 along for. Just in case.
But even if they liaised successfully with the CIA agent, they still had to travel by road and then enter the city itself, and Cole had left this up to the CIA man, bowing to his superior knowledge of the area and the obstacles they might face.
Cole hoped the man knew what he was doing.
But as always, Cole reminded himself, it was first things first; and with that, he nodded at the other members of his team and passed through the access hatch into the DDS transfer trunk.
The operation had commenced.

PART THREE
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Despite the enormous pressure, Captain Hank Sherman was not sweating; his skin was dry and cool, his respiration perfectly normal, his heart rate barely above resting.
The US Navy selected their submarine captains for their incredible cool under operational conditions, and Sherman was among the most experienced of that nation�s skilled submariners. And even now, in the middle of the Bohai Sea, his craft crawling along underneath a cavalcade of merchant marine traffic while the radar and sonar operators of the PLA coastal defense forces tried to distinguish friend from foe, Sherman looked like he was an executive sitting down for a sales meeting in a comfortable office � an everyday occurrence, and all business.
Sherman had piloted the sub through the narrow strait which separated the Yellow Sea from the Bohai just a few hours before, coming into the enclosed sea in the late afternoon � perfect to make his position in time for the nighttime dispersal of the SDV.
He had avoided the wider northern section of the strait, knowing that it was busier and monitored far more closely than the waters around the southern islands, and had instead travelled completely undetected between the Miaodao Archipelago and Tanglang Island.
It had been a nerve-shredding journey, so close to elements of the Chinese coastline, and Sherman had been forced to admit that � despite his years of operational success � this was the first time he�d had to infiltrate the territory of a technologically competitive nation. It was one thing to patrol the waters of the Persian Gulf and deliver special ops teams into Saudi Arabia, Iran and Pakistan, but it was an altogether different prospect to invade the waters of an enemy which had a real chance of detecting him.
But despite his reservations, he knew that the Virginia-class sub he commanded had been designed exactly for missions such as these, and if any submarine in the world was capable of performing such a task, it was the USS Texas.
He was well into the Bohai now, his sonar operators picking up such dense traffic in the waters above that Sherman felt certain that � even if the Texas wasn�t discovered � the SDV was sure to be seen by someone. The waters of the bay were shallow, the rivers that ingressed into the mainland even more so.
Intelligence reports also estimated that there were up to three Soviet Kilo-class submarines currently patrolling the waters of the Bohai Sea, under the banner of the PLA Submarine Force�s East Sea Fleet. However, Sherman�s crew hadn�t found signs of any, and his own analysts suggested that they might have left the close coastal waters to project power further out to sea, possibly as far as Taiwan. And anyway, with their diesel-electric engines, Sherman was confident that his crew would detect them before they could detect the Texas.
Sherman had already given the order for the special ops team � he still didn�t know who they were, or which branch of the military they represented � to enter the DDS and prepare for disembarkation.
He now received confirmation that the team was in place within the SEAL Delivery Vehicle, and the DDS had been flooded and pressurized.
Some of the divers from SDVT-1 were also now in the DDS, while others exited from the lockout trunk to help control things from outside.
Sherman looked around the combat direction center, checked for another update from his sonar operators, and consulted his large-screen monitor one last time. In place of a traditional periscope, the system used fiber optic imagery to generate above-sea views of the surrounding area.
The live images of the nighttime sea confirmed what the sonar said � there were cargo ships to both port and starboard, but not close enough to interfere with the release of the SDV, and further to stern were two fishing trawlers.
The area directly around the Texas was all-clear.
He looked across the CDC to the SEAL lieutenant in charge of the SDVT-1 squad and raised an eyebrow.
The commando looked back and nodded his head.
Sherman turned to his intercom and gave the order.
�Launch SDV. I repeat � launch SDV.�
He sighed, at once relieved and terribly nervous.
It was out of his hands now.
* * *
Cole watched through his underwater night vision goggles as the SDVT-1 divers unlocked the circular hatch at the end of the DDS, opening it with the assistance of the team members waiting outside.
Cole was sitting in one of the two pilot�s seats, holding himself clear of the frame slightly and looking back so he could see where he was going as Collins reversed the SDV back out of the tubular Dry Dock Shelter, helped by the expert hands of the release team divers.
Cole and Collins were fully open to the elements, the pilot area simply two recessed gaps in the fuselage. There were sonar and GPS tracking and navigation systems, but the SDV was so small and maneuverable that skilled operators often relied on sticking their heads out and simply piloting by direct line of sight, using a manual control stick for the rudder, elevator and bow planes. Not too bad in shallow waters during the day, but far more problematic at night when the undersea kingdom was entirely pitch black and operational security demanded the absence of electric lights. The night-vision gear they had was good, but Cole was glad Collins would be doing most of the driving.
Still, he reflected as the battery-powered all-electric propulsion system slowly pulled the vehicle into the open waters of the Bohai Sea, at least he could see where he was going, a luxury that his four colleagues in the passenger compartment sadly didn�t have.
Navarone, Davis, Grayson and Barrington were all going to have to sit in the cramped, flooded, dark compartment behind Cole and Collins for the duration of the journey, a fact for which Cole didn�t envy them. But the ability to cope with the demands of such claustrophobic environments was one of the hallmarks of the special forces operator; it wasn�t just how well a person could fight, but their willingness and capacity to withstand the appalling conditions in which they often had to operate.
The infiltration up the Yongding New River from Bohai Bay was just under forty kilometers, well within the SDV�s sixty-six kilometer range. The mini-sub could go as fast as eight knots, but Cole and Collins had decided that five would be a more manageable cruising speed, and both men knew that it would often be far less than that as they entered shallower waters.
Figuring an average speed of only about three to four knots for the entire journey then, Cole expected to be at the RV point near the Changshen Expressway in five to seven hours. Cole�s CIA contact had agreed to meet the team on the G25 at four the next morning, exactly seven hours away. If they were early, then they would wait in the dark for the man to arrive; if it looked like they were going to be late, then they would have to risk increasing speed to make up the time. Seven hours was already a worst-case scenario according to their plans, but Cole knew that even the best laid plans might go completely wrong.
The SDV was fully out now, and the divers were disconnecting the hoses and pipes which fed the mini-sub from the dry dock. Cole watched the lead diver through his night-vision goggles as he gave the signal that the SDV was now fully under the pilot�s control, and felt the vehicle turn in the water as Collins led it round to face towards the Chinese coast.
The two men turned and nodded towards each other, and then Collins pressed the throttles and accelerated the tiny submarine inwards towards Bohai Bay.
* * *
Cole checked the instruments, visible through the night-vision goggles, and was pleased to see that they were making good progress. It had been a long time since he�d travelled via SDV, and he had forgotten what a rapid and maneuverable form of transport it was.
Collins was an excellent pilot too, keeping the mini-sub as low as it would go, careful to avoid the marine traffic above. They had been travelling for an hour now through the murky depths of the Bohai Sea, warped into an eerie, virtual reality green by his goggles, which at once made things clearer but also more disorientating.
Once again, he was glad that Collins was taking the lead; despite his recent session back at Coronado, there was no way Cole would have been as slick or smooth as the young Team Six man.
Cole was monitoring the sonar and GPS, preparing for the next set of directions � the vital route through Bohai Bay and into the Yongding New River. The bay was filled with inlets and harbors, most of which led nowhere; if the SDV entered through the wrong passage, at best they would reach a dead end and lose precious time, or else find themselves in the wrong river going away from Beijing. At worst, they would be found and perhaps even killed.
They were getting close now, and Cole checked the instruments again and again, using his hands to inform Collins of their route. It was strange, his body in and out of the SDV, the undersea world around him black and green, the dark waters silent except for the faint hum of the battery and the whir of the shielded electric propulsion unit; it was like a video game and not at all like real life. Yet he knew that if they made a mistake, things would become real all too quickly.
He was monitoring the GPS system when he felt the SDV lurch suddenly to starboard, the entire vehicle ripped to the side, Collins� body collapsing onto him, his own grip on the fuselage slipping, knocking him out of the SDV altogether.
His head span, the green and black images spiraling in front of his eyes, unable to focus; his hands reached out, securing themselves to the mini-sub�s frame, pulling himself blindly back towards it before it carried on without him and he was lost forever.
What the hell had happened?
Collins was struggling with the controls, attempting to correct the wildly tilting pitch of the SDV, but it was being pulled hard through the water and even with the throttles open completely, the batteries at full power, the ship merely turned, unable to get forward motion.
Cole�s mind sharpened in an instant, his vision cleared, and he looked in at Collins, who shook his head in confusion.
Cole looked around, turned his head upwards, saw what looked like the hull of a ship high above them, checked the sonar for confirmation. Looking at Collins, he pushed his palm down twice, telling him to cut the power; then he disconnected himself from the central open-circuit air unit and swam past the rear compartment, knocking gently twice on the hull, the message for the other four F1 operators to stay where they were. He knew they would be concerned, ready to burst out of the SDV all guns blazing, but wanted to keep them inside for now, unwilling to compromise the mission.
Cole thought he knew what had happened, and burst into action, swimming powerfully around the body of the SDV as Collins throttled back on the power, maintaining the ship�s position in the water.
Cole pushed through the inky waters to the starboard side, checking the rudder, confirming what he�d thought; it had been caught in a fishing net from the marine trawler above them. His hazy green and black imagery showed thick rope netting, fish flicking back and forwards inside, part of the net caught on the starboard blades.
Holding onto the SDV with one hand, he withdrew his knife with the other and started to cut, aware that the longer they stayed here, the more time the fishing vessel would have to register the weight of its catch and start to haul in the net; and the last thing Cole wanted was for the SDV to be pulled up alongside a Chinese boat just a few hundred meters from the Chinese coast.
He sawed away at the net frantically, just one single twine wrapped around the rudder; but it was thick and heavy, and it was going too slowly; already Cole could feel the net starting to be pulled in.
Cole let go with his other hand, pulsing his legs to keep in motion with the vessels as he secured the rope now with that hand, cutting even more frantically with the other.
He could see the hull above him more clearly now, the net being pulled inexorably closer; he looked back to the net, saw fish swimming past from the hole that he was pulling open, hands working with savage rapidity.
The hull was growing bigger, bigger, and Cole cut even harder, acid in his muscles building up until the pain was excruciating, but he ignored it completely and continued to saw, and saw, and saw, until�
The rope suddenly went slack, Cole�s knife finally passing through, separating the SDV starboard rudder from the fishing net, and Cole clamped down on the fuselage and gave Collins the hand signal to go, go, go!
Collins didn�t need telling twice and immediately burst forwards, throttles open, propelling the SDV fast through the waters, away from the prying eyes of the fishermen above, Cole�s body being dragged alongside the mini-sub, no time to climb back in.
But eventually, finally, the SDV slowed, out of the danger zone, and Cole swam around and climbed back into the open cockpit, securing himself back onto the central air system, breathing a sigh of relief.
He wondered what Navarone and the others must have thought, pulled around in the complete dark of the rear compartment with no idea what was happening, and was glad once again that he was in the front.
Terrifying though it was, at least he knew what was going on; and that, as he well knew, was always half the battle.
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�Mr. Vice President,� the secretary greeted Clark Mason with wide-eyed surprise, �what an honor, we had no idea you were coming here today.�
Mason smiled back, suave and charming as always. �Oh really?� he said earnestly. �I was sure that my office had made the arrangements. Could you show me through to the director?� He smiled again. �I�m sure he�ll see me.�
The secretary nodded her head, flustered, and picked up the internal telephone to call through to Dr. Bruce Vinson, Director of the Paradigm Group.
Mason�s own assistant had provided him with a full briefing document on the Washington think-tank, and although it seemed to be absolutely genuine and above-board, Mason was an old-hand in these matters and believed he could read between the lines.
The Paradigm Group was a respected international policy analysis unit, and had served Washington for several years now, initially under the leadership of respected Harvard professor and ex-Secretary of State Hugh Miller � a man that Mason knew and liked. It had been an effective but relatively low-key organization until late last year, when it had received a considerable cash injection from Miller�s successor and the Paradigm Group�s new director, Bruce Vinson.
Vinson had obviously had the backing of some serious investors, and the group had bought up some valuable real estate and relocated to the exclusive DC suburb of Forest Hills, not too far from Mason�s own home.
The Paradigm Group had since escalated in its endeavours, rapidly becoming the go-to think-tank on matters of national and international security issues, right up there with the Council on Foreign Relations, the Brookings Institute, and the RAND Corporation. It paid its staff top-dollar, and was pulling in the cream of the crop. Its facility was also supposed to be state of the art, not too far removed from a national intelligence agency headquarters.
Dr. Bruce Vinson seemed to be an interesting man, Mason had thought upon reading his profile. An Oxford don from England, his academic credentials were impeccable; he also came from money, which explained how he had transformed the Paradigm Group. What was not in his official record � but was in the document that Mason�s investigative team had pulled together � was the fact that Vinson had served with the British Army�s Special Air Service commando unit before gaining his doctorate, and had gone on to work for that country�s Secret Intelligence Service while posing as a respected academic. Eventually, he had ended up in Washington, a high-level liaison officer between UK and US intelligence. That had been years ago now, but Vinson�s presence as the head of the Paradigm Group raised a lot of questions in Mason�s mind.
Mason had called up his old friend Hugh Miller and asked why he had sold the group to Vinson. Miller had told him that he was getting old and wanted to enjoy his retirement, and the offer had been too good to refuse. Mason could sense there was something more but � despite their friendship � Miller had refused to expand on his explanation.
But Mason could tell what had happened � elements of the US government, no doubt led by President Abrams herself, had wanted to create another secret intelligence group, unhindered by the rule of Congress. They had recruited Vinson, funded him, and helped to push the Paradigm Group into the elite ranks of DC think-tanks, a perfect cover for such a unit. They would have access to the sharpest minds, the best intelligence, the costliest technology.
Was there a direct-action wing? Mason had no doubts about it � why else would Mark Cole, the legendary special ops �asset�, be involved?
Mason�s team had also created a file on Dr. Alan Sandbourne, one of the Paradigm Group�s top analysts, and the man Mason suspected was really Mark Cole.
Like Vinson, Sandbourne�s academic credentials were beyond reproach � he had gained his doctorate from Georgetown University right here in DC, travelled the world attached to various educational institutions, policy units and think-tanks, before migrating back to take on a teaching role at Georgetown.
Apparently he had been taken on the year before, as part of Vinson�s high-level recruitment drive, and now headed up one of the international security desks. His papers were well-regarded, and he was often seen around DC giving briefings and being used as an expert consultant.
But � although his background appeared immaculate � when Mason�s investigative team had done a bit of digging, it seemed that precious few people from Georgetown actually remembered him. There were records and reports, pay checks and minutes of staff meetings at which Sandbourne had supposedly been present, but actually finding someone who had met the man before he came to work at the Paradigm Group had been a lost cause.
Which led Mason to one inescapable conclusion � Dr. Alan Sandbourne did not in actual fact exist at all, but was merely a very cleverly-constructed covert identity.
But Mason knew that suspicions were not the same as proof, and before he confronted Abrams with what he knew, he had to get something more concrete that he would be able to use. That was part of the reason that he was here today � on the off-chance that he would find some form of evidence.
But the other part was to convince himself that he was right � he would look in Vinson�s eyes and see if the man was lying to him.
He was also curious to find out the current location of Dr. Alan Sandbourne. Mason�s people had discovered that he had not been at the offices for several days, and Mason couldn�t help but wonder if this meant he was engaged on an operation; and if that was the case, if it had anything to do with China and General Wu.
And if that was the case, Mason thought as the secretary gestured him in towards Vinson�s office, then Ellen Abrams might finally be his.
* * *
Captain Liu Yingchau of the People�s Liberation Army Special Operations Forces was worried. Indeed, he was hovering somewhere between worry and panic, and the sensation wasn�t one he was happy with. As a military man he liked to be in control, and the situation he now found himself in was entirely out of his hands.
An experienced officer with the Chengdu Military Region�s �Hunting Leopards� Special Forces Unit, Liu had been on secondment to the People�s Armed Police, helping to train their personnel in anti-terrorism tactics, when General Wu had instigated his military coup.
His liaison job had in fact been the reason that he had been unaware of the military�s plans; it soon transpired that his own senior officers had been involved with Wu, and had already committed certain elements of the Special Operations Forces to reconnaissance of Taiwan in preparation for the invasion. Liu had marveled at the secrecy and compartmentalization which had surrounded the coup, something which he was sure would be impossible in the West. While he had been training the PAP, his own friends had been out scouring beach-heads in Taiwan for the upcoming landings. But soldiers did as they were told, and Liu had no doubts that his commando brethren would have had no idea that their orders were coming from General Wu and the officers of the Central Military Commission, and not from any member of the Politburo.
After the generals had taken charge, Liu had been ordered into Beijing to help protect the Zhongnonhai. In the confusion, it had taken him several hours to understand that there had been a coup at all; he�d been instructed to come to Beijing by his superior officer, and that was all a soldier ever needed.
Indeed, this was why military coups could happen in the first place; if the generals all agreed, they would order their colonels to follow, who would order their majors, who would order their captains, who would order their lieutenants and junior officers, who would order the men and women who made up the bulk of the armed forces. The chain of command would still be in place, save for the politicians at the very top; but for the regular soldier, it would just be business as usual.
But the trouble for Liu was that he knew General Wu De, and believed the man to be singularly unsuited to lead his beloved nation. Wu was a psychopath, and one who had serious delusions of grandeur.
Liu had come across him while on a joint training mission with the Second Artillery Regiment, and had been appalled at Wu�s obvious lust for power, his savage, bestial personality. He was able to put across an entirely different persona to the people he wanted to impress � military colleagues, politicians and foreign governments; but to the people beneath him, Wu was nothing more than a medieval barbarian warlord.
Liu genuinely feared what would happen if Wu was allowed to remain in charge of the People�s Republic. He had no idea what the man�s ultimate plans were, but didn�t think for one moment that things would stop with the occupation of Taiwan. He was already hearing rumors about Japan, and there was no telling where it would end.
Liu was also sure that Wu had the capacity to use nuclear weapons against his perceived enemies, with no thought of the consequences; because the man was a sociopathic maniac, he wouldn�t think to be concerned with an American counter-strike. If he was opposed, his pride would force him to lash out, and it was Liu�s greatest fear that such an action would wreak absolute devastation on China and her people.
It was purely for the love of his country that he had sought to get in touch with his colleagues in the American military, to place himself at their service. He had gone through his contacts within the Joint Special Operations Command in the first instance, who had then assigned him to a CIA handler who was now �running� him from the embassy in Beijing.
They had initially wanted him to try and find out what Wu�s plans were, but it was harder than it looked; Wu was surrounded by people that were one hundred percent loyal, and anyone about whom he was unsure was destined to remain outside Wu�s immediate area. But Liu was a resourceful individual, and had himself recruited people within the inner circle itself; a secretary here, an executive assistant there, none of Liu�s contacts were particularly high level, but between them he was starting to build up a picture of the new Wu government.
Eventually, the CIA had put him in touch with an American commando unit that apparently wanted to gain entry to the city. Liu quickly agreed to assist the CIA in getting the unit where they wanted to be, and also to gain the information needed for the operation they were launching. They needed to know General Wu�s schedule and security details, as well as the exact location of the members of the Politburo and information about the forces which guarded them.
Liu already knew a significant amount about the general�s security � he had watched and catalogued what movements he could from his own restricted position, but had gained most of his information from his special contacts, which he had passed on to the CIA and the covert action team that was already en route to Beijing.
Security for General Wu was fierce, handpicked men he had brought in from outside the Chinese mainland, commandos of Hong Kong�s �Five Minute Response Unit� Special Operations Company. They were well-trained and experienced, a formidable combination, and were backed up by Macao�s �Kimchee Commandos� Guard Unit.
These elite units also monitored the various military groups who were responsible for the Zhongnonhai compound and the Forbidden City, ensuring that high standards were adhered to at all times by every element of the government security forces.
But it wasn�t the inner security group itself which Liu worried about the most; perversely, it was the solitary figure who controlled them with the proverbial rod of iron � Zhou Shihuang.
If Liu had misgivings about Wu�s sanity, then he was convinced of the absolute lack of it in Zhou. The man was a half-blind monster, a renegade Shaolin monk who lived only to hurt � and preferably kill � others. Indeed, the threat of this huge man and what he would do to informers was one of the reasons that Liu had faced such difficulty in getting information out of the Zhongnonhai � it was a rare person who was willing to cross Zhou Shihuang.
From Liu�s limited research on the man, it appeared that Zhou had been taken in at the Shaolin Temple � a renowned center of Buddhist teaching and austere martial arts combat training � when he was just a boy. The reasons given for this varied in the telling � some said that he had been forced to flee after killing his abusive father, others claimed that it was due to the repercussions of gang violence � but whatever the reason, Zhou had proved to be a most capable pupil.
Reports from the temple indicated that he was less than enthusiastic about the Cha�an Buddhist teachings, but had soaked up the physically demanding Kung Fu lessons like a hungry sponge. Such was his prodigious combative talent that � despite his less than impressive spiritual fortitude � he was eventually appointed as a senior monk, and a martial arts instructor to the temple.
Recognizing his discordant spirit, the Shaolin abbot had given him the Buddhist name Kung, which meant �empty�.
Liu could see how appropriate the name had been, for Zhou turned out to be a dangerous sociopath, truly �empty� of all emotion.
Zhou had been an instructor at the temple for years before his debased, inhuman proclivities were revealed, one lone incident with a young boy leading to an investigation which finally showed everyone his true nature; he had been bullying and abusing the students ever since he had become an instructor, his victims numbered by the dozen. Two had even died in �training accidents� which later came under close scrutiny, his every action subsequently looked at in great detail.
His gross negation of responsibility and his heinous crimes were covered up by the senior monks of the temple � the abbot deciding that police involvement and a public inquiry would only besmirch and demean the good name of Shaolin � but Zhou Shihuang was banished from the temple forever.
He subsequently became a hand-to-hand combat instructor for a large number of private bodyguarding firms, his incredible talent and skill quickly bringing him to the attention of government forces, whose recruits he also started to train.
But eventually the inevitable happened and he killed a student during training. The incident would have again been covered up had the student not been the son of the provincial governor, who demanded that an arrest be made.
It was at this stage, rumor had it, that Wu De had intervened, sweeping aside all accusations and taking Zhou on as his own private, personal bodyguard.
The man�s life had been one long episode of murder, abuse and sexual depravity, and Liu was sickened merely by the thought of him; but Zhou�s skills in unarmed combat were legendary, and Liu had no doubt that he would be a ruthless opponent. Certainly, he would ensure that Wu�s protective detail was on the ball at all times, as he was known to kill men who showed any sign of inattention.
So Wu�s security detail was tough, but not insurmountable; Liu knew that American special operations forces were probably the best in the world. But it sure as hell wouldn�t be easy. The unit hadn�t explained their plan in detail � they had no reason to trust him, after all � but to Liu it was obvious. They were coming to Beijing to kill the general and rescue the communist government. Despite their skill, Liu knew they needed all the information they could get.
One of his contacts was able to update him regularly on the position of the captured Politburo members, and he passed this on to his CIA handler. He had already informed them of the death of Vice President Fang Zemin at the hands of Zhou Shihuang, an act which had brought the number of politicians to be rescued down to twenty-one. He had also managed to get a detailed schedule of General Wu�s movements from an assistant of an executive secretary, and had also provided this information to the Americans.
Although he didn�t know the details, Liu believed the CIA had managed to organize a meeting between Wu and the American agent, which would take place at that afternoon�s Dragon Boat festival. Wu had sponsored the teams which would be racing in Beihai Park just north of the Zhongnonhai, and would be leaving the immediate security of the government compound to watch. He would even be presenting flowers to the winning team.
But now Liu had just found out that General Wu wasn�t even in Beijing.
Unable to sleep, Liu had been watching the late-night news on China Central Television and had been horrified to see the general making a speech from the steps of the Presidential Office Building in Taipei.
Liu�s contacts had never even told him that Wu was flying to Taiwan, and he in turn had never told his American handlers. His visit to Taipei had been completely unexpected, and Liu was now intensely fearful that the US operation would fail because of it. How would the American assassin kill Wu if he wasn�t even in the same country?
Another problem was now the respect and trust with which the Americans would treat the information he gave them � if he couldn�t even keep them informed of which country General Wu was in, why would they trust anything else he had to say?
Liu himself still trusted his Zhongnonhai contacts � he genuinely believed that they hadn�t known about Wu�s departure. But would the Americans believe him?
The special operations captain poured himself three fingers of the strong white spirit known as Baijiu, and downed the glass in one.
He was definitely going to need help sleeping tonight.
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�I hope I�ve been able to answer all of your questions satisfactorily,� Dr. Bruce Vinson said with his cut-glass English accent and a winning smile.
They were sat in Vinson�s private office, a mahogany-paneled English Regency-style study complete with bookcases filled with custom-tooled leather-backed volumes, gilt-framed oil paintings of hunting scenes and landscapes, an imported desk with tortoiseshell inlay, a couple of leather wingback armchairs and a button-backed Chesterfield sofa. After so long living in America, it was like a home from home for Vinson.
The view from the window was equally charming, the leafy suburb of Forest Hills opening up across the rooftops. It wasn�t too dissimilar from the view afforded from the don�s office at Oxford University, and served to bring back pleasant memories.
But Vinson wasn�t a man to live unnecessarily in the past, and turned his attention fully to the man sat across from him.
�You have indeed,� Clark Mason replied, finishing off his coffee before looking directly into the director�s eyes. �But I have one more question, I�m afraid. Many of my colleagues have had great things to say about one of your key analysts here, a Doctor Sandbourne. Alan Sandbourne. He�s often at the White House it seems, although I only ran into him for the first time myself the other day. Anyway, I was wondering if you might know where he is? I�ve been trying to get in touch with him, I thought he might be useful on this China thing, you know? But nobody seems to know where he�s gone.�
Vinson nodded his head in understanding, his eyes not betraying his thoughts.
You clever bastard, the old intelligence chief thought as he looked at the Vice President. Got your suspicions about the place, don�t you? Angry you weren�t informed? Have a bee in your bonnet about it, have you?
But what, Vinson wondered, did Mason actually want?
Although he had acted as though the man�s visit had been a surprise, in reality it was nothing of the sort. You didn�t get to be the director of an organization like the Paradigm Group by being surprised. Vinson knew about the visit the moment Mason had left his home and told his driver where he wanted to go; and he also knew about the Vice President�s little investigative team and its interest in his business.
Despite his formidable academic reputation, Vinson wasn�t a mere ivory-tower theorist, and nor was he only the director of the Paradigm Group. He had a business interest in the think-tank certainly, but he also understood that � despite its success and influence � the group was only a front for something far more valuable.
Force One.
Although Mark Cole � who worked for Vinson as Alan Sandbourne � was the titular head of the covert action group known internally as Force One, the operation needed someone to run things from an organizational standpoint.
Cole was all about the action; he couldn�t help but get physically involved in the operations. While admirable from one point of view, it nevertheless detracted from his ability to monitor other ongoing missions. Cole saw Force One as a small unit, and himself as a small unit leader, a platoon commander leading his men into battle.
And so what was needed was someone to �stay home and mind the shop�; and that person was Bruce Vinson. Cole was the commander, out there in the thick of it, but Vinson was the chief of staff, the backbone of the operation who made sure that it all ran smoothly.
And Vinson didn�t mind in the least; it was the perfect job for the man, combining his love of academia with his arguably even greater love of espionage, covert ops and dirty wars. He helped to run the Paradigm Group purely in order to provide intelligence to Cole and his Force One members; the profit from everything else was just a bonus really.
Thinking again about what Mason wanted, Vinson was sure he knew; he�d had a psychological profile drawn up of the man from the first moment he�d started sniffing around the Paradigm Group, and knew him to be desperate for the top job. He wanted to be president, and everything else he did was purely to meet that objective.
So it was clear that he was trying to find out what he could about the group�s secrets, possibly with the intention of blackmailing Ellen Abrams in some way, or else going public with it in an effort to damage her reputation, possibly even force her to resign so that he could slip straight into the job without even going through the inconvenience of an election.
But despite Mason�s reputation, his wealth, his power, Vinson was not in the slightest bit fazed or intimidated by his presence. He had faced a lot worse over the years, and had always come out on top. An overgrown bully-boy politician who�d never served a day in his life was not a man who could worry a lifelong professional like Vinson.
And yet the man could be dangerous if his activities were not quickly curtailed. An official investigation of the Paradigm Group � and particularly of Dr. Alan Sandbourne � would be especially unwelcome at the moment, given that there was an ongoing operation which involved the safety of thousands � if not millions � of citizens.
�Doctor Sandbourne is out of the country at the moment,� Vinson said finally, taking a sip of his milky tea before reaching for a biscuit.
�Official business?� Mason asked.
Vinson chuckled. �Not really,� he said. �Friend�s wedding.� It was true as well, to a certain extent; tickets had been bought, photographs would be taken, receipts would be issued. To all intents and purposes, �Alan Sandbourne� would be at a wedding this weekend. It was in Nice, France; but Mason could find that out for himself, if he wished to pursue it.
�Unfortunate timing,� Mason said.
�Well, what can you do?� Vinson replied. �We�re hardly the military, are we? I can�t order the man to stay. And let�s face it � if I made every analyst stay for every crisis that happens, nobody would have the time to eat, sleep or even use the lavatory, never mind go on holiday, would they now?�
Mason smiled. �I guess you�re right.�
�I am right,� Vinson confirmed. �And anyway, if it�s China you�re wanting then Sandbourne�s not the man for the job anyway. He�s more into the Middle East really. For China, you want Richard Stark or Norma Valente, they�re the best we have in that sector.� He took another bite of his biscuit and met Mason�s eyes again. �Shall I make you an appointment with them? Although I believe they�re actually at the White House already, come to think of it. That�ll save you some time I suppose, won�t it?�
�I suppose it will,� Mason replied, looking back at the academic with daggers in his eyes, though his mouth formed a semblance of a smile. He pushed his chair back and stood, holding out a hand. �I�ll have to get back now actually, as a matter of fact. Thank you for your hospitality.�
Vinson shook the man�s hand, sensing that Mason knew he was being played with, and that he wasn�t happy about it one little bit.
But Vinson was a man who liked to play games, and Mason had come into his arena and demanded a shot at the champ. Who was Vinson to turn him down?
�Not at all, old chap,� Vinson said, clapping Mason on the shoulder and walking with him to his office door. �Any time you need anything, please feel free to come back. It�s been an honor having you here. Maybe you�d be good enough to sign the guest book on your way out?�
The look on Mason�s face was priceless � Vinson labeled it the �constipated monkey�. It was such an obvious effort to contain his rage that Vinson thought it hilarious; Mason managed a contorted half-smile, nodded once, and turned on his heel and marched off down the corridor to the elevators.
Bruce Vinson closed the leather-embossed door behind him and let out a great, rumbling belly laugh. He still couldn�t quite get over the look on Mason�s face; it was like dealing with a two-year-old. It was a shame that the man was also one of the most powerful in the entire United States.
Vinson stopped laughing and poured himself a glass of brandy. If there was one thing he had learned from this meeting, it was that Vice President Clark Mason was going to have to be taken care of, one way or another.
Vinson already knew about the man�s current mistress, along with a long list of previous dalliances, but that couldn�t really hurt him. Mason�s wife already knew about it, and the American public had long ceased to be shocked by such things. Bill Clinton was still remembered fondly, despite the cigar incident.
But Vinson was not without resources, or imagination.
And as he started to form a plan, he sipped at his brandy and once again started to chuckle happily to himself.
* * *
�So Bruce thinks he�s serious?� asked Pete Olsen, body ramrod straight in the easy chair in the corner of Abrams� private study.
Ellen Abrams nodded her head. �I�m afraid so. It seems that my VP wants to get a bit of political capital out of the current situation.�
�Son of a bitch!� Olsen said, slamming his hand down on the arm of his chair, almost breaking it off.
�What are we doing about it?� Catalina dos Santos asked.
�Bruce says he�s going to deal with it,� Abrams said, �and I think we can trust him on that.�
Olsen nodded. �He�s a resourceful guy,� he agreed. �Anything we can do to help?�
�Just play it cool around Clark if he comes snooping around asking questions,� Abrams said. �I�ve got an idea I might have some urgent jobs for him to do out of town though, so we shouldn�t be seeing him too much until this is over.�
�Good play,� dos Santos agreed, �let�s try and keep him out of the picture until Force One completes its mission. Do we know how they�re getting on?�
�According to Vinson, they should be close to the Chinese mainland by now,� Abrams said. �We�ll know soon enough if they�ve been successful.�
�Report from the Texas is that they managed to get away in the SDV just fine, Captain Sherman�s sweeping back south as we speak,� Olsen added. �Does the CIA have everything in place?� he asked dos Santos.
�As far as we can tell, they do,� she said. �Although we don�t know many of the ins and outs surrounding their role. That�s between Force One and the agents on the ground.�
�General Wu?� Abrams asked. She had been as perturbed as Liu Yingchau to discover that their target had left the Chinese mainland.
�Our sources indicate that he will fly back by military plane by tonight our time, early morning in Beijing, in time to make the Dragon Boat festival.�
�How sure are we on that?� Olsen asked.
�Fairly sure,� dos Santos replied, �but Wu is a law unto himself, and we won�t really know until he�s actually back there, on the ground.�
Olsen frowned. �There�s a lot that could still go wrong,� he said. �Now, I know Cole and his teams are the best we have, but we have to face up to the fact that we may have to use one of our contingency plans.�
It was Abrams� turn to frown. Of course, she had never agreed to place all her eggs in one basket, and had authorized planning for several contingency plans, all of which relied on far more military firepower than a single six-person squad. But although she had authorized such plans, she had no stomach for going through with them if she could possibly help it; even the best-case scenarios would result in hundreds of deaths, the worst-cases running into the millions.
�I understand that we might have to push ahead with those operations, Pete,� she said at last, �and I expect you to have everything in place should we need to move to that level. But let�s just hope and pray that things never get to that stage, for all our sakes.�
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Cole hadn�t had time to consider the ramifications of nearly being caught by the fishing trawler; the possibility that someone on board had seen them, that an experienced fisherman had examined the net and realized it had been cut by a knife and not by the teeth of a large fish, that it wasn�t a real trawler but a disguised surveillance ship which was even now tracking them via sonar � these things touched the edges of his consciousness but were not allowed to take hold. He simply had no time. What would be would be, and there was no use wasting mental energy on things he had no control over.
So, with the threat of the possible consequences of their narrow escape banished from his mind, he fixed his concentration on the task he could control � that he had to control.
Getting the SDV out of Bohai Bay and into the inlet of Yongding New River.
He could literally see the hulls of the boats above him, next to him, behind him; and all the while Tim Collins was maneuvering the small submersible, head out to one side as he moved the manual control stick in smooth, practiced, fluid actions, the SDV magically following the inputs as it glided unseen through the busy waters.
Cole�s GPS was telling him they were right up at the harbor wall, his sonar confirming; he could even see it now through his goggles, a looming black mass lurking ahead through thick green shadow.
Cole placed his hand on Collins� arm, gesturing with his other hand with two sharp actions to the side. Collins nodded, adjusting the stick slightly, the SDV sliding gently to the right, lining up towards the entry for the Beitangkou inlet towards Sanhe Island and the Yongding beyond.
The stretch of the harbor wall that Cole could see ahead of him separated the Beitangkou inlet from the twin waterways that led to Tianjin Port. Making a mistake at this stage would surely be fatal � Tianjin Port was one of the busiest marine traffic areas in the world. But even without the GPS, Cole could see they were headed for the right area � Beitangkou was far quieter as it didn�t lead directly to a port, and all the major shipping was immediately south of the SDV.
Collins let the SDV crawl along the harbor wall until it opened up into the broad inlet, and Cole felt the craft begin its turn into Beitangkou, to be finally free of the Bohai Sea and the immediate threat of the Chinese navy.
But then Cole�s hand touched Collins� arm again, giving him the signal to slow down; a larger vessel had appeared on Cole�s screen, moving into the same channel.
Collins did as instructed, throttling back, positioning the SDV so they could look at the hull through their goggles.
It was a large vessel, but not large enough to be a container ship. Cargo ships would be headed for Tianjin anyway, and Cole guessed it would be another local fishing trawler.
Cole and Collins watched as the hull slid close past them, breaking through into the inlet in front of them, and then Cole touched the pilot�s arm again and nodded his head, pointing to the stern of the fishing vessel.
Collins nodded, understanding Cole�s intention, and increased speed, slipping in right behind the fishing boat to follow in its wake.
Despite the dark night, one of the dangers of an SDV insertion � especially in the narrower channels as they began to work their way inland � would be people noticing the tell-tale bubbles produced by the ship�s movement and its open-circuit breathing systems. By following in the wake of the fishing boat, they would not only disguise their visible presence, but would also blend in with the vessel on any sonar system which might be monitoring the Chinese coast.
Collins matched his speed perfectly, following the trawler into the Beitangkou inlet just ten feet from its stern, unseen within the murky depths of the bay.
Cole smiled with satisfaction.
They had made it; they were now inside the Chinese mainland.
Now they just had to get to Beijing.
* * *
Yuan Ziyang mopped his sweaty brow, wiping moisture from his eyes so that he could see the road ahead.
Damn the CIA.
He was driving his delivery truck down the S30 highway from Beijing, en route to some sort of rendezvous at a very specific place on the Changshen Expressway. He had been told to be in position next to where the expressway crossed the Yongding New River by four o�clock in the morning, forty-five minutes before first light. He would meet six people there, and take them into the back of his truck for the return journey north to Beijing.
Who they were, or what they were doing here, Yuan didn�t know. In fact, he didn�t want to know. The less he knew, the less he could tell anyone if he was caught.
And didn�t the CIA realize how likely it was that he would be caught?
The city � indeed, most of northeastern China � was in full lockdown. General Wu was claiming that life was proceeding as normal under military rule, but Yuan knew better � there were increased guard units all over the place, and restrictions on mobility were being enforced day and night. Especially at night.
He�d told the man from the embassy that the odds were against him being allowed out of the city at all, but he�d been told to stop worrying and to just get on with it. If only he could be so confident, Yuan thought unhappily as he shielded his eyes from the headlights of oncoming traffic, every time terrified that it was the armed police.
But it never was.
And leaving Beijing hadn�t been quite so fraught with danger as he�d initially feared; he had passed unmolested through the manned checkpoints, allowed to go on his way with not so much as an eyebrow raised in suspicion.
But that didn�t mean he wouldn�t be stopped though, and he tried to remember again what he would say if the security forces pulled him over. At the minute he didn�t even have anyone else aboard, but he didn�t want to alert anyone by seeming nervous. He breathed deeply, going through his cover story once again in his mind.
The thought of the money helped calm his nerves, he had to admit. He wasn�t a man driven by strong moral convictions, providing information and assistance to the �enemy� due to some sort of ingrained sense of right and wrong; nor was he a candidate for blackmail, another easy way to recruit agents. In fact, he led a fairly quiet and innocuous life.
But the one thing he was, was greedy. He saw how the more well-off citizens of Beijing lived, the things they had, and he wanted the same for himself and his family. He already had access to western satellite television, which made him crave even more things. And as a lowly delivery-truck driver, how else was he ever going to be able to afford those things except through betraying his country? And the CIA paid well.
He almost missed the flashing lights ahead of him, his mind filled with the images of hundred-yuan banknotes.
But then the sirens sounded, and the situation soon became all-too real.
There was a roadblock up ahead, three police cars strung out across the highway flagging down passing vehicles. Yuan�s truck was just one more, and yet his mind started screaming at him with insistent fury.
They know! They must know! Crash through them! The truck�s bigger than the cars, you can do it! Go!
For a few terrible seconds, Yuan was actually going to do it � drive right through them, crash through the police cars and high-tail it out of there with the gas pedal pushed all the way down to the floor.
But then sanity resecured it grip on him and his foot went instead to the brake, easing the truck in to the side of the road as he struggled to breath, to control his racing heart rate.
He wound down his window as an armed patrolman came up to the side of his truck, and Yuan�s hand went reflexively to the small revolver he�d hidden under the cushion of his seat; ludicrously underpowered compared to what he faced, but a source of comfort nevertheless. Unless they search the cab, he thought suddenly, pushing the gun back under the seat cushion as far as he could, presenting both hands on the wheel. He tried to smile but stopped himself; the cop might think something was amiss if he started to act strangely.
�Your papers?� the cop asked, and Yuan relaxed ever so slightly; despite the presence of the assault rifle in the man�s hands, his attitude was bored, lethargic, typical of someone in the middle of an enforced night-shift.
Yuan nodded and pulled his papers from the glove compartment, handing them over smartly.
The policeman looked them over with no real interest, jotted something down in a notebook, then raised his eyes to Yuan�s face, regarding him with sudden interest.
�You are�sweating?� he asked with a raised eyebrow. �Is something perhaps the matter?�
Yuan�s hands went to his face, his neck, felt how the sweat was dripping over him and smiled feebly before he could stop himself. �It�s this damned summer heat,� he said, �I can�t stand these close nights, so stifling. I�ve had a bit of a fever too.� Stop talking, he willed himself; talking too much was always a sure sign that someone was lying or hiding something.
�Are you working?� the cop asked next, and over his shoulder Yuan could see his two armed colleagues looking over at them, wondering what was taking so long. If this didn�t end soon, they would probably head on over this way too.
�Yes,� Yuan answered, �taking a delivery over to Tianjin.�
�What are you delivering?�
�Electronics.�
�What kind?�
�Televisions, DVD players, that sort of thing.�
The cop nodded, eyeing him with interest.
�Get out,� he said finally, �open her up.�
Yuan�s pulse jumped even higher and he concentrated hard on his breathing. It was going to be okay; there were electronics in the back, the company he worked for was legitimate even if the delivery destination itself was a CIA cover. But there was nothing to worry about; the people he was supposed to pick up weren�t even in the back yet. Everything was above board. Yes; he had nothing to worry about.
But still the sweat poured, and his heart raced.
He opened the door and climbed down from the cab, walking with the cop to the back of the truck, unlocking the steel double doors and letting them swing open.
The cop looked at the cardboard boxes piled high, then at Yuan, seeming to assess him.
Then he turned, shouting to his colleagues.
Yuan could hear booted feet racing to the truck and his heart nearly leapt out of his chest. Damn it! He didn�t even have his revolver. What the hell was he going to do?
Silently, as smoothly as he could, Yuan�s hand went to his belt, sliding out a thin metal dagger from the horizontal sheath disguised by the thick leather. He palmed it by his side, looking for his opening.
He was still going through his options, his mind racing, when the two other cops stopped next to him and stared into the back, whistling appreciatively, clapping their friend on the shoulder.
What the hell was going on?
The first cop jumped on board and started rooting through the boxes, pulling one from the top of a large pile. It was a forty inch, 3D LCD television, and he called for his colleagues to assist him.
Yuan watched in open-mouthed wonder as they took the TV off the back of his truck and carried it across the brightly-lit nighttime highway towards their own vehicles.
It was a shakedown, as simple as that.
Just as slowly and smoothly as he�d withdrawn it, Yuan sheathed his dagger, amazed that he�d come so close to using it, supremely happy that he hadn�t needed to.
The cops returned twice more, a gift for each of them carted away to the roadblock vehicles, and Yuan just stood there and watched.
When they had finished, the policeman who had been dealing with him looked at him sternly. �I presume you know what happened here?� he asked Yuan.
�Nothing,� Yuan said, hiding his elation and pretending to be glum about being robbed. �Nothing happened here.�
�Good,� the cop said, gesturing to his notebook, and then to his gun. �Because we know where you live, if you understand me.�
Yuan just nodded sullenly.
�Good,� the cop said again, all smiles now, �you are free to go. And please be careful � there are some dangerous people out there.�
�I will,� Yuan replied. �Thank you for the advice.�
As he climbed back into the cab, Yuan heard the policeman laughing as he strolled back to his friends.
But the cop had no idea that the man he�d just robbed was laughing too.
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The fishing vessel had finally docked in a small inlet off to the starboard side, and the SDV now continued up the Yongding New River alone.
Cole wasn�t overly concerned that they�d lost their cover, now that they had worked their way inland to some extent, but was monitoring everything very carefully just to be on the safe side � not just the GPS and sonar systems, but the waters themselves, always on the lookout for anything unusual.
He also had to make sure the SDV was continuing to go the right way; to starboard up ahead was the turn-off for a whole network of inland waterways, which they would have to avoid � if they took a wrong turn, it might take them hours to correct the error.
Immediately adjacent to that, as the Yongding curved around to the left was a small island which connected to the left bank of the river via a bridge. If the SDV went to the port side of the island, it would have to slip in between the bridge pylons, which would be unlikely to show up on the sonar systems in enough detail to avoid. Collins would have to rely on the underwater night-vision goggles and pilot the SDV by sight.
The chance of impact in such a situation was too great, and Cole therefore wanted the SDV to take the path between the turnoff for the waterways and the clear starboard side of the island.
Monitoring the ship�s systems, and also the murky green view up ahead, Cole gave hand signals to help guide Collins on the correct route, and he saw now the bulge of the island underwater on the port side, happy they were going the right way.
Confident in Collins� skills in getting the SDV past the island, he switched gears in his mind to the next section of river, which would take them on a northwesterly course to the rendezvous by the G25 expressway.
His mind occupied, nothing prepared Cole for the incredible noise that suddenly assaulted him, the impact, the shocking, abrupt motion of the SDV as it rolled up and down underneath the water.
Collins looked at him as if to say, what the hell was that?, and Cole could only return the look right back. He had no idea what it could be, nothing had appeared on his instruments; and yet as he looked back behind the SDV, he saw the water swirling as if something had exploded behind them.
Were they under attack?
Cole chopped his hand forwards, giving the signal to Collins to accelerate and get them the hell out of there, and then the impact came again, the colossal sound, the surge of water; and then again, and then again.
The SDV was pulling away, increasing distance when the waters behind started to clear and Cole, hanging out of the side of the SDV, zoomed in with his night-vision goggles to try and see what had nearly hit them.
But when he finally identified it and reached over to tap Collins� arm, signaling him to slow down, he couldn�t help but smile.
It was kids.
Four kids, half-naked teenagers, kicking and swimming now for the island which the SDV was leaving behind. Cole remembered that there was a bridge over the river just before the island, and realized the kids must have jumped off, dive-bombing into the river.
Cole could barely believe he�d mistaken four teenagers for dangerous explosive weapons, and suppressed a laugh. The bridge was high, and their impact upon hitting the water was exactly like the concussive blast of a grenade.
But, Cole decided, he and the team could laugh about it later; it was during times of relief that you let your guard down, and that was when things could really get you.
And so, back to business, Cole directed the SDV to the northwest and continued with the mission.
* * *
Captain Hank Sherman was, like Cole, still on high alert. He too knew the old samurai adage � �after the battle, it�s time to tighten your helmet straps�.
It would have been all too easy to have disgorged the SDV, collected back the SEAL dive team, and set back home while patting himself on the back, congratulating himself on a job well done.
But he knew that complacency was the military man�s worst enemy, and it was during the �quiet after the storm� that the worst things always happened; and they happened simply because you weren�t expecting them, which doubled or tripled the psychological impact. He knew that soldiers would try and re-take a piece of ground immediately after losing it for this very reason; the enemy would be high on their perceived success, would make the fatal mistake of relaxing, and thus be completely unprepared to defend their new position effectively.
And Sherman knew very well that he wasn�t out of trouble yet; while he might have got the USS Texas through the East China Sea, the Yellow Sea, and right into the middle of the nearly enclosed Bohai Sea successfully and without detection, he knew this was only one half of the equation.
Now he had to get out again, and there was no reason to think things would be any easier on the way out than they�d been on the way in.
Added to which, there was always the chance that the SDV and its commando team would be discovered, and then the Chinese navy would go all-out to try and find the submarine which had dropped it off.
And then Sherman and the Texas would really be in trouble.
He wasn�t headed home anyway, he considered as he monitored the sub�s navigation systems, checking they were still en route to the correct location. There would be no rest for him or the crew; not yet anyway.
They were being sent into harm�s way yet again, although this time he would have to come south through the Yellow Sea and then enter into a holding pattern in the well-patrolled waters of the East China Sea. Not ideal, but he�d had recent experience in that area and was fairly happy he could avoid detection for the time-frame demanded.
At some stage, though, he would be required to pilot the Texas in close again to the Chinese coast, this time near Shanghai.
No, he considered with a smile as he confirmed the sub�s position and course, he couldn�t afford to relax for a moment.
But at the end of the day, he understood that was exactly how he liked it.
* * *
�So where are we at?� Captain Sam Meadows asked, cigar in his mouth and hands on his hips. Smoking was not really allowed onboard ships in the modern US Navy, but Meadows knew they had a lot worse problems to contend against and had thus issued his most recent ship-wide edict on the ruling � �Screw it. Smoke if you want.�
He knew it would give comfort to some of the men, and in a situation like this � left high and dry by the �Potomac desk drivers�, crippled in an unfriendly sea for over a week now � Meadows knew the men needed as much comfort as they could get.
They were getting even more from being kept busy with the ship�s various projects too, and Meadows awaited word on how things were progressing.
�Good news with the desalination plant,� his Executive Officer, Bill Duffy, said. �It�s not back to normal yet of course � probably impossible now � but we�re getting a good two hundred thousand gallons out of it, about fifty percent capacity. That�s good enough for a decent amount of drinking water, maybe even the occasional shower.�
Meadows nodded, puffing on his cigar. �Excellent,� he said, and meant it. �That�ll improve morale no end.�
�Yes sir,� the XO continued. �Not so great news to report about our medical casualties I�m afraid though.�
�Go on.�
�We lost another two today, Petty Officer First Class Jim Franklin and Seaman Veronica Peaks. Takes the total to two hundred ninety eight.�
Meadows closed his eyes and rotated his neck around slowly, counting the cracks and pops as he did so.
Two hundred and ninety eight dead. Damn those fucking Chinese! What the hell were they trying to prove? Every day the ship floated out here was another day injured people might die. Why wouldn�t they agree for the casualties to be taken off? It was amazing to Meadows, the calculated callousness of the Chinese action.
And why wasn�t the US government responding? Word from Admiral Decker and his contacts in the Pentagon and the White House was that things were �difficult�, and a diplomatic outcome was being sought, and the men and women of the Ford would just have to �hold on� a while longer.
Well, fuck them.
�How we doing on the propellers?� he asked next, anxious for good news.
Duffy shook his head sadly. �No big improvements there, I�m afraid,� he said. �It really is shot all to hell, a real mess. We can only access the area in full SCUBA gear, and I doubt that we have any realistic chance of being able to patch her up, even to make a single knot.�
Meadows exhaled a ring of smoke and nodded his head, determined not to show his disappointment to anyone, even his most senior officer. �Okay,� he said. �Okay. I appreciate how difficult it is, but we�re not gonna stop trying. Despite what we�re hearing from on high, I can�t believe we�ve been left to the wolves. I think we�re doing a little bit more than we�re letting on back home, and I want this ship in a position where we can help. So keep trying.�
�Yes sir,� Duffy said with conviction. �We�ve got most of our armaments back online now, our engineers have recalibrated them to take account of our angle in the water and our lack of stability. Our missiles and our guns are ready to go anytime if we need to defend ourselves.�
�Good,� Meadows said. �That�s good.� It was better than nothing of course, but the warrior in Meadows knew it wasn�t enough; he wanted to be able to move, to fight offensively, to take the fight to the enemy at the first chance he got. But for now, a self-defense capability was definitely better than nothing at all. �Arrange a memorial service for Franklin and Peaks for fourteen hundred hours, make sure next of kin are informed, as well as fleet command.�
�Yes sir.�
And let�s just hope there aren�t any more, he didn�t add.
But he knew that this was wishful thinking; before this thing was over, there would be a lot more.
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Two hours had passed since the incident with the teenage divers, and mercifully nothing else had happened to suggest discovery; Cole and his team had made good time along the Yongding, and Cole gave his navigation systems one final check.
They�d made it. They were at the rendezvous point.
Cole checked his watch, saw that it was just after three o�clock in the morning.
They had to keep going past the bridge slightly, and Cole put his hand on Collins� arm, gesturing for him to slow, then cutting his hand to port.
Collins nodded and eased off the throttles, moving the small submarine towards the southern bank of the Yongding.
Cole peered through the inky green dark of the night-vision-enhanced river, searching for the turn-off. It was appearing on his instruments, but he wouldn�t be happy until he saw it himself.
And then there it was, appearing out of the gloom, and Cole squeezed Collins� arm, the pilot turning the SDV into the narrow channel. Cole tapped twice on the inner chamber, advising his four other teammates that their journey was almost at an end, and watched as Collins maneuvered the craft into the small inlet.
The narrow inlet, barely a hundred yards long by twenty wide, served as a drainage basin before the enormous Huanggang Reservoir which lay to the south of the Yongding.
It was small, but deep; and because it didn�t go anywhere, a dam separating it from the internal waterway beyond, it had no marine traffic whatsoever, which made it ideal for Cole�s purposes.
As Collins centered the SDV in the middle of the inlet, Cole gave the signal to fill the ballast tanks. Disconnecting himself from the main air supply, he switched to his Draeger rebreather and left the SDV�s open cockpit, swimming quickly towards the rear.
He stopped at the side of the mini-sub, treading water as he removed a long metal panel from the fuselage, giving the thumbs-up signal to Navarone and Grayson inside, who shot the signal back, switched to their rebreathers, and started to maneuver themselves out of the SDV passenger compartment.
The SDV began to descend to the bottom of the inlet as the ballast tanks filled with water, and Cole swam over the top of the falling mini-sub, removing the panel from the other side.
Davis and Barrington were already eager and waiting, thumbs up, and eased themselves out into the dark waters, already breathing through their Draegers.
Cole looked back to the cockpit and saw Collins finally moving out of the sub, which had now come to rest on the bottom of the inlet, its impact throwing clouds of silt up through the already gloomy water.
Four meters down in a tiny, unused inlet, the SDV should be safe enough, Cole figured; and if it wasn�t, it was fitted with anti-tamper explosive devices which would detonate if somebody approached too closely. The US Navy was keen that � if the SDV had to be sacrificed � its technology wouldn�t find its way into enemy hands.
The explosive device was rigged to go off in three days anyway; Cole�s extraction plan didn�t call for the SDV to be used, but it was nice to know it was there just in case. In three days� time though, that option would cease to exist.
Glad to get their limbs working again after the six hour underwater infiltration, the Force One operators kicked their way through the silt, heading back out to the Yongding New River and their early-morning rendezvous by the bridge.
* * *
Yuan Ziyang was sweating again, even more than before.
He�d timed his journey to perfection, arriving by the bridge by four o�clock exactly as demanded. Despite his earlier interruption, he�d made good time from Beijing and � not wishing to merely sit waiting on the bridge � he�d had to drive around some side roads a few times, taking his truck on a winding route between the S308 and the S40 Jingjintang Expressway to waste some time.
But now it was four o�clock, still no sign of the sun in the sky except for the very faintest haze right at the bottom of the horizon, and he was exactly where he was supposed to be.
So where were the six people he was supposed to be picking up?
He shuddered as he considered the options. What if they�d been captured? Would they have talked, told the authorities about him? Was he about to be ambushed by his own country�s military and law enforcement units?
Of course, they might just be late; but what was he supposed to do about that? Just drive up and down the bridge, backwards and forwards, until somebody reported him?
He wiped the sweat from his eyes, remembering what he�d been told by his American handler, wondering why the man�s words had not come back to him before, realizing he must be more tired than he�d thought.
Cross the bridge heading north, the man had said, check for cameras and vehicles, if the coast is clear turn the truck round and head back south to cross the bridge again. If there is no contact, leave the area for ten minutes and then try again. If there is still no contact, head on home.
Okay, Yuan told himself, just do this thing twice and you can go home. If the team doesn�t show, just go right on home.
A large part of him decided that perhaps he would be a lot happier if the team didn�t show. But would he still get his money?
Damn!
Yuan cursed himself for not checking with his handler. He should have insisted on payment whether the six people made it here or not; now his contact might refuse to pay him if the pick-up wasn�t fulfilled as planned.
Yuan drove across the semi-lit bridge, checking for the team; but there was absolutely nothing. He continued on to the other side, checking for cameras and other vehicles as instructed. Seeing none, he turned his truck around and headed back for the bridge, his emotions mixed; he wanted the money, but could do without the stress.
But, he decided, in his line of work you could often have stress without the money, but rarely � if ever � the money without stress.
He headed back out on to the Yongding bridge, slowing down, headlights on full, straining his eyes to see something; anything.
The banging on his truck door sent instant adrenal shockwaves through his system, almost causing his heart to give up entirely; he turned and looked out of his window, shocked to see the blackened face of a commando staring back at him, nodding his head, gesturing for him to continue.
He continued to watch through his wing mirror in amazement as the man then dropped to the roadside again, slipping in past the rear of the truck as it rolled by him, pulling himself on board.
It was then that Yuan realized that the other five people were probably already in the back of his truck, having climbed in without him even realizing.
Whoever they were, Yuan decided as he once more wiped the sweat from his soaking brow, they were good; and as he accelerated away from the bridge, towards the turn-off for the S30 highway which would take them north to Beijing, this gave him some small, but very welcome, measure of reassurance.
* * *
Cole smiled at the other members of his team as they stretched out in the back of the accelerating truck.
They had all stripped out of their wetsuits already, back at the bridge. They had packed them away along with their rebreathers and fins, and then dumped the weighted bags into the deepest part of the Yongding.
They were in full combat gear now, checking their weapons and equipment.
�How was your boat trip?� he asked them quietly, once everybody was finally settled. �Comfortable?�
�Shit,� Chad Davis whispered in his Virginian drawl as he cracked his enormous neck and shoulders, �Id�ve been more comfortable in a fucking mouse�s ass-crack.� He snorted. �A mouse that�s getting dragged around the house by a fucking cat. If I never do that again, it�ll be too soon.�
Cole smiled; it was typical of Davis to mouth off about the conditions, it was his sense of humor, the way he dealt with the stress of operations. And he knew that the big commando could easily put up with a hell of a lot worse.
Jake Navarone, experienced in SDV infiltrations, nevertheless nodded in understanding. �There were a couple of times it could have been a bit smoother,� he said. �What happened?�
The four blind passengers listened as Cole told them about their journey, everyone glad they�d avoided the fishing net, and then laughing quietly when he told them about the half-naked teenage divers.
�Brave sons of bitches,� Barrington said. �If the authorities caught them doin� that kinda shit round here, they�d likely be pretty sorry about it.�
�You�re right about that,� Cole said, amazed by how unruffled the woman seemed by the journey. This was his first operation with Julie Barrington, and he could already see that he�d made a good choice. But you didn�t get to head up a unit of the Special Activities Division�s SOG by being a shrinking violet; she was obviously at the top of her game.
�Hey, Country,� Sal Grayson said to Chad Davis, using the Delta operator�s nickname, �we�re gonna be in this rig for a little while, how about a song?�
Cole knew that Davis and Grayson had worked together before, even before they�d been asked to join Force One. A key task of the Air Force�s Pararescueman was supporting covert ops by Delta and other high-risk units. Grayson had deployed with a Delta team two years before and had ended up performing a battlefield tracheotomy to Davis�s partner while under heavy fire. He�d saved the man, gained the Purple Heart, and the eternal gratitude of Chad Davis.
Cole also knew that Davis � a country boy through and through � was a pretty good singer, and often crooned old country ballads before an operation to help alleviate the stress everyone would typically be feeling.
�Good idea,� agreed Cole. �Let�s hear something.� He knew he didn�t have to tell the man to keep the volume down; that was a given.
Davis smiled broadly. �I should start charging you sons of bitches,� he said, �you know that?�
�Don�t give us that crap, Country,� Barrington responded. �We all know you�re gagging to get started.�
Davis eyed her mischievously. �So what if I am?�
�Well, if you are, you best get started before we arrive in Beijing, that�s what,� she said with a smile.
�Okay,� Davis sighed, holding up his big hands, �okay. You asked for it.� He cleared his throat. �Now here�s a little number that reminds me of my childhood, growing up on the��
�Yeah, yeah,� Grayson said with mock impatience, �get on with it, why don�cha?�
Davis raised his hand to swat at Grayson�s head, the Air Force combat medic flinching away in response. Everyone laughed, even Grayson.
�Almost Heaven, West Virginia,� Davis began, his voice soft, controlled, �Blue Ridge Mountains, Shenandoah River� �
The words poured out, sung quietly, beautifully, and Cole wondered if even the late, great John Denver would have done a better job if he�d been there with them in the back of the truck. He doubted it; most people headed into the lion�s den would have been terrified, unable to keep the stress out of their voice; big Chad Davis sounded as if he was singing in church with his family on a Sunday morning.
But that was how the people he had picked for Force One were made, Cole understood.
They had to be, for the things they had to do.
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In the end, the Baijiu didn�t help Captain Liu Yingchau sleep at all.
It was probably just as well; he had an early start, and it wouldn�t do to be late. He peered from the windows of his concrete apartment block, part of the decrepit tenement in which he had been stationed for the duration of his stay in Beijing, and checked the streets outside. Everything was quiet; the calm before the storm.
His apartment was small, but mercifully above the average worker�s assigned dormitory housing, which was just a shade over six square meters in total. It wasn�t luxurious by any stretch of the imagination, but it was better than a lot of places Liu had been, and he was grateful for small mercies.
Timing was crucial this morning, he knew; he had to be in position as promised or he would risk damaging everything. But Liu knew he wouldn�t be late.
He was still wired on adrenalin, using the previous night to try and find out where General Wu was, and when he would be back. He had contacted everyone he knew, tried every trick in the book, but still didn�t have the answer. Would Wu be back in time?
He left his apartment, locking the door behind him and descending the concrete steps of his tenement to the muggy streets below. He could feel the humidity in the atmosphere, knew it would rain today, and rain hard. It had to; the air was already too hot, too heavy, not to � even at this early hour. Strange, Liu thought, that the weather forecast hadn�t mentioned rain. Still, that was state control for you; you were only told what the government wanted you to hear.
Liu walked past his motorcycle, watching the glowing disk of the sun as it finally reared its head over the roofs of the apartment buildings which surrounded him, and continued along onto another street.
Two more turns � careful to check if anyone was following him � and he was there, the vehicle parked as promised; a favor he would one day have to return.
He checked his cellphone, hoping for an answer about Wu, but there was nothing.
He wondered how to break the news to the people he would be meeting.
* * *
Davis was halfway through a moody rendition of Hey Good Looking when Cole stopped him with a raised hand, the driver�s voice coming through his earpiece intercom from the front cab.
�Sir,� the voice said in broken English, distorted in Cole�s ear but just about understandable, �I think there is a problem.�
Cole signaled the team, who immediately took up their weapons, moving to defensive positions within the rear compartment. �What is it?� he whispered.
�Roadblock up ahead,� the driver said nervously. �And I think they will stop us. They got me before, stole TVs right out of back.�
The boxes in the back of the truck were gone now � offloaded to the fake CIA delivery site � but there was packaging and debris strewn around the floor, and the Force One members had used it to disguise themselves, blending into the scattered mess perfectly. It wouldn�t fool anyone who actually set foot in the back, but if someone were only to open the doors and look in � especially as the sun was still not yet fully up � then they were unlikely to be discovered.
But if they were, then they would open fire and run; hardly an ideal scenario, but one that had to be faced. Everyone�s safety catches were off, ready to go.
�What shall I do?� the driver�s nervous voice came back. �Shall I turn around? Or accelerate? Ram them?�
The man was getting more and more excitable, and Cole had to calm him down; the last thing they needed was for the truck to do something suspicious, and turning around so close to a roadblock might be almost as bad as ramming it. Almost.
�No,� Cole said as calmly as he could. �Just keep going. Trust me.�
* * *
Trust him?
It was easy for him to say � whoever he was.
He had five friends with guns to help back him up. What did Yuan Ziyang have? A revolver and a knife! He was going to end up as road kill.
�Listen,� the voice came through again, cool and professional, its tone demanding that Yuan do just that. �Don�t worry. Keep driving normally. Be confident. Do not turn around, and do not accelerate.�
�What if they stop me?� he asked, getting closer now, seeing them through his windshield; the same men he�d seen earlier that morning, who�d cheated him, robbed him. A part of him wanted them to stop him again, to see what the people in the back of the truck would do to them.
But the other part, the one that wanted to live, didn�t want to see that at all.
And so he did as the voice told him and just kept on driving, right towards the corrupt cops.
Would they recognize the van? Would they stop it? They�d stolen from him once, why not again?
And then he was next to them, and within the next few seconds he was past them, waved on with nothing more than a nod of the head and a sly, knowing grin from the man who�d taken his address.
They hadn�t been stopped! The voice had been right!
�Yes!� he called down the intercom. �We�re through! We�re through!�
* * *
Cole had to pull the earpiece out, the man�s shouts threatening to deafen him.
Cole was pleased, but not surprised; if this team had stolen TVs from the truck on the way to a delivery, they would know it would be empty on the way back. So why try and stop it?
But stranger things had happened, and Cole�s finger had been on the trigger of his M4, ready to depress at the first target that came into his sightline.
Gratefully, gladly, he relaxed the finger slightly, allowing it to switch the safety back on. But the carbine still rested in his arms, ready to be used at a moment�s notice.
They were getting close now, Cole noted as he stared at his GPS monitor.
And things were only going to get more difficult.
* * *
�Take the S303 east,� the voice said just twenty minutes after passing the roadblock.
�What?� Yuan said, confused. �I am taking you into Beijing, no?�
�Not anymore. Take the S303 east.�
�What is this?�
Yuan was unsure of what to do; the CIA had given him orders, but now the team was here, did that mean that they were in charge?
He considered things for a few moments, and made an obvious conclusion; if nothing else, the people in the back of his truck were the ones with the guns.
�Yes sir,� he confirmed, changing lanes. �No problem.�
* * *
�Good choice,� Cole told the man, continuing to guide him as they turned south into the Xitianyangcun district, just outside the South 6th Ring Road and the interior of Beijing proper.
Cole knew the driver would be confused, receiving orders which conflicted with those given to him by his CIA handlers, but his discomfort was of less interest to Cole than was getting into the Chinese capital safely and without being detected.
Cole had therefore arranged for another form of onward transport, and one which the CIA would know nothing about; for however good their own security was, leaks still happened, and Cole couldn�t take the chance of their mission being compromised.
Eventually, Cole gave the final direction, and the truck rolled to a gentle stop, the driver giving the all-clear.
The street was empty.
In an instant, Cole and his team were out of the back, into an abandoned junkyard; and then the other five members snaked quickly away through wrecked cars and broken washing machines.
Cole himself ran to the front, calling to the driver through the open window. �Thank you,� he said. �Now get out of here.�
He banged the side of the truck, and the driver did as he was told, maneuvering the vehicle back out of the junkyard towards the maze of residential streets beyond that would take him back to the S303 and the safety of his normal life.
The relief in his eyes was obvious.
And then Cole was running, heading after his team through the wrecked and twisted metal of the junkyard.
He emerged into a clearing a few moments later, watching as Grayson and Collins were already getting into their next mode of transportation, Navarone shaking hands with the driver, his old friend Liu Yingchau.
Davis and Barrington were apprehensively waiting their turn to get in, and Cole could understand why � their next journey was going to be enjoyed hidden within the filth and muck of a Beijing municipal garbage truck.
�You�ve gotta be shitting me,� Davis said as Cole approached. �Come back SDV, all is forgiven.�
Barrington laughed quietly. �Maybe next time I�ll make the travel arrangements?� she suggested.
Cole just shrugged, and gestured for them to get inside.
They understood the reasons just fine, and he knew he didn�t have to explain it to them; there was no way in hell that any security force, no matter how zealous they were, would ever check inside the back of a garbage truck.
And as the smell from the rear of the vehicle hit Cole, he could well understand why.
He watched Davis and Barrington climb in, covering themselves with the filth and garbage, miniature breathing masks firmly in place; then saw Liu climb into the driver�s cab, Navarone now by his side; and then, trying to ignore the fetid stench and the horrific feel of the slimy rubbish, he followed them in.
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Clark Mason was on his way home from the White House, Bruce Vinson�s arrogant words still infuriating him. He knew he should just forget about it, but he couldn�t.
As the armored limousine, driven and guarded by members of his Secret Service security detail, whisked him along Massachusetts Avenue Northwest, he thought back to his meeting with Vinson earlier that afternoon.
It was clear that the man was hiding something, and it was equally clear that he thought that Mason � despite his enormous wealth, power and influence � was no threat to him or his organization.
Well, Mason thought angrily, the sonofabitch is dead wrong about that.
He was going to take Vinson�s organization apart piece by piece, and then destroy him and his pet commando Mark Cole.
Mason had been sitting in on the latest NSC meeting back at the White House, upset but not entirely surprised when a briefing had been given by none other than Richard Stark and Norma Valente, the Paradigm Group�s best people on China, just as Vinson had said. What was even more distressing was that they were very good, and he�d been given nothing to complain about.
The upshot of the entire meeting was that the American government still had no real clue about what to do with General Wu and the People�s Republic of China. There was the usual mix of hawks and doves arguing about the action the United States should be taking, and the meeting had soon degenerated into a shouting match between the two factions.
Mason had noted with interest that President Abrams was reticent on the subject of military action, a course that she was normally only too willing to follow. This, to Mason, was tantamount to proof that an operation must already be underway. Of what sort, he had no idea; but something was happening, of that he could be sure.
Mason wondered whether to confront Abrams about it; after all, as the VP he had a right to know. As did the rest of the members of the NSC, the House of Congress, and three hundred and twenty million American citizens.
But he still had no real proof, and knew he better leave it until he could present his allegations as a fait accompli. He had his people in US Special Operations Command and JSOC looking into things for him now; if any official personnel or vehicles were being used outside of training or ongoing operations, he would soon know about it.
And so he was going to go back to his villa at One Observatory Circle and drown his sorrows with a bottle or two of Puligny Montrachet. His wife was out across country speaking at a charity event � save the poor, or some crap like that; he didn�t remember, and certainly didn�t care � and he was looking forward to having the place to himself.
His phone buzzed, and he picked it up, pleased to see Sarah Lansing�s name on the screen.
Lansing was his latest mistress, twenty-two years old and with the face and body of a supermodel, her ebony skin unbelievably smooth, almost flawless. She might even be a supermodel for all Mason knew; he was sure he must have asked her what she did for a living, and she would have told him, but he supposed he hadn�t really been interested in the answer.
�Are you going to be all alone tonight?� she asked sweetly.
�Perhaps not,� Mason answered. He�d planned on being alone, but on second thoughts, why not have some company? His Secret Service detail was discreet enough, and the Vice Presidential home had nowhere near the security or the public attention that the White House did. He supposed he�d better take advantage of it before he changed address. �Would you care to come over?�
�I�d love to,� Lansing said. �And I�ll bring something� special.�
�What is it?� Mason asked, enjoying the teasing.
�Oh, you�ll just have to wait and see. But trust me, you�re going to love it.�
Knowing Lansing like her did, he was sure she wouldn�t disappoint him, and he already started to feel himself getting excited at the mere thought of her and what she would do to him.
�I�ll send someone over to get you right away,� he said breathlessly.
He put the phone down, more eager to get home than ever.
* * *
Despite the pocket air mask, the stench from the garbage was intense.
But it had served its purpose; the truck had been stopped twice on the way in, and neither time had the back been searched. One look at it, one whiff of it, was enough to convince the security forces not to venture any further.
And now the truck was rolling to a stop again, and the beep that came through to Cole�s mobile device told him that they�d made it; and it was time to go.
The sun was up now, but the signal from Liu meant that the coast must be clear, so Cole moved quickly through the noxious, slimy garbage, pulling himself mercifully out of the truck, checking the back alley around him for a moment, and then rolling back underneath the truck in one smooth action.
Once underneath the large vehicle, Cole took hold of the manhole cover in front of him and pulled hard. It moved instantly � Liu had been ordered to make sure it wasn�t welded or rusted tightly shut the day before � and he slid it across to one side, dropping down into the dark hole beyond.
He dropped five feet and landed in ankle-deep water, knees bending to take the impact. He immediately moved to one side and lit his high-powered torch, illuminating the cavern-like sewer tunnel around him as Grayson dropped down, followed by Barrington, Collins and Davis.
Davis stayed where he was, and Cole watched as Navarone levered himself down onto the giant�s shoulders, holding himself there as he pulled the manhole cover back into position above him. The task completed, Navarone dropped to the ground beside Davis, the sound of the truck rumbling off down the alleyway muted above them.
�Well, it might be a sewer,� Davis said as he breathed in the air, �but I�d take it over that garbage truck any day of the week.�
Cole smiled. �We got here in one piece didn�t we?�
Davis acknowledged that fact with a grunt, and then everyone stared to move as one, following Cole�s lead down the sewer tunnel, headed west.
After ten minutes of slow, arduous movement through the thick, sludgy water which at times rose above their knees, they came to a stop at a larger area with a raised concrete platform to one side, the tunnel breaking off in three different directions.
Cole held up his hand for the team to stop.
�We�ll lay up here for now,� he said. �Check comms, weapons and equipment. Then we go our separate ways.�
The team immediately started their checks, making sure everything was still operational after their long, tortuous journey.
Navarone moved up to Cole, gesturing with his head to move to one side.
Cole did as he was asked, Navarone�s mouth going to his ear. �Wu�s not here,� he said.
�What?� Cole asked in surprise.
�Liu tells me he made a speech from Taipei just last night. The Politburo are still in place, Liu�s got me an updated position, and he�s got a secure cell to confirm just before we launch, but he can�t confirm Wu will be there this afternoon.�
Cole nodded his head, thinking even as he went through his own weapons checks. Just because Wu was in Taiwan last night didn�t mean he would still be there now; he could still make the Dragon Boat races that afternoon.
But even if he didn�t, Cole was here now; if Wu wasn�t here today, he would just wait. It would make things a lot more difficult � the plan was to coordinate his assassination and the rescue of the Politburo on the same day � but not impossible.
Nothing was ever impossible.
It made things awkward, but there was no reason that Navarone�s part of the operation couldn�t go exactly as planned. If the PRC government ministers were rescued before Wu was killed, that would still be okay; it would be more problematic the other way around, as Wu�s death might cause fatal reprisals if the Politburo were still being held.
Cole had planned on extracting with the rest of team, but that too wasn�t an absolute necessity; if needed, he could make his own way home.
�Continue as planned,� Cole said. �I�ll know beforehand whether he�s going to be there and I�ll let you know via secure comms. But even if he�s not, it doesn�t affect you at all.�
�Will you extract with us?�
Cole shook his head. �Not if I don�t get a shot at him, no. I�ll stay until the job�s finished. You go without me, I�ll get back by myself.�
Navarone nodded, accepting Cole�s statement with total faith.
�Okay,� he said, clapping Navarone�s shoulder and addressing the rest of the group, �let�s do a final comms check.�
Everyone tested their devices, confirming that all frequencies were working and that they were still secure. Synchronization of the team�s watches came next, and then Cole looked at each member of Force One in turn.
�Okay. I�m not one for speeches, but we all know what�s at stake here. We know what to do, so let�s get on and do it. Good luck.�
And with that, Cole was gone, travelling down the easternmost tunnel to his final destination.
He knew his team wouldn�t let him down; but, Navarone�s words still on his mind, he could only hope that he would be able to fulfil his own part of the mission.

PART FOUR
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Graham �Ace� Anderson wasn�t a happy man.
As CIA Chief of Station Beijing, he had leant his support to the infiltration of the unknown covert ops team, organizing for one of his own agents � the truck driver Yuan Ziyang � to deliver the personnel into Beijing.
And now he was being told that the team leader had directed Yuan to some random junkyard outside of the city limits and told him to go take a hike. And just like that, the team had disappeared.
Where they were, or what they were up to, was anybody�s guess.
The thing that made Anderson so annoyed about the whole affair was his own lack of knowledge. He could count the things he did know on the fingers of one hand � an American covert ops team was infiltrating into Beijing; one of the agents would be assuming an identity that Anderson�s team had set up, in order to meet with General Wu; the other members of the team would be tackling another, unknown, target; and an exfiltration plan had been set up by his station for as many as thirty people.
He hadn�t been told, but it was obvious what was going on; the team would try and rescue the surviving members of the Politburo, while the single agent would attempt to find out what he could about Wu�s future plans. Anderson had considered the fact that the man might try and assassinate the general, but such a move would be suicidal; and as far as Anderson knew, it wasn�t the policy of the US government to endorse suicidal missions. Dangerous missions certainly, missions where the operators could be killed, absolutely; but out-and-out suicidal? Not really.
He appreciated the fact that he couldn�t be told everything even at the same time that he was angered by it. Compartmentalization was the cornerstone of secrecy, after all; and he understood why the team might want to do its own thing.
But where did that leave him and his own agency? Anything that the covert unit did would reflect on him in some way, and he was unsure of what the ramifications would be. The Chinese intelligence services knew who he was, it was no secret. He had been watched like a hawk since the first second he�d set foot in China, which was why he left much of the boot work to his subordinate agents. For this one, he�d made the necessary arrangements through a series of cut-outs; primarily so that things could get done without the government knowing about it, but secondarily so that things would be harder to trace if things went wrong.
But he was under no illusions � if General Wu realized that an American unit had been operating in Beijing, then he would be called in for immediate questioning, and his diplomatic status be damned. Wu obviously held little respect for international law � you only had to look at the situation with the USS Ford to see that. Anderson dreaded to think what would happen in the subterranean dungeons underneath the Zhongnonhai.
Of course, if it came to that, Anderson would attempt to make his own way out of the city; and if he was caught, then it would be the classic cyanide capsule, a version of which he had carried with him for the past thirty-seven years. And he certainly didn�t want that.
As a result, despite his misgivings about things, he wanted the team to succeed.
But how could he assist them if he didn�t even know where they were?
His secure telephone rang, and he snatched it off the desk, pressed it to his ear.
�Talk to me,� he said, then listened as one of his local agents reported. Dietrich Hoffmeyer was on his way up to his room in the Grand Hyatt Beijing.
Anderson exhaled slowly.
Okay; at least now he knew where one of the team members was. Hoffmeyer was the identity that the CIA had set up for the operator who would be working alone, and who was supposed to be meeting with General Wu that afternoon.
If the man showed up; it was still unknown at the moment if he would even be in Beijing at all.
Anderson shook his head slowly; there were so many things that could go wrong.
He looked at the clock on his wall. Just before eight o�clock in the morning.
He started to go through his own escape plans in his mind, wondering quite seriously if it was too early to start drinking.
* * *
Cole dropped his leather bag onto the opulent king-size bed in his Club Suite, wandering over to the huge window with its view of Chang An Avenue below.
As he turned back to the room, he couldn�t help but feel slightly guilty; here he was in the lap of luxury, while his team mates were stuck down in the stinking sewers for the next few hours.
But as Dietrich Hoffmeyer, lead negotiator for TransNat Drilling, it was expected of him to stay in the finest accommodations. The company itself was real, a German-Dutch combine which was making a name for itself in offshore oil exploration and drilling operations. He was here to see General Wu ostensibly in order to offer to undercut the current company which Wu had agreed to use in the waters of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. His psychological profile hinted that the man was led by greed to a large extent, and Cole aimed to capitalize on this.
The real Hoffmeyer had been in the city for weeks, trapped in the paradise of the Beijing Grand Hyatt due to Wu�s directive that nobody be allowed to leave until things were �returned to normal�.
The meeting between General Wu and Dietrich Hoffmeyer had been made by the CIA entirely without Hoffmeyer�s knowledge. The ruse had been Cole�s suggestion; the oil business in the Senkakus was hardly public knowledge yet, and Wu would want to keep any negotiations to himself, for fear of his monetary greed coming to light just at the time he was trying to win over the Chinese people. They had to believe it was a patriotic, political act, and not one which benefitted him financially. But Wu was highly driven by wealth, and the offer of cheaper exploitation costs would certainly appeal to him.
During Cole�s planning, he had discovered the identities of foreigners working � and now trapped � in Beijing, and had quickly spotted Hoffmeyer and his company as being of interest. And so Cole had instructed the CIA to arrange a meeting between Wu and the sales negotiator. It didn�t matter where it was; any meeting would get Cole close enough to administer the death strikes.
It had been Wu�s idea to meet at the Dragon Boat festival, clearly wanting to get things moving quickly, and the CIA had agreed. There were both benefits and pitfalls to the location, but overall Cole had been pleased with it, and had planned the mission around the timings given.
But Cole had realized that things might not work out, and had a contingency plan of sorts; if the meeting was cancelled, he would still attend the Dragon Boat festival at Beihai Park. He had learned that Wu wanted to get out among his people, and Cole would try and get close to him as part of the crowd. And if that failed, then he would remain in Beijing and look for another chance.
The rescue of the Politburo members would go ahead anyway, to at least give the country some chance of reestablishing itself once Wu was finally gone.
To help the operation along, last night the real Hoffmeyer had been invited to a meeting at which the situation had been explained to him by the CIA. He had willingly agreed to go into their custody, allowing Cole to slip right into his identity; a good move by Hoffmeyer, as if he�d refused, he would have been kidnapped anyway.
Earlier that morning, Cole had maneuvered his way through the subterranean sewers until he�d reached a point where they linked up with the Beijing subway rail network. Within the sewer, a waterproof bag had been placed by the CIA with a washing kit, dry clothes, and a full set of identity papers for Dietrich Hoffmeyer, alongside a rudimentary but effective disguise.
He�d cleaned himself as best he could, then slipped into the clothes, identity and persona of Dietrich Hoffmeyer before leaving the sewers through an access hatch that led to the Beijing subway.
He had left his combat gear behind in the sewers, not willing to take the risk of getting stopped with it on the streets of Beijing, but had kept his personal secure communications gear so that he could continue to stay in contact with his team.
His weapons and equipment would still be there if he ever needed them � placed back inside the waterproof bag and hidden underneath the filthy water.
Cole stripped off the clothes he�d used to travel from the subway to his hotel, his body still dirty from the garbage truck and the sewers, and put them to one side.
A shower was the first thing he needed if he was going to make his meeting with General Wu later that day; well-paid international sales executives weren�t known for their lack of attention to personal hygiene, and he had to look the part.
And as Cole strode into the marble-shrouded, walk-in shower, turning the powerful, beautifully warm water onto his naked, aching body, he knew all too well to appreciate the glorious feeling while it lasted.
Things were only going to get worse from here.
* * *
�I bet the commander�s enjoying a hot shower right now,� Davis griped, stretching out his huge body on the equipment pack which he�d placed between him and the wet concrete of the sewer tunnel. �Yeah, or maybe a bubble bath with a glass of champagne.�
�Maybe,� Navarone agreed. �I know I would be.�
�You�re damn straight,� Davis said. �I�d be sending out for room service and a Thai massage.�
�You�d probably get charged twice as much as a normal human being,� Barrington said, looking at his massive frame.
�Hey, I�m worth every cent, believe me,� Davis replied with a grin.
Navarone smiled too, glad that everyone was relaxed. The truth was that they didn�t know where Mark Cole was headed; there was mention of a hotel, but that was all. They didn�t even know which one, and they had no idea what identity he was operating under, or what his plan was.
That was the way it had to be; if they were caught, they couldn�t tell the enemy what they didn�t even know.
But if Cole was in a hotel, then good for him; there would be a good reason, and the fact was that Cole�s own mission was even more dangerous than theirs. He had no weapons, and was going right into the very heart of the military regime, in the middle of the security iron circle. Navarone had no idea how he was going to do it. But if anyone could accomplish this incredible task, it would be Cole. Even before they�d met, Navarone had heard rumors of an elite government assassin known as the �Asset�, a man whose reputation and status were legendary. Navarone had now seen the man work first-hand, and could confirm that the rumors were no myth. He fully expected to see Cole at the extraction RV that night, mission completed.
Their own situation was not as pleasant as it could have been, Navarone admitted, but it was far from the worst possibilities. It might be stinking and dirty down there in the sewers, but at least they were alone and unmolested. Grayson and Collins were busy drilling into the sewer tunnel ceiling above them, using specialist tools which � although far from silent � would at least remain undetectable to anyone above. Despite the area being at the thinnest part between the tunnel and the palace complex above, there was still two meters of stone and rock separating them.
The team had moved from its laying up point where they�d separated from Cole, following their blueprints of the Beijing sewer network, with assistance from their GPS systems, until they�d reached their insertion point directly underneath the Forbidden City. With several hours to go, they had all the preparation time they needed.
Navarone sipped hot chocolate from his metal mug and looked at his MRE options; as well as rest, food was always welcome when there was a lull in the action. He had the usual butterflies in his stomach, the knot that pulled away at his gut, and although he wasn�t hungry, he knew he had to eat. Food equaled energy, and he was going to need some for the hours ahead.
He finally decided on the meatloaf � conservative and safe � and turned on his tiny propane cooker. MREs were often heated on operations by the �flameless ration heater�, but Navarone preferred the boil-in-the-bag method whenever he could get away with it. And in a deserted sewer, he reckoned he could get away with a flame or too. The psychological effect of an open fire � however small � was also something that Navarone believed should never be overlooked.
Two more bags sailed over to him, and Navarone caught them reactively � Davis�s and Barrington�s own MRE packets.
�Put those on too, will you?� Davis asked. �I�ll get hungry watching you stuff your face.�
Navarone nodded, smiling to himself. With lesser operators he would have to remind them to rest, to eat, to open their bowels while they had the chance. But not with these people; they were the best of the best, and if Navarone had any misgivings about their chances of success, it wasn�t in any way due to the guys he was working with.
Their five-person team had to work their way inside the Forbidden City � preferably undetected, despite the presence of a two-hundred man security force � and then rescue nearly two dozen people; people, Navarone reminded himself, who might not necessarily want to be rescued. But Cole had told him that he could use his discretion with those people, and that was exactly what Navarone intended to do. He was good at discretion.
But even if they could physically rescue the all-important politicians from their prison within the Forbidden City, they then had to extract them from the Forbidden City itself; and then from Beijing; and then from China.
They had a plan, of course, and Navarone knew it was a good one; but he also knew that the odds really were against them on this one.
�Finished,� Grayson called down, and Navarone watched as Barrington stood, approaching the collapsible ladders with a bag of specially mixed slurry and a pump.
�Keep that MRE warm for me, will you?� she asked Navarone, who nodded as she started filling the drill holes with the slurry mixture.
Navarone checked his watch � 1012 hours. That was good; it meant that the mixture would have at least four hours to set.
He turned back to his cooking, reminding himself as he watched the flames of his burner flickering on the ancient stone walls of the sewer tunnel, that the ramifications of failure were too great to consider it even as an option.
They would succeed; it was what Force One did.
They succeeded in situations where all others would fail.
Banishing all thought of failure from his mind, he decided that this was the image he would pursue, and no other.
And as he pulled the MRE bag out of the boiling water, in his mind failure was gone altogether; success was the only option.
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Captain Liu Yingchau was back at work, helping to protect the Zhongnonhai compound. It was simple guard work and not something that needed a special forces officer, but Liu had happened to be near Beijing at the time of the coup and had been pulled in to help. Wu had wanted the best to protect him and the compound, and a spare �Hunting Leopard� was too good to let go.
It was Wu�s own desire for full protection that led Liu to his commander�s office door that morning, rapping his knuckles on the thin wood.
�Come in,� barked Lieutenant Colonel Chen Chanming. A motorized infantry officer from the Beijing Military Region�s 65th Group Army, he was � despite having no special forces background � Liu�s commanding officer at the Zhongnonhai due purely to his rank.
Liu marched in and saluted smartly. �Captain Liu Yingchau, sir,� he announced.
Chen shook his head. �Is this about General Wu again?� he asked with irritation. Liu had already called the colonel the night before, demanding � as much as he could demand anything of a superior officer � why he hadn�t been told of Wu�s visit to Taiwan. He�d been told in no uncertain terms that he didn�t need to know, and should keep his nose out of the general�s business.
�Yes sir,� Liu confirmed. �If I am to have a role in protecting him, I need to know where he is.�
�Captain,� Chen said sternly, �I would personally like to see you court-martialed for calling me at home to ask me about army business � restricted army business, I might well add. You want me to reveal information over the telephone? I thought you knew better than that. But then again,� he said, peering over his spectacles at Liu with barely restrained disgust, �I should know to expect that of you special officers, shouldn�t I? Loose cannons, always thinking you�re better than the rest of the army. Well, do you know what? You�re not special at all. I am special, because I am in command here. I know where the general is, and when he will be back, because I am authorized to know. And you are not.�
�But��
�But nothing,� Chen said, cutting Liu off. �I understand that you feel entitled to such information, but I assure you that you are not. How can you protect the general, you ask? I�ll tell you � you don�t. You help protect the Zhongnonhai compound. The general�s security is looked after entirely independently, and you have nothing to do with it.�
�Yes, sir,� Liu responded, struggling to hide his contempt for the man in front of him. He knew Chen�s record, knew that he had never seen a day of real combat in his life; but he�d impressed the right people and greased the right palms, and now here he was, a blown-up lieutenant colonel making things hard for the real soldiers. Chen was also typical of senior officers within the �regular� army, who intensely distrusted the men of the special operations command, often seeing them as a threat rather than the useful force-multiplier that they were.
Chen held his gaze, looked down at some paperwork on his desk, then looked back at Liu. �The general returns at oh-nine-hundred hours today,� he said with a sigh. �But I am not telling you because you demanded that I do so � I am telling you this because his presence at the Dragon Boat festival this afternoon will mean extending the security perimeter of the Zhongnonhai past the White Dagoba on Jade Island to the other side of Beihai Park. We need to clear the roads on the northern perimeter and check possible sniper positions. The general will be out in the open, and you need to make sure your people secure the entirety of the compound. Understood?�
�Yes, sir.�
Liu understood perfectly. He was being ordered to secure an area with almost no time left in which to do so; an area which � if Wu�s schedule had been confirmed earlier � should have already been cordoned off and checked. Essentially, Chen was making sure that if anything should go wrong, it would be Captain Liu Yingchau that would be blamed for it � probably his punishment for rousing the colonel on the telephone the night before.
But despite his misgivings � he would now be held responsible if the American operation to kill the general was successful � he nevertheless saluted and marched from the office with a smile on his face.
He had discovered what he needed; Wu was on his way back, and would be at the festival as promised.
He would let the American unit�s team leader know immediately.
* * *
�How are preparations coming?� General Wu asked from the secure satellite telephone onboard the private jet which was carrying him back towards Beijing.
�Good,� came the voice of Admiral Meng Linxian. �With the Americans unable to fly over our expanded territorial waters with their drones and surveillance aircraft, they are forced to rely on their satellites � and we know where they are, and how to avoid them.�
Wu was immensely pleased � he had managed to shut down the surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities of his enemies almost entirely, making them blind to the East and South China Seas. The Americans didn�t dare send any aircraft over China�s waters for fear that the USS Ford would be destroyed in retaliation; and other nations knew that their aircraft would almost certainly be shot down if they tried it � the improvements in anti-aircraft capabilities his country had made in the last decade would almost guarantee it.
He congratulated himself again on his crippling of the Ford and his handling of the situation since then. It was perfect; simply perfect.
�Our carrier?� Wu asked next.
�En route with the battle group,� Meng announced, �and as far as we can tell, entirely undetected.�
�It will only be a matter of time before they realize that it has left the Taiwanese coast,� Wu said thoughtfully, stroking one end of his large mustache. �And then they will ask themselves where it is headed.�
�Yes,� the admiral agreed, �but by that time, it will be too late. The battle group will be in position, and � with the situation how it is � who will dare try and stop us?�
Wu smiled again, pleased with the admiral�s confidence. And the man was right, too � who would dare stop them?
Wu had killed the Chinese president, instigated a military coup and taken over control of the country, crippled an American aircraft carrier, retaken the Diaoyu Islands and invaded Taiwan � and so far the international community had hardly batted an eyelid.
Yes, Admiral Meng was quite right � nobody was going to stop him this time, either.
* * *
Cole was eating breakfast at the Grand Caf� buffet, following the routine explained to the CIA by Hoffmeyer the night before and included with an information packet that had been left for Cole with the dry clothes and ID in the sewer.
It was important that he continued to act as the real Hoffmeyer would � eat the same foods, drink the same beverages, go to breakfast at the same time � because as a foreigner it was possible that he was under surveillance. In fact, due to his meeting with Wu later that day, that possibility was almost a certainty.
As he ate his cereal and melon and took a sip of his creamed coffee, he casually surveilled the caf� and the surrounding area.
Sure enough, a man in his early twenties over in a corner booth who had been nursing a single coffee for far too long was looking furtively over at him from time to time, and an older man in the foyer beyond was almost staring at him in between unconvincing glances at his newspaper.
The presence of the men � at this stage Cole couldn�t spot any more, but assumed they would swap over with colleagues once Cole left the caf� � didn�t disturb him in the slightest. Indeed, their presence almost reassured him � it was merely business as usual.
His secure cell phone beeped, and Cole looked casually at it, hiding his pleasure at the message. Despite the encrypted software, Liu had sent the message in code anyway, but Cole understood it quickly enough � General Wu was on his way to Beijing.
Cole was glad � the meeting that had been set up gave him his best chance at eliminating the man safely and without detection.
He had called a number given in the information pack earlier that morning, the contact number of the assistant who had helped arrange the meeting. He�d said that he�d seen Wu on the news in Taiwan and had wanted to confirm that their meeting was still going ahead.
The voice on the other end of the line had said gruffly that it was none of his business, and that the meeting would be going ahead; if General Wu wasn�t there, then somebody else would meet Hoffmeyer in his place.
Cole had wanted to argue, to demand that he would only deal with General Wu, but didn�t want to arouse suspicions too much and had in the end acquiesced gracefully.
The security around Wu�s movements was incredible, but Cole could easily see why. Leaving Beijing � and the security of the Zhongnonhai � had been a risk. If the US had discovered when he was travelling, they might have been able to pinpoint his aircraft which could then have been taken out by a missile, an aircraft, or a predator drone.
But it seemed that Wu was a man who liked taking risks, especially if it involved �winning over the people�, which must have been the reason for his visit to Taiwan in the first place. To show himself as unafraid, to create the image of a battlefield commander.
Norma Valente�s report for the Paradigm Group on General Wu had indicated that this was indeed how he saw himself � the Genghis Khan of the 21st century.
His presence in Beihai Park that coming afternoon was also a calculated risk; outside of the security of the Zhongnonhai he was exposed, vulnerable. But in Wu�s mind, presenting himself to his people as a victorious, returning general fresh from the frontlines of Taiwan � his �gift� to the Chinese mainland � was worth it.
Cole sighed, leaning back in his seat and sipping his coffee as he thought about the general. Was the man capable of launching nuclear missiles?
He already had no doubt in his mind that Wu would destroy the Ford as threatened, if pushed too far, and Cole wondered about what would happen if he was unsuccessful in this afternoon�s operation.
If Wu lived, and Navarone�s operation was successful, how would Wu react? Would he blame America? Would he kill over four thousand US servicemen and women in revenge?
And if he did, what would President Abrams do? A full-scale invasion was something that would be a truly horrific prospect � for both sides.
Nuclear reprisal would be another option, but Cole didn�t believe that Abrams would be the one to launch first.
No, Cole decided, she would order the troops to go in; there would be a full naval bombardment, Japan would be used as a base to launch bombing raids, and then � when the Chinese coast had been sufficiently softened � the ground troops would invade.
It would be tough � the Chinese military was vast � but it was achievable. The only question would be how many young men and women the US government would be prepared to lose.
And the other question, of course, was � if Wu thought he was going to lose a conventional war � if he would retreat to the Taihang Mountains and instigate global annihilation.
The thought itself was almost too much to consider, and Cole turned his mind off to such second-guessing.
The general would be in Beihai Park as promised, Cole would meet with him, shake his hand, touch a couple more pressure points and then leave the area.
And an hour later, General Wu � Paramount Leader of the People�s Republic of China � would be dead.
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Vice President Clark Mason was drunk. He�d shared the Montrachet with Lansing � although he wasn�t sure she could tell the difference between that and the cheap stuff � and had followed it up with a few too many glasses of bourbon.
He was lying naked on his marriage bed now, silk sheets strewn across the floor, his arm wrapped round the slim, sweat-slicked body of Lansing. He was spent and exhausted from their marathon session together, but he could feel her touching him again, encouraging him to go again; and what was more � despite his drowsiness � he felt himself respond to her ministrations.
�You know,� he said with a slight slur, �you never did show me that surprise you were telling me about.�
And it was true � after dinner and drinks, they had wanted each other too much and had started making love on the couch, and then the rug by the fire, before taking it upstairs to the bedroom; he had forgotten all about Lansing�s earlier teasing.
�Mmmm,� Lansing moaned as Mason nuzzled her ear, �you�re right.� She pulled her head away, patting him gently on the chest. �Wait there.�
She pulled herself out of the bed and Mason watched her dark, perfectly curved body as she left the room, hearing her feet as they retreated back downstairs.
Mason wasn�t sure how long she was gone, but felt himself drifting off to sleep, waking when she returned.
�What do you think?� she asked him coquettishly, displaying her newly-clothed figure for him to admire.
Mason felt his pulse racing. �I think you look� different,� he said.
�Different?� Lansing asked, pretending offense.
�No, no � different in a good way,� Mason said quickly. �I love it.�
Lansing smiled, and held up a bag that she had brought upstairs with her. Removing a set of clothes from inside, she placed the bag on the dressing table and threw the bundle over to him.
�What�s this?� Mason asked.
�You�re going to love that even more,� she said with a seductive smile. �It�s your costume.� She slipped onto the bed, sliding her hand up Mason�s naked thigh. �Now go and put it on,� she purred.
Mason looked from Lansing, to the clothes, then back again. So she wanted some role play, did she? He smiled; this girl was even better than he�d thought.
He opened the bundle of clothes, desperate to see what the costume was. He was surprised at what he found. �Really?� he said with a raised eyebrow.
�Oh yeah,� Lansing said. �It�s always been one of my favorite fantasies.�
Mason pulled himself out of bed, kissed her cheek, and strode to the bathroom to get changed, still not believing his luck to have met a woman like Sarah Lansing.
And there was a very good chance, he decided, that after this night was finished, the fantasy was going to be one of his favorites too.
* * *
As Cole relaxed back in his room � Hoffmeyer rarely left, except for meals � he felt his mind veering upsettingly off-course.
Aoki Michiko � my daughter.
He knew he shouldn�t be thinking about her, but found he couldn�t help himself. He had been through the upcoming mission in his mind so many times now that it was almost as if he�d been there and carried out the operation already. He knew everything about it � the area, the layout, the amounts of people who were supposed to be there, where they would be standing, what the security arrangements were like, the names of the dragon boat teams and their crews; he had even envisioned the smell of the street foods, the feel of the warm air on his skin.
All that was left was the job itself.
But now his mind was being pulled away from the mission, and he couldn�t get the image of his daughter out of his mind.
His daughter � the last time he�d thought about a daughter, it had been his little Amy, killed when she was only four. He still had nightmares about her being shot in the back of the head, her blood and brains flying out to cover his own face.
He�d failed; he had taken his revenge, for her and for Sarah and Ben, but he had failed them all.
But he no longer brooded over this failure; it was in the past, and there was nothing he could do about it anymore.
And yet he was still troubled, being here in Beijing when his own daughter was by herself, sent back to Japan by Immigration and Customs Enforcement. He had decided to go ahead with the mission, leave her to fend for herself.
It was all too similar to what he had done to his last family, put the interests of the country, of the world, ahead of them. He might have saved the president and prevented a second Cold War, but he had lost the three people he loved the most in the world.
Was he making the same mistake twice?
But he knew he had to be realistic about things. He knew nothing about the girl, couldn�t even be sure that she was his. And she was returning home, wasn�t she? Surely she would be safe there. She might have to answer some questions from the Japanese authorities, but they were hardly going to kill her.
And the situation in China was real � it was happening right now, a nightmare scenario that could spell disaster for thousands or even millions of people. Cole knew what was at stake, and knew that he had a chance of stopping it.
On the other hand, Michiko would be quite safe in Japan; and what was he going to do about it anyway? He might not be able to find her there even if he looked; and if he found her, would she want to talk to him? Or would she still want to kill him?
The question of why she wanted to kill him still haunted him. What did she think he had done? She obviously blamed him for something, but what was it?
Cole shuddered as he considered the possibility that � whatever it was � she might be right. He had certainly done some horrific things in his life, any of which might have affected Michiko in some way without his ever realizing it.
But he knew he wasn�t being entirely honest with himself; if Michiko hated him enough to try and kill him, there were only a few things that he�d done that would have affected her. And as far as he knew, they all related to her mother, Aoki Asami.
He lay on the huge bed, willing himself not to think about it, knowing the memories would drag him down, make him doubt himself, jeopardize the mission. And yet he couldn�t help it, and in his mind�s eye the luxurious, brightly-lit hotel room gradually darkened, growing old and shabby until it had become a dingy little room at the Khao Sing Apartments in downtown Bangkok, eighteen years ago; a room he�d tried hard to forget; a room of nightmares.
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Mark Kowalski had been in Bangkok with six friends from his SEAL Team Two platoon, on R&R after a six month tour of Iraq back in 2003. He had a girlfriend back home, but that was only semi-serious; neither one of them had made any sort of commitment, and so Kowalski was going to do what SEALs did best � after fighting at least � and party like his life depended on it.
It had been a long six months, and he needed the release. They all did; it had been pretty much non-stop for the entire tour, one nerve-wracking recon mission after another, several of which had turned into vicious firefights. They had won each engagement decisively, but they had all lost friends on the way; their trip to Bangkok was therefore part R&R, part memorial. It was how they dealt with loss and pain.
The first couple of days had been spent in the pursuit of all of Bangkok�s hedonistic charms, and Kowalski and his friends were finally beginning to relax. Then one night � perhaps a Saturday, Cole couldn�t now remember � the men had become separated.
They had been drinking all afternoon, and some of them wanted to visit the red light district in Patpong. Kowalski had wanted to carry on drinking, and so while four of the team had headed off across town, he and a young SEAL called Taylor Henman had stayed in the bars around Khao San Road.
Eventually, Kowalski and Henman had also become separated, and Kowalski had found himself wandering the streets of Bangkok alone and more than a little drunk. It went against all advice for military personnel on R&R, but they weren�t thinking about rules and safety; they were SEALs, and they�d just been to war. What did they have to worry about in Bangkok?
Kowalski had been leaning against a dirty brick wall in an alleyway outside a rundown bar, trying to stop his head from spinning, when he�d heard it � the low, whimpering moans of a woman.
He had become instantly alert, his feet automatically taking him further down the alley towards the source of the sound.
Despite the alcohol he�d consumed, his mind became clearer and clearer with each passing second, his body sharper and more responsive as the moans turned to cries and then muffled screams.
Kowalski turned one corner, then another, running now towards the sounds, and then he made one last turn and there she was � a young women lying in a pool of blood on the floor, three Thai men stood around her with bloodied knuckles. One had a knife.
The woman was silent now, and still; far too still.
Kowalski launched himself down the alleyway, on the men before they�d even had a chance to turn round and see him.
He took the one with the knife first, tackling him full-force from behind and driving him into his friends, knocking them sprawling to the ground. The man dropped his knife and as he went to grab it Kowalski stamped down hard on his hand, breaking the bones; then as the others were getting back to their feet, he grabbed the first thug by the hair and rammed his head straight into the alley wall, bricks cracking from the impact, dust billowing out into the hot night air.
Kowalski wasted no time; he was trained to act quickly and decisively, and never to give the enemy an inch. Keep moving forward; always push forward.
He lashed out with his right leg in a powerful upwards arc, his boot catching the second man underneath the jaw as he was still rising. The head snapped back and Kowalski knew the man was out before he�d even hit the sidewalk.
He turned just as the third man put his hands around Kowalski�s neck in a Muay Thai clinch position; but Kowalski knew the position and knew what would be coming next � heavy blows with the knees, a trademark of that fighting art.
Anticipating it, Kowalski caught his hand under the incoming knee and � holding onto one of the man�s clinching arms with his other hand � picked him clear off the floor, turning the lighter man in the air and bringing him down savagely onto his bent knee, braced against the ground.
There was a snap and a dull moan, and then Kowalski dropped the man and smashed his head into the sidewalk just to make sure.
All three of the attackers were now out of commission � perhaps permanently, although Kowalski didn�t think so. They were tough; they�d pull through.
After his experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq, Kowalski considered simply killing them; after all, the world would undoubtedly be better off without them.
But he was not a murderer, and death could be kept for the battlefield. Perhaps their experiences tonight might make them rethink their way of life and choose a less dangerous path.
Kowalski certainly hoped so.
He stooped to the body next to him, the young woman lying in a pool of her own blood. He checked her body from top to bottom, discovered a small knife entry wound between two of her ribs, took off his shirt and tied it round her to help stem the flow of blood. All her other injuries were superficial, though unpleasant � her obviously pretty face had been mauled by the men�s fists. Two teeth were missing, and he was sure she had a cracked cheekbone, maybe jaw too.
He wondered whether he should leave her there and go and find help, but thought better of it; who knew if the three young thugs would have friends nearby.
And so he did the only thing he could think of and picked her up in his arms, carrying her out of the dirty alleyway.
It was when they were nearing the end that her eyes opened, taking Kowalski entirely by surprise; they were the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen, at once full of life but at the same time lonely and desolate, revealing depths of soul Kowalski couldn�t begin to understand.
Those eyes looked into his with an intensity he was unable to comprehend, a searching look, a look of trust, wonder and gratitude.
And then she spoke, even though it was just two short words and must have hurt so badly.
�Thank� you,� she managed, and then she was unconscious again in his arms.
And Mark Kowalski, despite himself, knew that he had just fallen in love.
* * *
The days that followed were strange ones for the young SEAL. He�d taken the girl to the nearest medical unit to have her looked at, and they had sent her straight to Bumrungrad International Hospital.
Cole had covered the young woman�s medical bills, and stayed by her bedside. The doctors had wanted to get the authorities involved, but she had been adamant that she didn�t want to let anyone know what had happened.
It turned out that the woman was from Japan, and the name she gave the doctors � and Kowalski � was Aoki Asami, despite her passport saying her name was Yamaguchi Asami. She was reluctant to discuss what she was doing in Bangkok except that she was �trying to get away from things�. Kowalski guessed that those �things� might be related to the man who�d given her the married name of Yamaguchi; she was probably fleeing an abusive husband. But it was mere conjecture � even as the days continued and he managed to get in touch with his SEAL team mates to tell them to enjoy themselves without him, she refused to open up about her personal situation.
But Kowalski didn�t care; there was so many other things to talk about, things from a life Kowalski hardly knew existed. As Asami rested in her hospital bed, Kowalski held her hand and listened to her speak about her country, and many other countries besides � their language, their culture, their traditions, their music, their national character. The woman�s knowledge seemed boundless, especially contrasted to Kowalski�s own.
He had travelled the world, sure. But most of it was spent in combat in the worst hellholes of that world; and time not spent in combat was spent either in training or in partying. Culture was not something that had been on his agenda.
It was something that had been mentioned to him at Officer Candidate School at Pensacola two summers before, and something he had paid lip service to in order to pass out as an Ensign. But the truth was, he had typically divided people into two groups over the years � friends and enemies � and had given no more thought to further cultural niceties.
But Asami started to open his eyes to the beauty all around him, and he was at once amazed by what he was experiencing, and at the same time profoundly embarrassed by his own previous narrow-mindedness.
When Asami was released from hospital, the pair continued to spend time together, travelling round the teeming city of Bangkok to experience some of the things they had been discussing.
To Kowalski, every mouthful of food tasted delicious, the sound of the Thai language all around him like a beautiful song; even the polluted air seemed to smell fresh and sweet. It was as if a veil had been taken from him, and he was seeing the world for the first time, a man rediscovering his senses after years of deprivation.
They had been standing in the warm rain by the Chao Phraya River, Kowalski filled with wonder at the sight of traditional riverboats travelling against a backdrop of gaudy neon lighting, when he had first kissed her.
He might have had a girlfriend back home, and she might have been on the run from an abusive husband, but it seemed like the most natural thing in the world; and Asami had responded in kind, two lovers kissing in the rain.
They made love soon after, and once again, Kowalski had his eyes opened as she taught him to slow down, to appreciate every touch and caress.
His two week break came and went, his SEAL buddies had flown back to the United States, and still Kowalski remained in Bangkok. He had another couple of weeks left before he had to report for duty, and he was determined to spend every moment he could with Asami.
What would happen then, he didn�t know. He was half-planning on inviting her back to the United States with him when the unthinkable happened.
They were asleep in bed in the room they had rented in the Khao Sing Apartments, Kowalski�s arm round her shoulders, her head on his chest, when the door splintered to pieces, wood showering the room.
Kowalski hardly had time to open his eyes before the room was filled with men, three of them hauling Asami, naked, out of the bed, ripping her from him and throwing her on the floor.
Kowalski, also naked, was half-way out of bed when he was struck on the back of the head by something hard and heavy. He saw stars instantly and collapsed to one knee, head spinning.
He vaguely saw movement in front of him, men coming towards him with stilettoes and meat cleavers. In his peripheral vision, he saw Asami being dragged from the room by her hair.
The sight was enough to propel Kowalski into action, and he leapt forward, encasing the arm of the man with stiletto in his hands, twisting the blade sideways into the man next to him, cutting savagely across.
The first man�s grip loosened as the second man dropped to the ground, and Kowalski ripped the dagger from him and plunged it through his neck, blood from the arterial spray covering his face and naked body as he pulled the knife back out.
He never stopped moving, a blur of action in the dark room as he checked a blow from a meat cleaver with his forearm, contacting the attacker�s wrist below the blade. His stiletto went through the man�s heart an instant later, buried so deep that Kowalski couldn�t pull it back out.
Another cleaver arced in at him and he angled his body away at the last moment, the edge of the blade slicing across his ribs, his own blood spurting across the room. But he ignored the pain, bending to collect the dead man�s meat cleaver and hacking away at his attacker�s shins with the brutal weapon.
The man cried out in a feral mix of surprise and pain, and Kowalski jumped to his feet and buried the cleaver through the man�s collarbone, powering diagonally down through the body halfway to the lungs.
The fractured, gruesomely bloody body dropped heavily to the floor and Kowalski realized there was nobody else near him; the others had gone, taking Asami with them.
He picked up another cleaver from the floor and raced from the room, naked and bloodied.
Someone was waiting for him outside, and Kowalski barely managed to duck in time as the club almost took his head off; he cut sideways as he ducked, slicing the cleaver cleanly through his attacker�s abdomen, loops of grey intestine spilling out across the hallway floor.
Up ahead he saw three men dragging Asami with them, turning the corner towards the stairs, and he gave chase, legs pumping as he sprinted down the hallway.
He caught them at the stairwell, hacking down through the first man�s head with the cleaver, fracturing it wide open. He pivoted swiftly to the other side, burying the cleaver through the next man�s face, shattering bones and teeth as it passed through.
The last man was faster, slicing his own dagger across Kowalski�s chest, narrowly missing his throat; and then the dagger was arcing back towards him again and Kowalski managed to get his foot up, kicking the man away.
The thug staggered down two of the steps then regained his balance, pulling Asami down with him, arm round her neck, dagger to her throat.
He screamed at Kowalski in Thai, indecipherable and furious, and Kowalski could see blood begin to leak from Asami�s pale skin as the dagger pressed deeper.
Kowalski regarded the man carefully as he watched him retreating down the stairs with Asami. He raised his hands slowly above his head in pacification, cleaver held loosely as he calculated vectors, angles and timings.
And then � when the man turned slightly at the bend in the stairwell � Kowalski�s right arm came down in a blindingly quick action, the cleaver flying through the air, tumbling over itself in tight arcs once� twice� and then embedding itself in the side of the man�s skull with a huge geyser of blood, which covered the dark walls of the stairwell like black paint.
The man dropped dead to the floor before he�d had a chance to move the dagger even a quarter of an inch, and Asami was racing back up the stairs into his arms.
Kowalski could hear the heavy footsteps of men racing through the downstairs foyer for the stairs � backup for the gang. In the distance, he could hear sirens approaching, the police no doubt called by the building�s residents, some of whom were watching through the cracks in their doors.
Kowalski pulled Asami back down the corridor. They were going to have to get out of there fast � but they wouldn�t get far without clothes or passports.
They reached their room, a horror house coasted with thick blood and eviscerated human tissue, and Kowalski was surprised how calm Asami remained in the face of such gruesome terror, almost as if she was used to it.
Together, they pulled on their clothes as fast as they could and Kowalski turned to the window, breaking it open with an elbow and hurling their bags into the street below. He climbed out onto the window ledge, all too aware of the footsteps racing down the hallway towards them, and gripped hold of the metal drainpipe at the side, sliding three stories down to the rain-soaked street below.
He called for Asami, who was waiting on the ledge, and he saw hands reaching through the window for her as she grabbed hold of the drainpipe, half sliding and half falling down the side of the building.
Kowalski was waiting for her at the bottom, and she fell into his arms, saving her from the impact with the concrete sidewalk.
Kowalski looked up, saw men shouting down to the street below, some of them fighting to get out onto the window ledge first.
Kowalski had no idea what was going on. Why did they want Asami so badly? Was it revenge, just because Kowalski had beaten those first three thugs who had been attacking her? Or was there something else going on?
The streets were coming alive, crowds moving towards the apartment complex, curious onlookers mixed with armed policemen blasting on whistles.
Everything was confusion, the crowd was absorbing Kowalski and Asami, hiding them even as the police tried to separate everyone; but was the crowd friendly? Or was it filled with more gang members, after their blood?
And then Kowalski felt Asami being pulled away from him, and when he turned to her, he saw it was girls from the local bar, trying to pull her to safety; and Asami nodded that she would go with them, Kowalski understanding that they would be harder to identify if they split up, yet unwilling to let her go; something deep down, a gut feeling he could never place, told him that if he let her go, he would never see her again.
�Meet me by the river tomorrow,� he whispered to her, knowing she would understand the place he meant, the verge where they had first kissed in the neon-lit rain.
She nodded, her eyes locked with his, and then she let her hand go loose, allowing the girls to pull her away to hide her; and then Kowalski was alone in the crowd, letting it pull him away in the opposite direction, his heart empty.
* * *
He had gone to the river the next day, waited there from dawn til dusk, all the while aware that the police would be looking for him, the gang too.
He continued to wait, looking for her from the shadows, but she never showed; knowing he was due to report for duty in just a few more days, he started to look for her through the city, starting with the bar she�d been pulled into on that first night.
But every way he turned he was met with stony silence, unable to gain any clue to her location; but then he went back to the bar for a final check, and a young girl came to him, passing him a note.
I am safe, it said simply. But I am afraid we can never see each other again. It is too dangerous, and I love you too much to do that to you.
I am sorry.
You will be in my heart forever �
Asami
Kowalski�s heart sank like a stone when he read the message, all of his half-envisioned dreams about their future together shattered irreparably.
But she was safe, and that was really all that mattered.
He just hoped it was true.
But for Kowalski, he knew it was time to return home; he�d outstayed his welcome here, and knew his luck couldn�t last any longer. The �unknown westerner� would be found soon enough if he stayed, either by the remaining gang members or by the Bangkok police � and he didn�t know which would be worse.
And so Mark Kowalski accepted the situation for what it was and booked himself on the first flight home for the United States, unsure how he was going to continue with his life as it was.
* * *
It turned out that things returned to normal quite quickly for him back in the States � the discipline of military life gave structure that was comforting and even pleasurable, in a vaguely masochistic sort of way.
Later that year he was promoted to Lieutenant, due in no small part to his performances in Iraq, and then � his recent experiences making him even more driven and single-minded than he was before � he passed the arduous selection for the Naval Special Warfare Development Group, otherwise known as SEAL Team Six � his dream ticket.
He�d also moved in with his girlfriend Claire, the relationship � in the absence of his true love, Asami � somehow becoming more and more serious without him even realizing.
And then, when he got his papers to relocate to Dam Neck, Virginia � the home of Team Six � he had asked Claire to marry him, if for no better reason than being hounded into it.
It was destined not to last, and it didn�t � the couple was married in 2004, and divorced three years later after he had been recruited into the mysterious and clandestine Systems Research Group. He was operational too often, or else on training, to make a marriage work, and his heart wasn�t really in it.
But he could never quite rid himself of the nightmares of that dark, dingy, blood-spattered room. It was one thing to kill a man at long � or even close � range with a rifle or a pistol, as Kowalski had done many times in battle; but it was another thing entirely to do so with bladed weapons.
To be so close to your opponent, to feel their coppery, hot blood on your bare skin, their very life-force draining away over you as they breathed their last, was something he had never before experienced in quite the same way.
He�d seen bad wounds before � gut shots, rounds that had traveled through one man�s abdomen and intestine before coming out of his leg, IEDs that had blown limbs off � but the sights in that apartment block were singularly gruesome, and stayed with him for a long time afterwards. Skulls split wide open, internal organs eviscerated everywhere, the stench of blood and sweat and death; and all by his own hand.
He had become reconciled to killing long ago, but something about the savage deaths of those men in that Bangkok apartment served to change him in some indefinable way. If he had been inured to violence and brutality beforehand, now he had become even more so, and � despite the nightmares and the troubling images that continued to plague him for months to come � the incident in the end made him stronger, and more prepared to face the demons that would continue to come at him throughout his life.
And one more thing had also happened � except for the occasional nightmare of that bloody room, he had finally, mercifully, and entirely forgotten about the woman he had loved there.
* * *
Mark Cole stirred on his bed in the Beijing Grand Hyatt, having fallen into a nightmarish sleep, reliving his past life in vivid, Technicolor detail.
And then, all of a sudden, he sat bolt upright, sweat dripping down his face and neck despite the air conditioning.
Aoki Asami.
He couldn�t believe how long it had been since he had truly thought of her, remembered her; even when he�d been in Bangkok the year before, his memories had barely been stirred.
But having remembered at long last, seen her eyes again in those long-repressed memories, he was no longer in any doubt.
Aoki Michiko was Asami�s daughter.
She was his daughter, created by an intense love cut short all too soon.
But why did she hate him?
He had no idea what she had been told about him when she was growing up; perhaps Asami had told her that he was a monster, a villain, a psychopath? Or maybe Asami had gone back to her husband, given birth, and then Michiko had been abused by the man? Or Asami had been punished for her infidelity? Perhaps even killed? Would Michiko not then blame everything on Cole?
He felt the sweat start to pour again, wiped his face with his hand.
It was useless to try and second-guess anything; the things that could have happened to Asami and her daughter since she disappeared in Bangkok were infinite.
But one thing Cole had decided � when all this was over, he was going to take some leave and track Michiko down, just as she�d tracked him.
Only then would he learn the answers to his questions.
His heart rate increased automatically as he back-tracked his thoughts.
When all this was over?
He�d never intended to go to sleep, and he suddenly realized that he had no idea how long he�d been out of it.
As he raised his wrist to check his watch, he hoped beyond hope that it wasn�t all over already, hoped he hadn�t missed his appointment with Wu, his only clear shot at getting the man.
He looked at the time and his body relaxed slightly, his heart reducing its heavy beating in his chest.
It was okay; there was still time.
Cole knew his body had awoken him not because of the nightmarish images, but because it was such a finely honed machine that it knew he had a job to do. A sixth sense kept him constantly aware, always on the alert. It never let him down.
He shook his head in wonder; it would be literally impossible for him to sleep through an operation.
As he rose out of bed and strolled across the marble floor to the huge double wardrobes, his mind flashed again on those hacked, dead bodies lying in their thick pools of congealing blood, and asked himself � not for the first time � exactly what sort of man he was.
But he knew the answer already.
He was the sort of man who always got the job done.

5

Everyone was geared up now, the fire was out, equipment was stowed. Force One was ready.
Navarone checked his watch � 1403 hours. Just twenty-seven minutes until Cole�s meeting with Wu, and he�d received nothing from his boss, or from Liu, to suggest it wasn�t going to go ahead as planned.
The Forbidden City above them was surrounded by a moat, six meters deep by fifty-two meters wide. A wall provided further protection, ten meters high and nearly three and a half kilometers long. To prevent tunneling, the paving was fifteen layers thick.
But the wall � and the moat � only went so far underground.
The original, isolated sewer network underneath the city was deemed insufficient by the communist government, who dictated that it should connect to the more modern system of Beijing, beyond the walls. They therefore authorized tunneling under those walls, providing access from the outside into the Forbidden City.
Navarone could understand why � it was the Zhongnonhai that was now the seat of government, not the Forbidden City; the old walled palace compound was now just a tourist attraction � albeit one that had been closed to the public since Wu�s coup. It was now simply a prison.
The compound held not just the Politburo, but any number of government and political groups which had not immediately acquiesced to Wu�s demands to assume control.
But they were not Force One�s concern; it was the Politburo it was concerned with, or � at the very least � those members of the Politburo steering committee that would provide a nucleus for a replacement government after the military regime had been deposed.
Julie Barrington was waiting in an elevated position on top of the ladders near their point of entry into the city � underneath the vast courtyard complex of the Hall of Imperial Supremacy.
The intelligence Force One had received from Liu Yingchau explained that � although the Politburo was moved regularly � they were always held within one of the self-contained palace compounds. This way the outer walls could be guarded, and the courtyards gave the prisoners some space to walk and get some fresh air, while still being physically contained.
Liu had let them know that the Politburo was currently being held within the northeast sector of the Forbidden City, known as the Outer Eastern Palace. This area � surrounded by lofty, red perimeter walls � was further split into three sections.
There were western and eastern compounds, and then there was the central compound where the Hall of Imperial Supremacy was located; and it was within those walls that the Politburo was currently being held.
There was no direct access from the sewers into this compound, which complicated matters somewhat; but if there wasn�t already a way in, Force One was just going to have to make one.
Barrington was perched near the curved, rough stone ceiling of the sewer tunnel, at the point where the holes had been drilled and filled four hours earlier. At this particular section, there was only two meters of earth and stone between the sewer and the interior of the hall.
Barrington was now monitoring the location of the people above through a combination of X-Ray and thermal sensors, along with specialist radar, and a Wi-Fi device that relied on radio waves and other portions of the electromagnetic system, and operated in a similar fashion to radar and sonar but with enhanced imagery capabilities. Two meters was thick, but the combination of the different instruments meant that she was able to create an overall picture that would be quite accurate.
The rest of the team was taking notes of the location of the people above, figuring out movement patterns, establishing who was who, and running through their actions on contact, time and time again.
When they got the word, they would be ready.
* * *
Duanwujie, Cole had discovered, was the correct term for what the rest of the world knew as the Dragon Boat Festival. In China, it was known as Duanwujie � the Double Fifth Festival � due to its falling on the fifth day of the fifth traditional lunar month.
He had also learnt that three major things happened during the celebrations � sticky rice wrapped in bamboo leaves, known as zongzi, was eaten in large quantities; xionghuang wine � made with realgar, an arsenic sulfide � was drunk to excess; and the famous dragon boats would race against each other in any waterway long enough to hold them.
Established over two thousand years ago, the festival commemorated the death of the beloved Chu Kingdom poet and statesman Qu Yuan, who committed suicide by throwing himself into a river after Chu had been invaded and overrun by the forces of the Chin State on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month.
Local people threw lumps of rice in the river to make sure the fish did not eat his body � the origin of zongzi � while at the same time other locals took their boats out in order to retrieve the dead poet, which resulted in the subsequent tradition of dragon boat racing. And at the same time they were doing that, an old doctor poured realgar wine into the river in order to kill the river monsters and protect Qu Yuan�s spirit, which was why the same wine was still imbibed today.
Understanding such a tradition might not have added anything to Cole�s tactical decision-making, but � perhaps due to the influence of Asami, he now considered � he always tried to learn all he could about the cultures and customs of the countries he operated in, especially if he was going to end up right in the middle of such a cultural celebration.
And now was exactly such a time, Cole reflected as he entered Beihai Park through the teeming South Gate Entrance. Everywhere he looked, people in colorful clothes were parading happily through the gate into the park, security only partially visible. It was clear that Wu didn�t want the whole thing to be a military operation just because he would be there today; he wanted �his� people to go on as normal, celebrate the festival as they always did, and engage with them on equal ground, show them that he was one of them, that everything he did was for the Chinese nation. It made sense, and Cole admired the man�s psychological acumen.
Cole could tell from the attitude of the people around him that they were not at all unhappy to be under Wu�s rule. Despite a crippled US aircraft carrier off their coastline, and their nation�s military being involved in two recent invasions � or perhaps because of it, Cole realized � the mood was buoyant. And it was only partially caused by the quantities of xionghuang wine that had already been consumed.
The people who streamed through the gate with Cole were of all ages, from babies to the elderly and infirm. Families entered with picnics, teenagers with friends and open bottles, couples holding hands; all with smiles and laughter.
It was a far cry indeed from the last time Cole had been in Beijing, confronted with the cold, grey granite face of communism � both in its architecture and its people. He wondered how far the change could be attributed to the leadership of General Wu and his promises of a new and more powerful Chinese empire.
There weren�t many foreigners in the crowd, Cole had noticed instantly, and as he passed through the South Gate he was stopped immediately by a pair of armed guards. From their uniforms, Cole could see they were members of the elite Macau Guard Unit, brought in by Wu to help protect the area alongside the Hong Kong Special Operations Unit. Despite the security presence being subtle, Cole could see they were still taking no chances.
�Identification?� one of the soldiers asked in good English. His manner was polite and professional, and Cole noted that they were not aiming their weapons at him � yet.
He reached into his pocket and handed over his passport � or at least, Dietrich Hoffmeyer�s CIA-altered passport.
The man looked at it and nodded. �You have an appointment, yes?� he asked, and Cole realized that it wasn�t just that all foreigners were being stopped; he�d been stopped because he�d already been identified.
�Yes,� Cole responded. �I hope I�m on time.�
�Your timing is fine,� said the man, before clicking on his radio and firing off a burst of staccato, sing-song Cantonese; totally different to the Mandarin spoken by the majority of mainland Chinese, and further proof of Wu�s desire to bring in outsiders to protect him. He received an unintelligible reply, and looked back up at Cole. �Please wait here,� he said. �You will be escorted to your meeting shortly.�
�Thank you,� Cole said with a smile. He was impressed that they had called for an escort; less professional soldiers may well have abandoned their posts and escorted him themselves, or at least split up their two-man team. But not these guys; the first man�s eyes remained on Cole while his opposite number scanned the crowds around him.
He didn�t have to wait long. Soon enough, two more men approached, and Cole saw that they belonged to the Hong Kong SOU, the unit most closely responsible for Wu�s safety.
These two men were also polite, and as the first pair melted away back into the crowd, Cole�s new escorts performed a thorough and professional body search for weapons or anything which might be considered inappropriate � a recording device, for instance. They first of all cast the metal-detecting wand over him, and then went hands-on. Of course they found nothing, as there was nothing to find; Cole was going to kill Wu with his bare hands.
�Okay,� said one of the men, again with good English, �follow me please.�
He led off, the crowd separating for him immediately as they saw his assault rifle, creating a clear path for them. Cole noted how the second man slotted in behind him, so that he was trapped between the two of them.
They walked northwest on the path that followed the five-meter-high walls of the Round City, until they came to the colorful stone archway that marked the entrance to Yong An Bridge, a beautiful, multiple-arch construction built in the thirteenth century.
Another pair of soldiers nodded to Cole�s escorts as they passed through the archway onto the bridge, and Cole continued to take in his surroundings as he went, eyes scanning and recording the images. He took note of where the guards were, pleased to see that the latest report from Liu was perfectly correct: where all the different buildings were, where different kinds of people were grouped within the crowds � families, couples, teenagers, business people � all in case he had to make an emergency tactical withdrawal.
He wasn�t overly worried � he had an appointment with Wu after all, he had no weapons, and his method of execution was so effective mainly because it was undetectable. Like he had in his countless mental rehearsals, he fully expected to get the job done and then simply be escorted back out of the park, with nobody any the wiser. And even when the general collapsed an hour later, his heart given out completely, nobody would ever suspect that it had been something to do with the foreign businessman he had met earlier.
They passed underneath the next colorful archway, signaling their arrival onto the Jade Flower Islet, the thirty-six meter tall White Dagoba dominating the scene, perched on top of the islet�s central hill.
Cole had learnt from Liu that while most of the islet was open to the public, the northern section where White Dagoba Hill descended back down to the lakeside was closed off and reserved for Wu De and the other generals and aides from his military government.
But as they marched across the path leading east around the base of the hill, Cole noted that security was tighter over the whole island than it had been on the mainland side; picnickers and revelers were being much more closely monitored here, by a much larger guard force. Cole took in each and every detail � faces, weapons, positions, movements � as he followed the lead soldier towards the northern shoreline.
The eastern side was much quieter than the west, Cole observed, but that was only to be expected � the dragon boat races would occur towards the northern and western sides of the lake, so people on the east side of White Dagoba Hill would see nothing. But from his brief glance westwards from the memorial archway, he could see that the entire western side of the island was already too saturated with people to contain any more. New arrivals were therefore being ushered eastwards, where a myriad of stalls selling the ubiquitous zongzi rice and xionghuang wine had been set up to assuage the disappointment of missing the races. As a result, they were doing a thriving business with the latecomers, who sat, chatted, ate and drank all around the small, wooded island.
The general and his entourage, Cole knew, were located in the Long Corridor, stretched out across the northern shore. Based on the corridor in Jiangtian Temple in Zhenjiang, Jiansu Province, the Long Corridor was an exquisite architectural marvel. Three hundred meters long, the corridor building was open to the lakeside at the front and enclosed by latticed windows at the rear, and was painted in red and decorated with the most beautiful multicolored embellishments across its entire length. It had two levels, and according to Liu, Wu would be on the second floor, centrally located in an upper pavilion that would provide perfect views of Beihai Lake and the dragon boat races. And � perhaps more importantly from a public relations perspective � it would also give the crowds a perfect view of the general, who would no doubt be resplendent in full uniform and battle honors.
It wasn�t long before the path they were on met the eastern end of the Long Corridor, and Cole could immediately see that security was taken a lot more seriously here. The entrance to the corridor had a six-man team guarding it, with sentries and look-outs positioned through the tree-clad hills surrounding the area.
The soldier who had asked for Cole�s passport handed it over to the commander of the guard team, explaining who Cole was in another burst of Cantonese. The man looked at the passport of Dietrich Hoffmeyer, looked at Cole, and nodded once. Immediately, two men moved in to search him again � as if he would have had a chance to obtain a weapon somewhere between the South Gate and here, ensconced between two armed soldiers. But Cole admired their professionalism � the fact was that he could have if he�d needed to, and it was good practice of the guards to check.
Deemed clean once again, Cole entered the Long Corridor with his two escorts, passing by the guards, the footsteps of his leather-soled shoes click-clacking across the ancient stone floor. They rounded a corner, the corridor descending downwards towards the northern shore, the steps worn smooth by the passage of millions of pairs of feet over hundreds of years.
But before they got as far as the shoreline, they reached a pair of guards who � at a signal from the man in front of Cole � opened a recessed door hidden within the latticework of the left-hand wall.
The man behind Cole ushered him through after the first soldier, and he found himself in a hidden stairwell which led to the second level. They emerged onto the upper corridor, another recessed door held open for them by another pair of guards.
They carried on walking, rounding another bend which led finally to the main length of the corridor, facing the northern side of the lake. As Cole marched down the open corridor, he looked out across the lake, seeing the thousands of people on the far side. Boats were already in the lake, the teams warming up for the big event. He could hear the cheering all the way across the lake.
He felt his heart rate start to rise as he subconsciously assimilated the fact that he was almost there, the time for his skills to once again be tested almost upon him. He didn�t reflect consciously on what was at stake � the lives of four thousand sailors and aircrew, the fate of China, of Taiwan, of who knew where else � but his heart understood entirely, and tried to speed up of its own accord, his hormonal system at the same time doing its best to dump its load of adrenalin into his system to supercharge his upcoming efforts.
But � again without conscious thought, his body so well-trained, so experienced after decades of operational engagements � it also knew that the entire organism needed to remain calm, and so at the same time it began to regulate his breathing, bringing his heart rate down, the effects of the adrenalin less and less obvious.
As Cole walked along the upper corridor towards his meeting with Wu De, he hardly recognized that this was happening; he was confident to let his body take care of itself, and let his mind concentrate on what really mattered � troop dispositions, escape routes, weather patterns.
He gazed out across the lake, looking up at the heavy, swollen skies above. The heat was stifling, humid and uncomfortable, especially in his business suit, and Cole knew that it wouldn�t be long before the heavens opened all over Beijing. A storm had been forecast for the morning, but had failed to materialize; now Cole could tell from the air itself that it was coming with a vengeance.
The corridor angled upwards slightly, and once again Cole was click-clacking up a set of old, worn stone stairs, towards a brightly colored doorway guarded by another six-man team. And beyond that, his final goal, his objective.
His target.
General Wu.
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The telephone rang and Ellen Abrams stirred in her bed, arm searching the empty space next to her reflexively, as it always did. When � as always � it found nothing, her eyes opened sleepily, and she reached over for the phone.
�Yes?� she answered, checking the time as she did so � 2.30am. She wondered what had happened, realizing it must be of great importance to disturb her so early; calls were routinely screened before they came through to her.
�Good morning ma�am, sorry to disturb you.� The voice at the other end of the line belonged to her National Security Adviser, John Eckhart. So he was awake too, making the importance of the call even clearer.
�That�s okay, John,� Abrams said, sitting up in bed, hand smoothing the sheets � a subconscious, calming measure that served to settle her nerves as she waited to hear the news. �Go ahead. What is it?�
�I wouldn�t normally bother you with this, but you said to let you know if there was any further movement of Chinese forces, and � well� �
�Go on,� Abrams urged.
�An hour ago our intelligence sources on Taiwan advised us that the Chinese aircraft carrier Liaoning was missing. The information was passed through CIA channels, and James contacted me himself with this, let me decide whether to call you or not.�
Abrams understood; nobody liked to be the person to wake the president. But James Dorrell, Director of Central Intelligence, had seen fit to pass it on the line up to Eckhart, so there must be some confirmation of the news.
�Missing?� Abrams asked. �What do they mean by that?�
�It means that embedded Taiwanese intelligence � those who haven�t been rounded up yet, agents who are still in touch with our CIA guys there, who have access to military information, radar, sonar, at least for now � cannot locate the Liaoning; it�s no longer off the coast of Taiwan. In fact, it doesn�t seem to be anywhere near Taiwan.�
�What about our own surveillance?�
�We don�t have any,� Eckhart said. �We can�t do flyovers of the area because of the Ford, and we�ve got nothing on the satellites. I called Bud Shaw at NSA already, he thinks they know our satellite schedules and are hiding during those times when we photograph the area, so he�s contacted the NRO and asked them to re-task the satellites.�
�How long will that take?�
�Hard to say, but I�d like to think positive and say we�ll have some usable data in time for the NSC meeting.�
Abrams� head sagged. What the hell was Wu doing now?
�Do we have any idea where it�s headed?� she asked.
�We don�t even know for sure which direction it�s gone in,� Eckhart said sadly. �Northwest to South Korea or Japan, south to the Philippines, southwest to Vietnam, we just don�t know. That whole area�s blocked off to us. It might just be going back to China for a refit.�
Damn that Wu, Abrams thought bitterly. If only he hadn�t damaged the USS Ford so completely, they might have a chance of locating the Liaoning.
�Surface radar?� she asked next, knowing that Eckhart would have already checked but needing to ask anyway.
�Nothing so far,� Eckhart said. �We�ve asked for feeds from all of our allies in the area, but remember that most systems can only see as far as the horizon, say fifty-five kilometers. Some have increased range, but we�re looking at nearly five million square miles of water between the East and South China Seas. Despite the size of the Liaoning, it�s like hunting for a needle in the proverbial haystack.�
A sudden thought occurred to Abrams. �Has the Ford picked up anything on its radar?�
�No, we already asked Captain Meadows, but they�ve got nothing except the ships that�ve been guarding them all along.�
Abrams� shoulders sagged again. It had been a good idea; in the middle of the ocean, the carrier might have had some chance of seeing something.
�The Chinese navy know the location and the extent of all the radar systems in the area,� Eckhart said, �including the one on the Ford. It wouldn�t be a big problem � wherever it is the Liaoning is headed � to plot a course that would evade them all. Without direct aircraft or satellite surveillance, we�ve got nothing.�
Abrams straightened. The situation was � potentially � bad, but it was what it was, and as leader of the free world, she was going to have to deal with it. The fact was that � as China�s sole aircraft carrier and a pivotal platform for any invasion � the disappearance of the Liaoning boded ill for at least one more country in that region.
It just remained to be seen which country it was.
�Okay,� she said to Eckhart, bringing the conversation to a close. �Thank you for getting in touch, it was the right thing to do. See you at the NSC meeting at eight.�
She put the phone down and immediately dialed another number. �Pete,� she said to General Olsen when he picked up, �how are our plans for a counter-attack coming?�
�The missing aircraft carrier?� Olsen asked, voice remarkably free from the sounds of tiredness despite the hour.
�You got it,� Abrams confirmed. �We might have to make a move, depended where it�s headed. Make sure your people are ready to go.�
�Yes ma�am,� Olsen said with military confidence.
Abrams looked again at her clock � 2.42am.
She wondered how Cole and the others were getting on, and prayed for their success like she�d never prayed before.
* * *
Cole was waiting inside the pavilion, a grandiose room filled with colorful panels and silks, furnished like a Ming-era palace suite; vases and urns were placed everywhere, the tables, chairs and loungers all in bright, gilded wood.
Through the lattice doors, he could see Wu positioned among his generals on the balcony outside, seated on a gilded throne imported to Beihai Park for the occasion.
He was surrounded on all sides by armed guards, members of the Hong Kong SOU. Cole counted eight of them, two to each wall.
He had been allowed to sit while he waited, and did so, his iron will still controlling his breathing, which in turn controlled the often debilitating effects of adrenalin.
He had been waiting at least ten minutes when he saw the big general move, raising his massive bulk from the throne, waving to his people across the lake to roars of appreciation that Cole could hear all the way across from the mainland.
Wu turned to the lattice doors, another man � even bigger, if that was possible � accompanying him closely as a military aide snapped off a salute and opened the doors for them.
Cole got to his feet as Wu strolled into the pavilion, the second man right next to him, and as Cole saw the huge, scarred, savage face, he realized this must be Zhou Shihuang, Wu�s private bodyguard, the one Liu had informed him about. Liu had warned him to be careful of the man, and Cole would take the advice. Everything about Zhou made Cole want to be careful.
�Mr. Hoffmeyer,� General Wu said in perfectly accented English, performing a slight bow as he spoke, a wide smile underneath his oiled mustache.
Without offering to shake hands, Wu gestured for Cole to sit back down.
Cole hid his disappointment, bowed in return, and did as he was asked, watching closely as Wu sat down opposite him, his weight making the gilded chair groan underneath him. Zhou moved off to the side, but not by much; he was placed close enough to defend Wu if he should need to.
Cole�s disappoint stemmed from the lack of handshake; it was to be the opening move in the triple strike that would leave Wu dead without him even knowing it. But the opportunity for that was gone, and Cole quickly started to calculate options.
He would monitor the position of Wu�s body throughout the meeting, taking any chance he could to touch the man in the correct locations, his mastery of body language masking his intentions by making the movements seem as natural as possible.
If he didn�t manage during the meeting, he would be sure to offer his hand first, as soon as the meeting ended; surely Wu would not ignore it?
But if he did, there was another option; he could attack the Chinese leader conventionally, crush his windpipe by striking the throat with the edge of his hand, or else by grasping the head, wrenching and breaking the neck. There were many options, and Cole was capable of doing them all.
The only drawback to that strategy, of course, was that Cole would almost certainly be killed instantly as a result.
But Wu would be dead, and the mission would be accomplished.
Cole was prepared to go that route if he had no other options, but his mind started firing on all cylinders, determined to find some other way.
�So Mr. Hoffmeyer,� Wu said, after accepting a cup of green tea from an assistant, �first let me apologize for your being kept here in Beijing. But things are fraught, as you can well understand, and for safety reasons I have had to put this curfew into place.�
�I understand completely,� Cole said, knowing the real reason for Wu�s policy � to ensure a large foreign population in the city in order to avoid the possibility of reprisal attacks by other counties.
Wu smiled. �Coffee?� he asked. Cole nodded, and almost immediately a cup was brought over, cream and sugar exactly as Hoffmeyer took it. The message was clear; he had been under surveillance.
Cole took a sip and smiled back. �Perfect,� he said.
�Good,� Wu said, still smiling. �It might even be that your unexpectedly extended stay in our great city has actually worked out well, eh? With no other foreign companies coming in, you�re in quite a good position, aren�t you?�
�Every cloud has a silver lining,� Cole agreed.
�Ah, yes,� Wu said thoughtfully. �I like this expression. Now, let�s get down to business. The races will start soon, and I must be there to watch them, yes?� He looked around the gilded room, as if to check for people listening in. Seemingly satisfied, he leaned closer to Cole and whispered to him conspiratorially. �So, I understand you have a proposal which might be of interest to me?�
Cole nodded, also leaning further forward. �Yes indeed,� he said, and went on to outline the fictional deal being offered by TransNat Drilling, a proposal that would undercut Wu�s chosen partner by over twenty percent.
Wu listened thoughtfully, asking questions when he needed confirmation of the details. Cole found him to be articulate and intelligent and � somewhat surprisingly given his reputation � even rather charming.
Cole came to the end of his brief, and Wu rested his corpulent frame back in his chair, an assistant appearing to take his empty teacup. He steepled his fingers over his large belly, looking across at Cole thoughtfully.
�It is a tempting offer,� Wu said finally, �but I am afraid that our existing partners in the Diaoyu Islands have received my promises, and they are already involved in exploration as we speak. Their time would have to be compensated, and this would eat up a large share of the savings you are offering. And they are already en route to Taiwan to deal with the deposits there.�
Cole nodded. �I understand. But if you are unwilling to change companies, why did you agree to see me? The offer was never going to be better than the one we made.�
A wide smile covered Wu�s face, possibly the first genuine smile Cole had seen the man give. �That is a good question, Mr. Hoffmeyer,� he said. �A very good question.�
Wu leaned forwards, once again in conspiratorial mood. �Let me tell you why you are here, Mr. Hoffmeyer. Perhaps I have an offer for you, if you can come back to me with terms like the ones you have offered for the Diaoyus.�
Cole looked puzzled. �I�m sorry, General Wu,� he said, �I think it must be the heat, I�m not used to it. I don�t understand what it is you�re asking.�
Wu looked around, as if sniffing the air. �Perhaps it is the pressure,� he agreed. He listened intently for a moment, then nodded. �Yes,� he confirmed, �just listen.� He paused to let Cole do so. �The rains have started.�
The general was right, although Cole had already picked up on it; the sound of the rain pitter-pattering on the roof above them was light, but starting to get louder and louder. It wouldn�t be long before there was a fully-fledged storm.
�A perfect day for the racing,� Cole said, eliciting yet another smile from the general.
�It is indeed,� Wu agreed. �Perhaps even auspicious. It is said that the rains fell on Qu Yuan�s dead body as it lay in the river.�
They both listened to the rain for a time, the faint drumming above them vaguely meditative. Cole wondered if Wu was thinking about the power and wealth of China�s imperial past, imagining himself as the leader of a renaissance of those former, glorious times.
Eventually, Wu�s attention returned to the man sat opposite him; for despite his sense of destiny and self-aggrandizement, the general was � like many dictators � a businessman first and foremost.
�But as for what I am saying, Mr. Hoffmeyer,� Wu continued, �I am intimating that there might soon be another location whose resources can be exploited.�
Cole shifted in his seat, interested in this development not only as a negotiator for TransNat Drilling, but also as the head of Force One.
�And what location is this?� he asked with genuine interest, though tinged with equal parts trepidation and anxiety.
�If I was to say Chunxiao and Longjing,� Wu said with a raised eyebrow, �would that be sufficient to answer your question?�
It took Cole longer to make the connection than it would Hoffmeyer, but not enough to make a difference. After a quick mental rundown, Cole�s memory cross-referenced the vaguely remembered names and got an answer.
Chunxiao and Longjing were unexploited gas fields within the East China Sea; unexploited because they sat in waters which were part of an ongoing territorial dispute with Japan.
�Japan?� Cole asked breathlessly, not quite believing the implication. �Have they agreed to let you have the fields?� he asked, not wanting to think about the alternative.
Wu laughed. It was a short laugh, vicious, like the bark of a dog; and for the first time, Cole was able to see behind the pleasant fa�ade, recognize the man for who he really was.
�They have not agreed to anything,� Wu said. �But � very soon � their agreement will not be required.�
Cole shook his head in wonder, his fears confirmed. And suddenly it all made sense. The crippling of the USS Ford, the invasion of the Senkakus and of Taiwan. The whole of the East China Sea was unmonitored, and an entire Chinese battle group could be on Japan�s doorstep with nobody ever the wiser. And by the time anyone could respond, it would be too late.
Despite himself, Cole was impressed; the sheer speed with which Wu had deployed his plans was incredible. But then again, the military was the government in China now, and Wu had to ask permission from no one. And, Cole reminded himself, invasion plans for all of China�s neighbors had been around for years, practiced and rehearsed in endless war games. All that was required was the will to give the order, which Wu had now done.
�You�re serious,� Cole said finally.
�Of course I am serious, Mr. Hoffmeyer,� Wu replied. �We have been sleeping for a long time, but now the dragon is awake, and we will take what is ours by divine right.�
�But the Americans?� Cole asked. �Are you not worried that they will interfere?�
Wu laughed again, waving his hand in front of his face in a signal of disdain. �Americans?� He shook his head with barely concealed disgust. �Do not talk to me of the Americans. We tested their commitment to Japan with the Diaoyus, and look what happened � a few strongly worded communiques from the State Department, nothing more. Again with Taiwan � nothing. And don�t forget that we still hold four thousand of their people hostage, not to mention the thousands more right here in Beijing. Now, you tell me what America has done to save the people aboard the USS Ford? Not one single thing. No rescue attempts, no counterattack. Nothing. Why will Japan be any different?�
Cole knew Wu was right, to a certain extent at least. For all he knew, the United States was doing nothing. But that was all about to change, with the death of General Wu himself. Cole understood his commitment now, the absolute necessity of killing the general. Despite the presence of the other military leaders, the coup was clearly a one-man show, the regime held together purely by the force of Wu�s personality. When he died, the regime would crumble, the invasion of Japan more than likely called off altogether.
Cole knew that if it came right down to it, he would kill the man by whatever means he had to in order to get the job done, even if it meant dying himself in the process. Invading Japan would mean countless deaths if allowed to go ahead, those of Japanese and Chinese citizens alike. And the United States would get involved, would come to Japan�s aid. It was one thing for China to take the Senkakus � just uninhabited hunks of rock � or to take Taiwan back under mainland control, as the US didn�t even recognize Taiwan�s Republic of China government anyway.
It was another thing altogether, however, for China to invade a full ally of the United States, and one whose people she had pledged to protect. Abrams would give the order to assist Japan against China, as she would have no real choice to do otherwise. And then Heaven only knew where it would all end.
With a man like Wu, the nuclear annihilation of Japan � perhaps even America � could never be ruled out. Wu�s love for �his� people was well reported, but that didn�t mean that he didn�t have a very different, distinctly lower, view of the sanctity of human life than Western leaders had. It was well within the man�s capacities to risk nuclear reprisals against his own nation if it meant achieving what he wanted; or even as an act of revenge.
With the thought of nuclear attack against Japan, Cole froze, his mind reeling as a horrific thought occurred to him.
Michiko.
She had been sent on an airplane to Tokyo � surely the number one target on Wu�s list.
Even without the threat of nuclear weapons, the city would be the primary target of a conventional invasion force.
He felt his heart start to beat faster and faster in his chest, hoped that Wu wouldn�t notice his efforts to control his breathing, to get a grip on his suddenly freewheeling emotions.
Centering himself, knowing that the best way to protect Michiko was to succeed in his mission to kill General Wu, Cole nodded his head in agreement with the man.
�Perhaps you are right,� Cole said. �The Americans are cowards at heart.�
Wu smiled, pleased at Hoffmeyer�s appraisal. �Good,� he said. �That�s good.� He laughed again. �And if they do suddenly become brave, we have a few thousand nice little warheads which I am sure will make them think twice.�
The look in Wu�s eyes told Cole that his earlier assessment was right � Wu would use his nukes if he felt he needed to, with none of the usual morality-induced second-guessing that inhibited any non-sociopathic world leader.
An aide came up to Wu, whispering in his ear before retreating quietly. �Mr. Hoffmeyer,� Wu said, and from his tone, Cole could tell that the meeting was coming to an end, �I am afraid duty calls. The races are due to begin any minute, and I must return to my place outside. But does my proposal interest you?�
Cole nodded quickly. �Oh yes, absolutely,� he confirmed. �And I am sure that I can manage to work out a similar deal to the one we proposed for the Diaoyu Island deposits.�
�Excellent,� Wu said. �Our sources indicate there may even be more untapped potential off the coast of Japan, and whoever we deal with, I would like to pursue those sources too. Full exploration of the area.�
Cole nodded. �Of course. I will get to work on it.�
Wu pushed himself out of his chair, surprisingly light on his feet for such a big man, and Cole also stood, heart racing despite himself, understanding that the moment of truth was almost upon him.
�You work out your figures,� Wu said, �and contact my people to arrange a further meeting in� let�s say� three days� time?�
�I can do that,� Cole said confidently, extending his hand across the space between them, offering it for General Wu to shake. �Thank you General Wu, it�s been a pleasure to meet you.�
There was a pause, and Cole was terrified that Wu would not take his offer of the Western custom.
But then Wu smiled and extended his own hand towards Cole.
Cole could feel the sensation of relief trying to flood his body, but didn�t let it; not yet, anyway.
Like a sniper observing the target through an optical scope, he had yet to make the fatal shot. And like the sniper, Cole calmed his breathing and his heart rate, and entered the zone � an area of flawless control where everything seemed so clear, so easy, so perfect.
Cole�s hand touched Wu�s, the general�s huge paw enveloping Cole�s completely. They shook firmly, Cole�s thumb depressing a tiny nerve inside the notch between the general�s own thumb and forefinger.
At the same time, Cole�s other hand came out naturally, clasping the general�s forearm in a gesture of Western friendliness, fingertips finding a second nerve cluster.
He knew he couldn�t put a hand towards the general�s neck or face � such a gesture would be far too intimate for such a meeting � but allowed his hand to leave the forearm and rise higher, just above the elbow.
The gesture was so smooth, so natural, that nobody would think anything of it, and his hand moved swiftly up, fingertips about to deliver the third strike, the coup de gr�ce which would interrupt the energy flow all down one side of Wu�s body causing a seizure and then a fatal cardiac arrest later that same afternoon.
But then � before his fingertips could do their work � Cole sensed movement to his side, felt the sudden, wrenching force of a hand ripping Cole�s own away from the general�s elbow.
Cole turned, half in shock, Wu�s own face registering surprise as the force of the pull separated them completely.
�Sha shou!� Zhou Shihuang screamed, gripping Cole�s arm with unbelievable strength. �Sha shou!�
The call reverberated around the room, and Cole could see weapons instantly being engaged around him. Cole knew why � his basic knowledge of Mandarin told him what the word being shouted around the room meant.
Killer. Murderer. Assassin.
What he didn�t know was how the huge bodyguard could possibly have realized what Cole was doing.
Unless Zhou Shihuang also knew the method, Cole realized with a cold fear in the pit of his stomach.
Cole had studied the marma adi death strikes of the Indian Kalaripayattu system, but the Chinese also had a version within their own traditional martial arts known as dim mak.
Had Liu said that Zhou was a renegade Shaolin monk?
Cole�s heart sagged as understanding hit him like a sledgehammer and � perhaps for the first time in his life � he knew he was going to die.

PART FIVE
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Jake Navarone looked around the sewer tunnel, nodding at each member of the Force One rescue team.
�It�s time,� he said simply, his heavily-modified H&K 416 assault rifle held across his armored body.
Barrington nodded in return, performed one more check on her instruments � the area above them clear, positions of friendlies and hostiles noted by everyone � and gave the �go� signal to Collins and Davis.
As one, they reached up and yanked away at the cords securing the ballistic nylon mesh that had been strung tight across that portion of the sewer tunnel�s ceiling, supporting the colossal weight above them.
Barrington had filled the drilled holes with military grade non-explosive demolition gel, which had been gradually hardening and thickening over the past few hours, cracking through the concrete and earth above them, silently destabilizing a portion of the structure.
The nylon mesh had kept the entire thing in place, seemingly intact; but now that it had been removed, the weight no longer supported, the cracks had weakened it so much that it collapsed in on itself, tons of rubble tumbling down into the tunnel below.
Navarone watched as a perfect hole appeared in the ceiling above them, the concrete and earth falling onto a specially-prepared inflatable mattress they�d brought along to help absorb the sound.
Whoever was in the immediate vicinity of the collapse would know what had happened, but those outside the hall would � hopefully � not have heard a thing.
Navarone�s hand chopped forward, and Grayson, Barrington and Collins leapt forward with ladders, placing them at the edges of the hole which had been created above them.
Navarone and Davis followed, feet on the rungs as soon as the ladders touched the sides, sprinting upwards into the Hall of Imperial Supremacy, weapons up and aimed, the other three team members hot on their heels.
Navarone made it up first, just a quarter of a second before Davis, and his eyes took in everything around him in an instant, confirming the layout he�d committed to memory, and the positions of the people they had studied from below.
He turned to his left flank, his suppressed H&K barking four times. He didn�t even wait to see the Chinese guards� dead bodies hit the floor, racing through the hall to the next position, the sound of Davis� own weapon spitting to his right.
He didn�t have to look for Davis to know what he was doing, nor the others � he had supreme confidence in them.
From the imagery, they had identified eight armed hostiles located within the hall itself; the plan was for Navarone and Davis to take these men out, while the other three started rounding up the members of the Politburo who � Navarone noted subconsciously � were stood around open-mouthed, incredulous at the speed and ferocity of what was happening around them.
Navarone swept west through the hall, his weapon firing again, and again, and again, his movement so swift and sure that the guards had hardly had the chance to place their fingers on their triggers.
In seconds, it was over, and Navarone made the call, surrounded by scared, bewildered politicians. �Clear!�
�Clear!� came back Davis� reply from the other end of the hall.
Navarone nodded to himself. Eight men down in under four seconds, no enemy shots fired. Textbook stuff.
He looked around, saw that Barrington had taken charge of the extraction effort, cajoling the Politburo members down the ladders and back into the sewers, speaking to them in Mandarin as Collins rushed around the building, urging the slower men and women on towards the hole while checking for hidden weapons and covert enemy personnel.
Grayson was back down in the sewer, helping the Politburo members down and counting them off as they came into the tunnel, also ensuring that they didn�t simply run off in a stress-induced panic. Despite their elevated rank, they were made to sit on the wet concrete floor, legs crossed and hands folded behind their heads.
Navarone and Davis checked out of the windows of the hall, checking the courtyard for the six other Politburo members whose body heat hadn�t registered on the images taken from below. From their hours of monitoring, Navarone knew that there was a regular movement of people from inside to outside, and vice versa, although the military personnel had tended to stay where they were.
He spotted two members to the north, strolling in front of the Palace of Peace and Longevity, and called to Davis. �Two to the north, three guards that I can see.�
�Other four are right here,� Davis whispered back, �in the southern courtyard. Five guards.�
Navarone nodded. Eight guards inside, eight outside.
�Come here,� he said to Davis, who raced over, past the descending, frightened members of the Politburo.
�I�ll take two, you take one,� Navarone said, and Davis nodded, aiming his suppressed muzzle out of the window towards the northern courtyard. �Now,� Navarone said, shooting his own weapon once, twice, two men�s heads exploding in a shower of blood and tissue within half a second of one another; and at the same time, the third guard�s head also disappeared in a fine red mist.
They burst out of the doors together, grabbing the Politburo members before they could scream in surprise, ushering them back inside, pushing them into the queue which waited to go down the ladders.
They raced south to the other end of the hall, lining their weapons back up along that side, guards in their sights.
�You take the two on the left, I�ll take the two on the right.�
�Yes sir,� Davis agreed, knowing it would be a race to see which of them could take out the fifth guard first.
�Now,� Navarone said, and again, five heads exploded within two seconds, the fifth man hit by two bullets almost simultaneously.
�That was me,� Davis said as they opened the doors, racing to the politicians who stood there open-mouthed.
�I don�t think so,� Navarone replied, grabbing two of the men by their suited arms and pulling them back inside the hall while Davis manhandled the other two. �I�m pretty sure it was me.�
Despite the stress and pressure of the situation, Davis chuckled.
By the time they made it inside, Barrington had cleared the hall and Collins had followed the politicians back down below to help Grayson handle them.
Navarone pushed the remaining six members over to her, then started moving quickly around the complex with his bag of tricks, Davis doing the same on the opposite side with his own.
With every second counting � they had no way of knowing when the courtyard doors would open and their activity would be discovered � they rushed outside, connecting their devices to the walls of the palace compound.
And then finally, everything in its place as planned, they dragged the dead soldiers back inside the Hall of Imperial Supremacy and sealed the doors behind them.
Navarone looked down at his watch, noting the time with satisfaction; from the collapse of the tunnel ceiling to making it back to the ladders, just four minutes had elapsed. Perfect.
�Come on,� Barrington called impatiently from the hole, �hurry up you two, we don�t have all day!�
Navarone smiled; trust Barrington to rain on their parade.
But she was right too; they could always go a little faster, and Navarone tried to do as she suggested and hurried up some more.
* * *
�What the hell is going on?� hissed Vice Premier Chang Wubei, careful not to catch the eyes of the commandos who watched them with fearsome guns scanning continually.
�It is a rescue,� Kang Xing explained patiently, wondering how Chang hadn�t realized.
�A rescue?� Chang said excitedly, and Kang understood that his prot�g� must have thought they were to be assassinated. Chang really was weaker in the head than he�d ever thought. But that was also the beauty of the man; it meant he was easy to manipulate.
�Yes, a rescue,� Kang said, looking around him as the other members of the Politburo started to shift around, some beginning to argue loudly, demanding answers from the commandos � who Kang was sure must be Americans. Others shouted at them to be quiet, and then two rose to their feet, swinging punches at one another.
They were jerked back down by one of the soldiers and quickly lost their spirit, but tempers continued to flare throughout the chamber.
What�s going on? Who are these people? Let�s get out of here! Do what? Are you crazy, they�ll kill us!
�Sit down!� the female commando shouted at them in Mandarin. �Right now! If you haven�t figured it out yet, we�re here to rescue you, and if you don�t stop messing around you�re going to get us all killed!� She scanned the crowd with her assault rifle, face stern. �And I am not going to let that happen, do you understand me?�
There were murmurs of acquiescence, but Kang could feel the mood was sour; so many days cooped up within the Forbidden City, rubbing each other up the wrong way, cliques developing and friendships deteriorating, had made them less than they once were. At once more fearful, and yet at the same time perversely more confrontational.
Kang leaned into Chang�s ear. �This is it,� he said quietly. �Look at them.� He paused, allowing Chang to take in the sight of the fragmented communist leadership, rudderless and broken into factions. �They need a leader, now more than ever. I suggest that you step up and get everyone organized. This is the start of your big chance, right here.�
Kang watched the greedy ambition flash across the man�s face, flare brightly in his eyes, and he knew that Chang was ready.
Without another word to his mentor, Chang merely nodded and stood; the uncertainty gone now, all his inner fears replaced by an entirely convincing fa�ade of iron leadership.
All eyes turned to him, including those of the American commandos, whose guns tracked instantly towards him. �Please,� he said to the soldiers in English, �let me talk to them. I think I can help.�
The female soldier nodded, and Chang turned to his colleagues.
�My brothers and sisters,� he began, �this is hardly the time for fighting among ourselves. These people are here to rescue us, and I for one intend to go with them. What have we managed to achieve trapped up there?� He pointed to the hole above them, and shook his head sadly. �Nothing � we�ve achieved nothing. But out there, back in the real world, we can really do something, work � together � to take back this country for the people. So let�s stop fighting and arguing, and help them� � he pointed to the commandos � �to help us get the hell out of here.�
Kang was impressed; not so much with the man�s words, as with his manner and delivery � truly the performance of a future world leader. The other members of the Politburo merely sat there and observed him, perhaps finally seeing the man in a new light; the light that Kang had designed for him.
Two more men dropped down into the tunnel from the chamber above, one of them huge and strong, the other lighter, more agile.
The lighter one nodded his head, and the woman spoke to them again in their native language. �Okay,� she said, glad that they had been placated by Chang, �let�s move. It�s time to go, come on.�
And with that, the entire Politburo of the Chinese communist party were marched off down the sewer tunnels in stony silence.
Kang was pleased with Chang, and more than pleased to be finally leaving; but in the back of his mind, he couldn�t help but wonder exactly how they were going to get out of Beijing.

2

The thought of death was in Cole�s mind for only an instant, and then it was gone � all thought gone now, his body instead reacting and responding instinctively, as it had been trained and honed to do over the years, the decades; a lifetime of violence.
His right hand pulled away from General Wu�s fleshy palm, coming across his own body to chop down hard on the forearm of the terrifying monk beside him.
The blow was hard and the man�s grip wavered � it didn�t break, the man was too strong for that � but it weakened momentarily, giving Cole the chance to pull it free, kicking out as he fell back and catching Zhou across the knee with his hardened shin.
The kick just bounced off the big man�s leg and then Cole sensed him moving in, hands outstretched to grab him. Cole knew if the man got his hands on him, he was as good as dead.
There were eight armed men in the room, but Cole knew they wouldn�t fire with General Wu so close to them. But as Zhou tried to grab Cole, two of the guards raced forward to pull Wu back, drag him to safety.
Cole kicked out again at Zhou, but again the blow just bounced off the man�s incredibly hard body, the external fat a mere curtain for its iron core.
But Cole had used the kick not to attack, but to help propel himself to the side, and as he bounced off Zhou�s body, he followed the momentum, turning to grab a gilded trestle table.
In the blink of an eye he was moving back in, his circle taking him back towards Wu, and he connected hard to the man�s head with the table, making him fall to his knees.
Zhou forgot about Cole for an instant, checking on the man he was sworn to protect, and Cole used the opportunity to leap-frog the general�s wide back, lashing out at the two guards behind with his feet.
He caught both men in the chest and landed, grabbing the first man�s rifle from his hands as he fell back, spinning the gun around into the right position and firing off three-round bursts around the room while using Wu as a barricade.
Four armed guards were down before Zhou grabbed the barrel of the weapon and wrenched it out of Cole�s hands, but � the purpose of his mission still uppermost in his mind � he used the distraction to launch himself for another attempt at Wu, his hand firing out towards the fallen general, the man�s neck wide open.
But he was too slow, or Zhou was too fast; for before his hand could connect with the general�s neck, the butt end of the rifle came crashing down, batting Cole�s arm out of the way. Cole tried to move, but couldn�t make it in time � the Shaolin monk�s foot came at him so fast he never had a chance, the kick landing heavy in his gut, propelling him backwards towards the balcony.
Zhou grabbed the fallen general, pulling him across the room, towards the door at the other side, in the opposite direction to Cole.
Cole knew from Zhou�s face that the man wanted desperately to kill him, but � to his credit � he knew his job was to protect the general. �Kill him!� Zhou called over his shoulder in Mandarin as he led the general from the room at top speed. �Now!�
Cole didn�t have to see the two remaining men of the Hong Kong Special Operations Unit to know that � with a free target now Wu was safe � their guns would be tracking his way. He also knew that more security from the balcony would undoubtedly be making its way inside the pavilion at any second.
And so Cole did the only thing he could possibly do at that moment, and sprinted as fast as he could towards the exterior balcony and the generals beyond.
Again, the SOU soldiers became unable to fire, professional enough to realize that their shots might well penetrate the pavilion wall and kill the other high-ranking members of the military government who sat beyond.
It took Cole only seconds to reach the pavilion entrance, but the door was already opening as he arrived, more security guards entering to see what the noise was, to answer the calls of their colleagues inside. And Cole knew that it was only the start; within the next minute, every member of the onsite security force would be after him.
The men entering the pavilion were too slow to react to the charging form of Cole, and he knocked them aside before they could shoot, blasting outside onto the balcony, leaping over Wu�s golden throne to looks of absolute bewilderment from the generals and their guards, and carrying on forwards to the balcony�s railings.
He vaulted them in one smooth action, barely noticing how dark it was now, the sun obscured by storm clouds, and landed on the lower roof of the corridor below, soaking wet in the torrential summer downpour; but rather than stop to assess his position, he carried on, using his momentum, compressing his legs into a deep squat before exploding forwards in a flying leap.
Cole heard gasps of surprise, screams from the far side of the lake, shots fired at him as he jumped, his body sailing across the concrete dock steps below him, heading for the waters of Beihai Lake.
And then he hit the water in a perfect dive, hands leading the way, body slipping underneath the lake.
Even underwater, he could hear the sounds of gunfire as the soldiers opened up from the balcony, peppering the lake on full-auto.
His legs pumped, taking him deeper and deeper, bullets passing by his body in slow motion, stopped from achieving killing velocity by the density of the water around him.
His legs pumped harder, his heart beating fast as he swam further and further into the lake, looking up towards the surface, looking for what he needed.
He spotted it soon after, having known in which direction to head from his brief glance from the roof of the lower corridor, and started to swim upwards, angling his body toward the boat whose hull was casting the shadow above him.
He burst out of the water, up into the thundering rain, reaching up to grab the rear of the wooden racing craft, pulling himself clear of the water.
In the same action, he reached out and grabbed the life jacket of the steersman, pulling him off his seat and into the lake, Cole taking his place at the back of the boat.
The steersman, also known as the sweep, sat at the very back of the boat, opposite the drummer at the stern who kept the rhythm for the two dozen paddlers who sat down the length of the boat. His job was to steer the dragon boat by using the sweep oar, rigged to the left-hand side of the craft�s rear.
�Paddle!� yelled Cole when the race team stopped moving, fear and confusion in their eyes. �Paddle!� he yelled again, this time in Mandarin. �I have a gun!�
However untrue, his last comment did the job, and suddenly galvanized the crew into action. The drummer started beating faster, and the oarsmen responded by pulling harder. Soon the dragon boat was going at quite a speed, and Cole used the sweep oar to direct the craft away from the Jade Flower Islet, heading northeast across the stormy surface of Beihai Lake.
* * *
General Wu pulled free from Zhou�s grasp, unable to believe what had happened.
�What is the meaning of this?� he demanded, surrounded now by an entire entourage of soldiers. �What was he doing?�
�Death touch,� Zhou responded. �If he had touched your arm again, you would have been killed.� The look in Zhou�s eyes left Wu in no doubt that he was serious.
�Death touch?� Wu said in disbelief. �But what manner of man was this?�
�An assassin, General. A very highly skilled one.�
An assassin? Wu could scarcely believe it. And yet when Zhou had interrupted, the man had fought back like a caged tiger.
�Sent by who?� he asked, mostly to himself.
Zhou shrugged, and Wu realized that his bodyguard neither knew nor cared; it was irrelevant to the present circumstances.
�Well, we�ll know when we check his body,� Wu said, striding back towards the pavilion. But then he saw the soldiers� hands going to their ear, listening to the messages coming in through their earpieces.
Zhou had no earpiece, despite being in charge of security; he despised technology, and let those under his command worry about such things. Wu never mentioned it; Zhou was good at his job without the need of such things, so why interfere? And he had proven it again today; all the technology in the world hadn�t helped identify Dietrich Hoffmeyer for what he was, or helped to stop him. Zhou Shihuang had done it with his bare hands.
�What is it?� Zhou asked Major Wang Lijun, his chief aide, who looked like he didn�t want to give an answer.
�Our men failed to kill him in the pavilion,� Wang said.
Wu�s eyes opened wide. �What? So where is he now?�
�He jumped from the balcony into Beihai Lake, he�s now on a dragon boat heading away from the island.�
Wu and Zhou were already running for the pavilion, bursting through the door, through the gilt-edged room and out the other side onto the rain-soaked balcony, straining their eyes to see the escaped assassin.
The soldiers were firing out across the lake, but Wu could see they were wasting their time; wherever he was, he was too far gone to hit now, and visibility in the storm was nearly zero.
�There!� one of the generals said to Wu, pointing out across the dark waters. He followed the man�s outstretched finger and located the escaping dragon boat, amazed at how far it had gone.
�Give the order for the rooftop sharpshooters,� Wu heard Zhou informing Wang. �Make sure that man is dead.�
Wu nodded his agreement, then stopped. If they killed the man, they might never learn who he was, who had sent him. And how, Wu considered thoughtfully, would he then know who to take his revenge against?
�No,� Wu said to Major Wang. �Rescind that order. The man is not to be killed. Harmed, yes, but killed, no. Not if we can help it. I want to question him.�
Zhou nodded in agreement, half a smile on his scarred face, and Wu knew why; it would be Zhou doing the questioning, a job he never grew tired of and one which was eminently suited to his sadistic personality.
�Very good,� Zhou said. �But now, if I may say so, I think we should return to the security of the Zhongnonhai. You are too exposed here, and the races will be cancelled now anyway. Look,� he said, pointing to the lake, boats all across the water; dragon boats heading away from the one with the assassin onboard, security craft heading out at top speed towards it, weapons at the ready.
And if the waterways were in chaos, that was nothing compared to the park itself; at the sound of gunshots, the sedate and happy festivalgoers had degenerated into panicked anarchy. The security forces were struggling to contain the escalating unrest, even at the same time as they tried to track the dragon boat as it sped across the lake.
And all about them, the rain fell heavily, clouds darkening the sky.
Wu frowned; this was supposed to be a chance to show himself as one of the people, a man the crowds could get behind; it would have made great propaganda, both here and abroad. He considered forcing the people to stay, for the races to go ahead, but realized that it was already too far gone for that to happen.
No, he eventually accepted, the event was ruined. And all because of that bastard Dietrich Hoffmeyer, or whoever the hell he really was.
Well, Wu thought, that man was going to be sorry when he was brought into the bowels of the Zhongnonhai, strung up naked and helpless in those dark, bloody basements.
Yes, that scum was going to be sorry he�d ever been born by the time Zhou Shihuang was through with him.
�Okay,� Wu said, conceding temporary defeat. �Cancel the races, evacuate the park, and bring that man to me.� There were nods all around the room. �And be alert � we don�t know who else is out there.�
And that was quite true, Wu realized � there might well be other forces out there, aligned against him. Other attempts on his life.
Wu sighed, not used to having to accept any kind of defeat; but then as he was led from the pavilion towards a secret corridor which would enable him to leave the island unmolested, he suddenly realized he could turn the situation to his advantage.
He�d had to arrange the sinking of one of his own navy�s ships in order to create a pretext for the invasion of Taiwan.
Now he considered what he could do with a real, genuine assassination attempt, and smiled as the possibilities played out across his vivid imagination.
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Lieutenant Sun Shen was unsure what to do; there was some sort of trouble at the park, and he�d been instructed to check on the prisoners being held in the central compound of the Outer Eastern Palace.
He�d tried radioing through to the guards there, but had received no answer. It wasn�t a surprise though, chaos running all through Beihai, the Zhongnonhai and the Forbidden City, the radio channels all jammed from too much traffic.
But now, accompanied by four men, he entered the compound itself and found himself even more confused.
It was empty; no sign of life anywhere.
His eyes saw it then � not a sign of life, but one of death.
Blood stains across the polished stone of the courtyard.
He tried to radio through for backup, but the lines were still blocked. He considered using his cell phone, but didn�t want to be accused of cowardice, and so gestured with hand, ordering his men to carry on.
They reached the door to the Hall of Imperial Supremacy and his men spread out down the wall trying to peer into the building from the outside. The reports all came back the same; it was empty.
Summoning up all his courage, he ordered his men to move in close to him, weapons at the ready.
His hand moved to the ceremonial brass door handle slowly, carefully.
They were going in.
* * *
Captain Liu Yingchau wasn�t entirely sure what was going on.
The rain was coming down in full fury now, thunderclaps echoing through the park, across the wide lake. And all around him, chaos had broken out.
Families were running screaming from the park, pushing past the armed soldiers who raced the other way, towards the lakeside.
Liu had seen the man leaping from the roof of the Long Corridor, the guards racing out after him, churning up the waters with automatic gunfire.
Even with his binoculars, Liu could hardly make out the man through the driving rain; but he knew it was the leader of the US commando group, he could recognize him by the smooth, fluid way he moved. Like a jungle cat, Liu thought.
And now the orders were coming through his earpiece, one after the other in rapid-fire staccato. Kill him! Shoot him! Cancel that last! Bring him in alive! He is not to be killed! Capture him alive!
Liu watched as the man steered the dragon boat northeast across the lake, heading� where?
In his mind�s eye, Liu conjured up an aerial image of Beihai Park, assessing what the commando�s plan might possibly be. He had failed to kill General Wu, that much was certain � Liu had seen the paramount leader, still alive and well, on the balcony after the man had jumped into the lake. Liu knew that it was only escape that was now on the American�s mind.
But how could Liu help him?
The irony, which was certainly not lost on him, was that it was his official responsibility to protect the general, and now to capture his attacker, whereas his moral duty was to help that same man escape.
But whatever happened to the America, the sad fact was that General Wu was still alive; and if he was still alive, then the threat was still in place. Desperate, he knew he had to do something before Wu performed an act that would jeopardize his country and his people for the rest of time.
He sighed, pulled out his cell phone and dialed the number of his superior. The phone was answered immediately, and Liu wasted no time in making his request.
�Lieutenant Colonel Chen,� he said quickly, �the situation here is deteriorating fast, we�ve been told to get anyone we can to Beijing to help out, in case anything else happens.�
�And?� the crusty old officer asked on the other end of the line.
�And I would like to formally request my Hunting Leopards troop to be recalled from their home base in Chengdu and posted to me here.�
There was a pause on the other end of the line as Chen weighed his options, and Liu knew he was balancing his mistrust of special operations teams against his need to fully secure the city.
�Okay,� came the answer at last. �I will clear the paperwork immediately.�
�Thank you, sir,� Liu said, before hanging up and dialing a number in Chengdu. �Lieutenant Fang,� he said in greeting, �it�s Captain Liu. How fast can you and the men get to Beijing?�
* * *
�How much further?� moaned Liang Huanjia, First Vice Premier and the only person left still ranked above Chang Wubei in the Politburo. �These sewers are making me sick.The stench is foul, I�m covered in water, and ��
Kang Xing was pleased to see that he didn�t even have to prompt Chang into challenging this weakness on Liang�s part; he intercepted the ball immediately on his own.
�We are all in the same situation as you,� Chang said calmly, politely. �So what do you suggest? Perhaps that we all just sit down here and wait to be beamed up?�
Kang was pleased that the comment elicited some smiles, and even a couple of chuckles, from the marching politicians. Chang was increasing in stature in their eyes with every passing moment.
Liang was about to respond, but Chang beat him to the punch. �We have been rescued, we are being taken to safety, and we should all be damned thankful for that. What good could we do our beloved republic while held under lock and key? None at all. So I suggest we all just put our heads down and let them get us to wherever it is we are going. And then when we get there, I think we should cooperate in any way we can.� Chang looked around the group, trudging through the slimy, noxious waters of Beijing�s sewer system. �Are we agreed?�
Twenty people nodded their heads and murmured acquiescence; even Liang Huanjia, to Kang�s surprise and delight, a man who seemed to no longer have the energy to protest.
Kang also noted the American woman listening in as they marched along, the way she looked at Chang with gratitude, perhaps even admiration. He was pleased; the reports would be going back to the US government that here was a man to watch, perhaps even suitable material for China�s next paramount leader. He smiled, seeing his plans coming to fruition, and started to wonder what �
The explosion stopped Kang�s thoughts in their tracks, a colossal blast from way behind them, back down the tunnel from where they�d traveled, a soul-shuddering boom which shook the very foundations of the tunnel.
The politicians around him went to their knees, hands over their ears; Chang was halfway down too, before Kang stopped him, shook his head almost imperceptibly at the younger man, his meaning clear � this is not the time to show weakness.
Kang saw how the American commandos were not disturbed in the slightest; they had been expecting it, a booby-trap left behind in the Hall of Imperial Supremacy, no doubt.
As the staggered, shocked members of the PRC jabbered among themselves helplessly, Kang overheard the big American soldier say something to the leader � I guess that means they opened the door, Kang thought it might have been, confirming his suspicions about it being a trap left behind by the commandos.
He saw that Chang had heard it too, and he nodded at the man, urging him to capitalize on the information.
Chang nodded back, and spoke. �It is okay, it is okay,� he said, silencing the others, encouraging them to get back steadily to their feet. �It was a trap left by the Americans for the soldiers. It cannot hurt us.�
The woman shouted across to them in Mandarin, nodding her head. �Yes,� she confirmed, validating Chang completely, �he is right. It was just a booby trap; now the tunnel will be blocked, and they won�t even be able to follow us. With any luck, they may even think you�re all dead, for a while at least.�
There were hushed whisperings, but everyone was okay, mollified by the explanation.
And, to Kang Xing�s great delight, Chang Wubei�s stock had just risen yet again, both with the other members of the Politburo, and with the Americans.
It was perfect.
* * *
The C4 plastic explosive had been rigged all around the Hall of Imperial Supremacy, with extra quantities at key structural points, all linked to triggers on the doors.
When Lieutenant Sun Shen had opened the front door, it had sent an electrical charge along the detonating wires which caused every explosive charge in the building to go off simultaneously.
The result was immediate, and utterly devastating.
The two thousand year old edifice, one which had seen so much, survived for so long despite the wars which had raged around it, was wiped off the face of the earth in seconds.
First the stone work imploded, structural joins ruptured and mangled, and then � when the building could no longer support itself, only moments later � the ancient hall collapsed in on itself, reduced to nothing more than rubble, debris and clouds of thick, dense dust.
Lieutenant Sun Shen and his colleagues were killed instantly, their bodies vaporized by the blast, and the shockwave rippled across the courtyard until it impacted the high walls around it. They shook and cracked, and the easternmost wall then collapsed completely.
The shockwaves also spread to the smaller buildings to the north and south, rocking them to their very foundations. Stonework was damaged, roofing tiles fell, shattering to the displaced courtyard floor below, but the buildings themselves carried on standing � for the time being, at least.
The scene was one of total devastation, as if the few acres of the Outer Eastern Palace had been singled out for a brutal, targeted earthquake.
And furthermore, within the ruins of the Hall of Imperial Supremacy, the hole leading to the escape route through the sewer tunnels was gone altogether, along with all evidence of the Politburo�s rescue at the hands of Force One.
* * *
Jake Navarone breathed a silent sigh of relief.
He�d been worried that the hall would be visited before they�d had a chance to get far enough away down the tunnel. To ensure that they didn�t all die in the blast, he�d set a contingency timer on the devices to ensure they wouldn�t blow too early. If anyone had entered earlier than the timer had been set for, the explosives wouldn�t have gone off, and the escape route would have been discovered. That would have been bad, but not as bad as being taken out by his own booby trap.
The good news, however, was that everything had gone as planned; the door had been opened, the C4 had gone off, and the Hall of Imperial Supremacy � hell, maybe even the entire Outer Eastern Palace � was no more.
For the time being, the authorities would have no idea what had caused it; their first thought would probably be that it was the result of some sort of precision-guided munition, perhaps dropped by a stealth aircraft.
Without any evidence to suggest otherwise, they would assume that the entire membership of the Politburo had been killed by the blast too.
It would take days � weeks, probably more likely � to sort through the rubble and debris, even longer to account for the bodies and figure out what must have really happened.
And by then, Navarone hoped, they would be far, far away.
Now the only thing he had to do was make sure that the next part of the plan worked out just as well.
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The explosion from the southeast stopped Cole for less than a second; he merely registered it, recognized that it meant Navarone and the rest of Force One must now be on the first leg of their escape, and then turned his attention back to his current problem � the 130-ton Type 218 patrol boat which had drawn alongside his dragon boat, its twin 14.5mm machine guns pointed straight at him.
The boat had finally caught up to them, and its crew had been trying to throw grappling hooks onto the dragon boat to stop and secure it, pull it across so that Cole could be captured. And he was sure that this was what was happening now � an operation to capture him rather than to kill him, no doubt so that he could be interrogated. If they wanted to kill him, the twin machine guns would have made short work of the wooden dragon boat.
But now he saw that the explosion � although expected by Cole, somewhere within his own subconscious � had come as a complete shock to the crew of the patrol boat.
The pilot, the machine gunners, the grappling hook gang, even the captain � who had until now been screaming at Cole through his loudspeaker � were all utterly distracted, their gazes drawn to the huge plumes of smoke rising high above the terracotta roofs of the Forbidden City, muted only slightly by the heavy rainfall.
The crew of his own boat had started to slow too, everyone looking the same way; even the drummer had stopped keeping the beat.
Cole, however, acted instantly, injecting himself into this gap in the patrol boat crew�s attention with perfect timing.
He stood up and wrenched the steering oar from the back, reaching up for the hull of the patrol boat beyond and launching himself towards the guard rail.
He was on the side of the larger vessel before its crew had looked away from the burning flames of the Forbidden City, up and over the guard rail by the time they�d realized he�d even moved.
He targeted the machine gunners first, swiping at their heads with vicious blows of the oar, knocking them unconscious across the deck.
The men with the grappling hooks turned to him then, retrieving their ropes from the water, sharp hooks gleaming at the ends.
As they approached, Cole also saw the captain throw down his loudspeaker and go for the pistol held in the holster at his waist, and quickly sidestepped the oncoming sailors, smashing the steering oar down onto the man�s gun arm. Cole heard the bones in the forearm break, the captain�s screams heard even over the roaring thunder of the continuing storm.
Cole turned back just in time to see the first hook sailing towards him, thrown forcefully by one of the sailors. He blocked it with the wooden oar, letting the sharp metal embed itself into the surface. He then yanked backwards on the oar, ripping the other end of the rope from the sailor�s hands.
Cole caught it in midair as it came back to him, ducking as another grappling hook slashed through the air above him. As the same time as he ducked, Cole pulled the hook from the oar and swung his own rope back towards the sailors, the hook lashing out across the deck, the attached rope wrapping round the legs of two of the men.
Cole pulled back instantly, the taut rope toppling the two sailors to the deck. Cole leapt forward, stamping down on one of the bodies and using it as a platform to kick off, his leather-soled shoe catching another man flush in the face.
He sensed movement from the side and turned as another sailor rushed at him, holding the sharp hook in his hand and using it as a slashing weapon, swinging it wildly at Cole in a rapid figure-eight pattern.
Cole swiftly dodged the incoming strikes, reading the pattern as he moved and throwing a counterpunch straight into the man�s face as he reached the downward portion of his swing, the hook momentarily at a safe distance.
The blow rendered the sailor unconscious immediately, and Cole immediately skipped over the deck to one of the men he�d knocked down before; he was getting back to his feet, reaching for a grappling hook, and Cole knocked him back down with the oar.
The sailors were all down now, the captain still moaning in agony on the deck, but Cole could see other boats moving in to help, and the sound of feet heading his way from the other side of the patrol boat � other sailors, coming to help.
He looked across the bow towards the northeast, seeing the edge of Beihai Lake in the distance, dark and murky through the rain.
A speedboat was coming in fast on the other side, two more dragon boats travelling in opposite directions between them, caught in the middle of something they had never expected.
He saw the shadowy images of the sailors as they approached, saw they held assault rifles, and burst once more into action, his eyes on the far side of the deck and the guard rail which led back to the water.
He dropped the oar as he sprinted, jumping over the discarded bodies of the crew as he went, increasing speed, accelerating toward the guard rail.
He saw the look of surprise on the faces of the crew of the first dragon boat as he sailed high over the rail in a flying leap, his body arcing out across the water towards them.
He landed on the side of the dragon boat, its lightweight frame bucking wildly as he regained his balance, arms out wide to steady himself, and then he stepped between the legs of one of the terrified rowers, balancing once again on the other side of the hull.
The second dragon boat was approaching now, their paths crossing over each other, and Cole stepped off from the first, shaky legs taking him across the dark waters of the lake to rest precariously on the side of the second ship�s hull; with both boats going in different directions, he felt his legs being pulled dangerously apart, feet slipping. But he kept his momentum going, body tilting wildly before he regained his balance and stepped fully into the boat.
He heard warning shots being fired from the patrol boat behind him, but ignored them; they wanted to capture him, not kill him. Besides which, he doubted their marksmanship would be good enough to hit a small moving target in a cloudy storm, while stood on top of a moving ship.
He again kept his forward momentum going, stepping onto the far side of the second boat, the speedboat now in his sights as it cut through the water towards him.
It curved away from the dragon boat, but Cole was already in the air, legs exploding underneath him to propel him once more through the damp, wet air.
For a moment he feared he wouldn�t make it, would end up helpless in the lake, but then his hands made contact with the front of the speedboat, then his knees and feet, his body going flat, clinging to the long front-end as the pilots screamed at him and accelerated away, cutting across the bow of the patrol boat.
Cole knew they were trying to swing the craft around as fast as they could in a desperate attempt to throw him off, but it was no good; he had a secure grip, and slowly started to edge up the boat toward the cabin.
One of the three men in the open cabin leant out of the boat, pointing a pistol at him, but didn�t shoot. Frustrated, the man cried out, then fired two shots into the air as a warning, before pointing the weapon back at Cole once more.
But Cole was too fast, having worked his way up the long bow section to the windshield; and when the gun came down towards him again, he reached out and plucked it straight from the hands of the shocked man.
He knelt up on the bow, pointing the gun through the windshield at the men inside, their faces registering total fear.
Cole moved ahead even further, one hand going to the rim of the windshield, one leg stepping over, coming down on top of the controls inside. Keeping the gun aimed at the men, he stepped over with his other leg, now inside the cabin.
He gestured with the gun to the lake beyond. �Out,� he said in Mandarin. �Now.�
The men didn�t have to be told twice, and jumped for their lives. They knew they�d probably get picked up by the patrol boat; and if not, they could always swim to the shore anyway. But either way, it was better than facing a bullet, and the look Cole had given them was enough to convince them that he was prepared to kill if pushed.
Once they were clear, Cole gunned the engines and pulled the boat around, once more headed towards the northeastern corner of the lake, and at a much faster speed than he�d been getting out of the dragon boat crew.
He just hoped his research of the area had been accurate; if it was not, he would be heading straight for a dead end, and a premature conclusion to his desperate escape attempt.
* * *
President Ellen Abrams sat in the corner wing chair of her private sitting room, which lay sandwiched between her bedroom on one side and the Yellow Oval Room on the other, looking at the telephone as it rang on the credenza by her side.
It was obscenely early, but she was already up and dressed, not having been able to go back to sleep since Eckhart�s earlier call, and she was now drinking strong black coffee as she mentally prepared herself for the day ahead.
The White House was a big place to live in alone, but it was something she had long grown accustomed to. Besides which, there was always plenty of staff milling around so she wasn�t exactly ever truly alone. But sometimes, she reflected, it would have been nice to have someone to talk to outside of her official circle of advisors and aides.
She�d had someone once, long ago; married him right out of law school, a wonderful man named Lance Tully. They had lived in perfect happiness for a time, her husband happy to support her fledgling political career. They�d even had a child, a little girl called Jessica. They were times that Abrams looked back on fondly, perhaps the happiest of her life.
But then Jessica had died mysteriously in her sleep, a tragedy the doctors assigned to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, or crib death; there had never been any real explanation, and Abrams had never really recovered from it.
Certainly her marriage hadn�t made it through intact, the distress forcing both of them into one argument after another until divorce became the only option. The space she had after the divorce gave her the room she needed in which to grieve properly, until finally she reemerged � back with her maiden name of Abrams � into public life with a vengeance, charged up and aiming for the top. She had never had the time � or, she admitted now, the inclination � to find a second husband, despite the widely held consensus that the American public wouldn�t elect an unmarried president.
But she had proven them wrong � not only was she the first woman to be elected to the highest office in the land, but also the only president except for Reagan who had been divorced. She wasn�t the first to be elected without a spouse by her side; there had been six others over the years. However, the last one had been Grover Cleveland back in 1885, so it wasn�t hard to understand the media�s doubts about her nomination.
But she had proven everyone wrong, and been elected � and not just once, but twice. And the same media commentators now decided that perhaps part of her appeal was her tragic family background.
Abrams couldn�t have said whether it added to her appeal, but she knew that the death of her infant daughter had definitely changed her as a person � made her more driven, more single-minded, more absolutely determined to succeed.
Had it been worth it?
She finally picked up the ringing telephone, looking around her sitting room as she did so, taking in its luxurious fittings and beautifully organized d�cor; considered the power she held, as commander in chief of the world�s premier superpower; and knew that she would happily trade it all in, every single last bit of it, if it meant that her daughter was still alive today. She would make the decision in the blink of an eye, with no regrets.
But it was too late for that; what had happened was in the past now, and nothing could be done to change it. Her daughter was dead, and she was the president of the United States of America. She had a duty to discharge, and she knew she would do it to the best of her ability.
She reflected briefly on whether the death of her daughter was why she placed so much trust in Mark Cole, why she felt such an affinity for him; for he too had been touched by tragedy. It was a link they shared, known but never spoken about.
The thought left her as the voice on the other end of the telephone came through. �Madam President,� James Dorrell said, �sorry to trouble you so early but I thought I would call you first; we�ve had word from our CIA station in Beijing about some developments there.�
Abrams� heart started beating faster as she thought about what Dorrell could possibly be about to tell her. Like the commander of JSOC, Dorrell didn�t officially know about Force One, but he was smart enough to put two and two together, especially as his assets were often used during the group�s missions. He knew that a US team was operating in Beijing � his people there were assisting them, after all � but he didn�t know who they were. There was a �don�t ask, don�t tell� policy in operation, and the Director of Central Intelligence was happy enough to play along; he didn�t need to know who they were, only what they were up to.
�What�s happening?� she asked.
�Well, apparently the radio networks are going crazy, our station there can�t even begin to process the information. But eyewitness reports indicate that there�s been an explosion of some kind within the Forbidden City, and there�s talk of some sort of assassination attempt being made against General Wu.�
�What is the status of the general?�
�Alive, as far as we can tell. But the operator who was assigned to the job is on the run, he�s got the whole of Beijing after him.�
Abrams heart sank, unable to believe what had happened. Mark Cole, the infallible �Asset�, must have finally failed. Failed, and been identified as an assassin.
She found it hard to process � one of the things which made Cole so effective was his means of assassination, supposedly untraceable and undetectable. The plan was for him to get in there, do the job and get out without anyone even realizing an assassination had taken place.
But then again, Cole had been planning on performing a �delayed� assassination; it could be that Wu had already been killed, but just didn�t know it yet.
�Keep me updated on Wu,� Abrams told Dorrell. �If we can monitor his health in some way, then do it. He might have some sort of� illness at some stage later today.�
She knew Dorrell would understand; would perhaps even work out who the American assassin was. After all, Cole had assassinated Dorrell�s own deputy � Bill Crozier, Director of the National Clandestine Service � just two and a half years before, using the same method.
�Yes ma�am,� he confirmed, the message understood.
�The explosion?� Abrams asked next.
�We don�t have details yet � as I said, this thing has literally just broken out, within the last hour, and we�re just starting to get a handle on it. I�ve called you first because� well, obviously due to the nature of our involvement.�
Abrams understood; he knew Abrams was using a covert group, and he didn�t want to alert anyone who might not know about it. She felt her faith in Dorrell confirmed once more, happy that she had kept him on as DCI for a second term.
�Okay,� Abrams said, checking her watch � 3.21am. With the twelve hour time difference, mid-afternoon in Beijing. She wondered how the rest of Force One was doing, what the status of the Politburo members was. �Please keep me informed directly. You were right to call me first, and thank you for that.�
�Yes ma�am,� Dorrell said. �I�ll let you know what we develop.�
He clicked off the line, and Abrams sipped at her coffee, deep in thought.
The discovery of Mark Cole was bad � perhaps disastrous. If General Wu knew he had been targeted, there was no telling what he would do in retaliation. How had Cole been intercepted? Had he managed to hit Wu before he was identified? Was Wu even now on his hands and knees, heart giving up?
Abrams hoped so, for everyone�s sake; because if it became public knowledge that the United States had sent an assassin to kill Wu, the comebacks would be monumentally disastrous.
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Jake Navarone watched as the members of the PRC�s esteemed Politburo examined their new disguises.
�What is this?� Liang Huanjia asked in obvious disgust. �You�ve got to be joking.�
The First Vice Premier had spoken in English for the benefit of the Americans, and Navarone responded in turn.
�I�m afraid we�re not joking,� he said, eyes unwavering. �We�re deadly serious. And if it makes you feel a little bit embarrassed, don�t forget how bad things will be if you get caught. A lifetime in prison, maybe a visit to the special basement torture cells you�ve got rigged up down there. That�s if they don�t just shoot you on sight; then your very manly suit will be full of holes, and your pants will be full of shit when your bowels relax just a bit too much � being shot does that to you, you know. How are you going to look then?�
Liang tried to hold Navarone�s stare for a moment, but soon looked away, embarrassed not only by the commando�s words, but because several of his own colleagues were laughing at them.
Navarone watched as another Vice Premier � Chang Wubei, wasn�t it?�� put a friendly hand on Liang�s shoulder.
�Come on,� Chang said in his native tongue, a smile on his handsome face, �lighten up. It�s not as if you�ve not worn these things before � I remember that party in Shanghai three years ago, even if you don�t!�
That comment � translated quickly for Navarone by Julie Barrington � elicited even more laughter from the politicians, and Navarone made a mental note to report back on Chang�s leadership potential when they returned home. Cole had told him that part of the mission was to monitor the behavior of the men and women of the Politburo during the stress of their escape; see who was weak, who was strong, who could be useful to the US, and who was a liability.
Chang was obviously ahead on points at this stage � still smiling as he encouraged everyone to get changed as the American commandos had asked � but Navarone wondered which category he would eventually fit into.
A useful ally, or a future liability.
* * *
Cole eased off on the throttles as he rounded the northeast corner of the lake, but only enough to identify his target. He was too close to the banks now, the northern perimeter of the lake lined by trees which separated the park from the busy Di�anmen West Street beyond; and even through the heavy rain, Cole could see soldiers lined up in the trees, weapons aimed at him across the lake.
He knew that the longer he ran, the more likely it was that the order would go from �capture� to �kill�, and he didn�t want to find out firsthand what the current status of those orders was.
He spotted what he had hoped would be there and felt the relief momentarily come in before he consciously stopped it, knowing it could interfere with his performance. He opened up the throttles again, accelerating towards the opening that led underneath a wide concrete overpass to a smaller pool beyond.
It was part of the network of linked waterways in this area that Cole had researched when making his plans, and he piloted the fast vessel through the small gap at high speed, just in case the soldiers opened fire.
He didn�t hear gunfire behind him, but wasn�t sure if he�d just missed it due to the combined sounds of the high-power engine and the raging storm. But he hadn�t been hit, and came out from underneath the overpass into the circular pool.
He knew orders would be being given to track him, to follow him, and fully expected other boats to enter the pool soon after, soldiers to run over and surround it, guns all around him, demands for his surrender shouted from the four winds.
But as he circled the pool, examining the northern side, he knew he wouldn�t be there for long; the pool linked further north, running into a narrow water-filled tunnel that led underneath the bridged road networks to Qianhai Lake beyond.
As he maneuvered the craft round in a circle, he took in the entrance to the tunnel, analyzing his approach. It was only ten feet wide, compared to the approximate eight-foot width of the speedboat; a tiny margin of error, but one which Cole had to risk.
What was more disturbing was the sudden dip, the waters cascading down a sharp drop into the rapids of the tunnel, swollen now with rainwater.
He didn�t know how deep it was, if the drop would cause the speedboat to hit the bottom and break apart, leaving him stranded there, ready for capture.
But at the same time, he knew he had to take the risk; he could hear other boats approaching, the sounds of soldiers as they chased across from the tree line.
He moved the speedboat to the southernmost extreme of the pool, gunned the engine and sped north as fast as he could go, attacking the tunnel entrance, hoping his momentum would carry him forwards and negate the gravitational effect of the drop.
He was picking up speed, traveling faster, faster, faster, the narrow entrance coming up now, even smaller than he�d thought at this speed; but he kept the craft steady, not looking even as he heard another speedboat enter the pool from the west, gunfire echoing around the enclosed area.
In his subconscious, he immediately understood that the shots weren�t meant to kill him; instead, they were designed to disable his boat, hit the engine or the fuel tank and bring his break for freedom to a decisive end.
But he was traveling too fast, and the bullets all hit the wake he left behind him, and then he was there, blasting through the concrete pillars of the tunnel, the speedboat almost soaring in midair off the ledge, still accelerating as it jumped; then crashing down but still moving forward, the hull avoiding the bottom of the rainwater-swelled tunnel.
Cole aimed the boat in a straight line, passing directly under Di�anmen West Street, feeling the weight of concrete and traffic above him.
Spotting dull, grey daylight ahead of him, he kept his boat pointed towards this target and risked a glance behind, alerted by the loud, echoing sounds of a second engine entering the tunnel.
But as he looked, he saw how the pilot of the second speedboat hadn�t entered straight, had clipped the base of the ledge and then the right-hand wall, the momentum and impact trying to spin the craft around, its passage stopped by the narrow confines of the tunnel; instead it hit back and forth, battered from one wall to the other before rearing upwards, its long bow hitting the concrete tunnel ceiling and slamming back down, spinning again. But this time it was too much and the speedboat started to break apart, smashed to pieces, engine destroyed, sparking onto the leaking fuel.
Cole turned back to the front, not needing to see more, and opened the throttles even further, the entrance to Qianhai so close now, so tantalizingly close as he heard the blast behind him, the raging inferno from the exploding speedboat racing through the tunnel towards him, flames shooting through the enclosed concrete space at phenomenal speed.
He could feel the heat on his back, started to worry that his own fuel lines might catch and blow up.
But then he was out, out in the blessed open and the life-giving rain, propelled out of the tunnel into Qianhai Lake by a column of red-hot flame.
Cole breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that no more boats would be following from Beihai Park.
But it wasn�t over yet, not by a longshot. There were still the soldiers, the guards, the police; hundreds, perhaps thousands of people searching for him. And he also knew it wouldn�t be long before the helicopters were put up to help with the search effort.
He knew he didn�t have long, and determined to put what little time he did have to good use, he accelerated north up the near-empty expanse of Qianhai Lake.
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Twenty minutes had passed, what seemed like a lifetime to Cole.
He had raced the speedboat on a direct line north, past the marina to the west and the small island to the east, finally abandoning the craft on the northern shore of Qianhai Lake.
He had jammed the throttles wide open and sent the boat further on into the lake, probably to run out of fuel or to crash into the shoreline at some random point, and had jumped into the lake, swimming with powerful strokes to the woods which lined the northern banks.
He knew that � given the cloud cover and lack of sunlight � any witnesses would have had their attention drawn to the rapidly moving speedboat rather than the much smaller, slower body which had propelled itself into the lake.
He had pulled himself onto the shore soon after and headed off into the trees, all too aware that � as a Caucasian � he would stand out wherever he went in Beijing. There might have been thousands of foreigners in the city, but it was a far cry from the eight million Chinese who lived here. His physical appearance would make him a target wherever he went.
But he accepted that � at this stage � there was nothing very much he could do about that, and so decided to rely on the fact that not enough time had passed since this whole thing started for the vast majority of the Beijing population to know anything about it.
He therefore had a window of opportunity � before every citizen in the area was ordered to report the movements of Westerners � to make good his escape.
His plan consisted of finding an entryway into the sewer system; if unobserved, he might still be able to link up with the rest of Force One and extract with them. But he knew this would put the secondary mission at risk, and so decided there and then not to link up with them; he would make his own way back.
He could still use the sewers though, and so broke out of the tree-line and entered the ancient alleyways of the Houhai district, its crisscrossed maze of small alleys between traditional courtyard houses a small reminder of what Beijing had used to look like � before the communist love of grey concrete had made its unfortunate presence felt.
He walked casually now, careful not to seem out of place; just a tourist taking in the sights of the old city. At least his soaking wet clothes could easily be accounted for by the rain.
On the sparsely populated streets � most people having retreated inside until the worst of the storm was over � he noticed that many people carried umbrellas, others using newspaper as a makeshift barrier.
Cole followed suit, buying a paper from a street vendor and putting it up over his head; not only would it make him blend in better, it would also mask his identity from aerial surveillance.
His vision continually swept the area, ever vigilant against the security forces who might even now be searching for him; the boat would have been found by now, and there was no way they would accept that he had simply drowned.
As he wove in and out of the quaint, stone alleyways, passing street vendors and washing lines, food carts and playing children, he also scanned the ground for manhole covers, or any indication that there was some way of accessing the sewer system.
It would have been an impossible task to locate and memorize every entrance to the sewer network, and back in America, Cole had just learned the locations of several major entry points.
He was headed toward the nearest of these points, within the basement of the Fushan Temple, sandwiched between the small museum of Prince Kung�s Mansion and the campus of Beijing Normal University North. But if he found another way in while making his way there, he would definitely take it.
Cole heard sirens blaring in the background, but they came and went; none were headed his way, not yet at least.
He was being eyed with suspicion by the locals, but no more than was normal in Beijing; the people here had a tendency to stare, and Cole didn�t know if he was being recognized or not. But nobody made any move toward him, and nobody tried to stop him. He was just another crazy tourist trying to find his way back to his hotel in the storm.
He was halfway to Fushan Temple when he saw the grate, hidden down a small alleyway to the east, empty except for a single washing line and a hastily abandoned football.
Checking carefully around him, he decided that nobody was paying attention and casually turned the corner into the alleyway.
He increased his pace now, anxious to get underground before he was seen.
He got to the grate quickly, hands going down, pulling up on the ancient, rusted metal.
At first the grate barely moved at all, but after a fourth gut-wrenching heave, it slipped out of its place and came partially up from the stone alley floor.
He breathed deeply, knowing that the next heave would do it, steeling himself for the effort.
But he was stopped in his tracks by the police whistle being blasted at the end of the alleyway, and turned to look, watching in horror as a pair of municipal policemen came charging towards him, guns drawn as their colleague continued to whistle for immediate back-up.
Cole knew that the boat must have been found, they must have figured he was headed into the mazelike streets of Houhai and sent in patrols to scour the area. The fact that the man wasn�t using a radio told Cole that such long-range communication was unnecessary � back-up was close enough to hear the whistle, and could be here at any moment.
He knew he could never open the grate before the policemen shot him, and so put his hands up in the air in surrender, noting the premature smiles on the faces of the approaching cops.
He let them get close to him, one keeping him covered with a pistol while the other went for his handcuffs.
He waited as they moved ever closer, patiently assessing everything about them.
Just a little closer� a little more�
Cole burst into action, slamming the callused edge of one hand down onto the pistol, chopping it from the man�s grip. As it dropped to the floor, Cole chopped forwards with his other hand, hitting the cop straight in the throat.
The man dropped to the floor, clutching his windpipe, and Cole reached out for the handcuffs held by the other man, using them to pull him forward onto a solid head butt which broke his nose and left him unconscious on the rain-slicked alley floor.
The man with the whistle, aghast at what he had witnessed, was screaming now � orders or curses, Cole couldn�t be sure � and went for his own pistol.
In the blink of an eye, Cole bent at the knees and snatched the first cop�s gun from the floor, aiming and firing from his kneeling position in one smooth, precise movement.
The round hit the cop in the shoulder, spinning him round and dropping him to the floor in a shocked, silent heap.
Cole looked down at the grate, wondering what to do; it was possible he had time to remove the grate and get down there, but if the authorities knew he was in the sewers they would order a full search to be made � something that would potentially jeopardize the other Force One operation.
He moved as soon as he thought, vice-like fingers digging into the rough stone work of the alleyway as he hauled himself upwards, heading for the roof instead.
Using ledges, pointing, breaks and small holes in the wall, Cole climbed fast up the wet, slippery surface, eventually hooking his fingers onto the grey-tiled roof and pulling himself all the way up � just moments before the edge erupted under a hail of gunfire, stone and tile blasted away just inches from his feet by small-arms fire.
Cole wasn�t surprised � despite orders to the contrary, any policeman seeing a fallen colleague would open fire and hang the consequences. His shot might not have killed the cop � like the strike to the other man�s throat, it was aimed carefully, intended to be non-lethal � but the other cops would hardly thank him for his kindness, and their hearts would be filled with revenge. Filled enough to follow him up here?
He wondered about that as he turned and � crouched low to aid his balance � started to move swiftly across the rooftops, the alleys so narrow that he could easily hop from one to another.
If they didn�t follow him up, he could be away from the area very rapidly and � trapped in the maze below � they would be unable to track him.
Only a few precious moments of hope passed after having this thought before the sounds of the renewed whistle blasts from below were completely overwhelmed by a much louder noise from above.
The all-too-familiar sound of rotor blades.
The helicopters had arrived.
And � exposed now on the open rooftops � Cole realized that he had turned himself into a sitting duck.

7

�Where is he?� asked General Wu, two assistants offering him towels to rub down his rain-soaked skin as he paced furiously around the operations center underneath the Zhongnonhai compound.
�We don�t know,� answered Zhou�s aide, Major Wang Lijun. �He managed to get a boat up into Qianhai Lake, which we found abandoned. We�re tracking him into the streets around Houhai, and we�ve got the choppers up now, so it shouldn�t be long.�
�It better not be,� Wu growled, his anger having grown with every passing minute. Yes, he could use the incident to his benefit; but he also hungered for revenge, his perfect afternoon ruined. And it wasn�t just the assassin; there was the explosion at the Forbidden City to consider too.
�What about the Politburo?� Wu asked next.
Again, Wang was forced to shake his head in sorrow. �The entire area is a no-go zone for now,� he explained. �Most of the Outer Eastern Palace has been damaged, and the Hall of Imperial Supremacy has been completely destroyed, we have teams there now, still trying to put out the fires.�
�Is it contained?�
�For now,� Wang said, �and we should be grateful for the rain, it�s helping to stop the fires from spreading. But I�m afraid we won�t know the fate of the people who were being kept there for quite some time. However, given the extent of the damage, it is highly unlikely that anyone survived.�
Wu bowed his head, considering the matter. What could have caused such an event? His immediate thought was that it was an American attack. Despite Beijing�s near-impenetrable anti-aircraft capabilities, an American stealth bomber had an outside chance of beating it, getting in close enough to drop a precision-guided bomb, and getting out again undetected.
�I want air surveillance increased immediately, all personnel to be working on it,� Wu demanded, �pull everyone you can off whatever else they�re working on and concentrate on radar coverage of this area.� He gestured to another uniformed officer. �Get all of our surveillance aircraft up in the air,� he said, �and do it immediately. Any other aircraft we have, get them looking too.� He turned to a naval officer. �Put the word out to the fleet, we have a possible enemy aircraft in the area, possibly a US stealth plane, get them all looking.�
The officers snapped at the commands and rushed away to implement them. It made Wu feel better, but only slightly. What if the Americans had some new weapon of which he was not even aware? He had heard rumors about space-based weapons, which � depending on who you talked to � relied upon laser, radar or electromagnetic pulse technology for their effects.
But if President Abrams had use of such a weapon, why target the Hall of Imperial Supremacy? If the attack had been carried out by the Americans � and only the Americans had the technology that could have beaten his country�s defenses like that � then why would they have wanted to kill the entire Politburo? What was in it for them? Surely it would have made more sense to target the Zhongnonhai?
Unless it was a simple error � either US intelligence had suggested that a different set of people were in the target building, or else the bomb had been aimed at the Zhongnonhai, and had hit the Forbidden City by mistake?
None of it made any sense whatsoever.
The chaos of the basement control room � dozens, maybe hundreds of personnel, both military and civilian rushing around, updating maps, monitoring computer screens, barking orders, checking satellite feeds, observing radar and sonar systems, everyone in a frantic rush to combat the threat to China�s national territory while at the same time preparing for the incredibly complex operation to invade Japan � faded out of General Wu�s consciousness as he thought hard about what had happened that day.
Dietrich Hoffmeyer � who had he been, really? Supposedly a Dutch businessman, a negotiator for the firm TransNat Drilling; a man who had already been in Beijing when Wu had assumed power. Could it be that he was a sleeper agent? A member of the CIA? Britain�s Secret Intelligence Service? Or else the real Hoffmeyer was somewhere else, replaced after the coup by a lookalike, a Western assassin in disguise. Photographic analysis would be used to help answer that question, and right now Wu also had teams going through Hoffmeyer�s hotel room, searching for evidence of the man�s real identity.
Capturing the man, of course, would be the perfect outcome; under �tactical interrogation�, Wu was sure the assassin would break, and he could learn everything there was to know about him, including the most important question of all � who did he work for?
Of course, Wu could claim the assassin worked for any nation in the world � the real national culprit would only deny it anyway.
Wu was just beginning to chart out his future actions � deciding when and how to go public with his accusations � when he noticed Wang gesturing towards him excitedly, talking on his radio to someone.
Wu rushed across the busy control room. �What is it?� he demanded. �You have news?�
Wang nodded his head, signing off the radio and turning to his general. �Yes sir,� he said breathlessly. �One of our helicopters has seen him.�
�Where?�
�On the rooftops in Houhai,� Wang responded. �He is exposed, and we have police moving in on foot and more choppers on the way.�
Wu nodded his head. �Good,� he said. �Alert all local units, military as well as police, secure the area, cordon it all off. We�ll make sure the bastard doesn�t get away again.�
�Yes sir,� Wang acknowledged, getting back on his radio to relay the orders.
For the first time since the incident began, Wu allowed himself to smile.
Soon he would be able to ask all of his questions to the man himself.
* * *
Navarone moved as casually as he could along the underground subway tunnel, headed towards Qianmen Station, the nearest to the group�s exit point from the sewers.
He was aware that � as a Westerner � he would be under greater scrutiny than the other commuters who flowed through the busy tunnel corridors, but he was trained to blend in no matter what the circumstances. And he knew that � if stopped � his ID should stand up to scrutiny.
He couldn�t even see the other members of Force One, who were spread out throughout the tunnel, and took this to be a good sign � if he couldn�t see them, then it was unlikely that a poorly trained subway security guard would notice them either.
The only member of his team that he could see was Julie Barrington, and that was only because she was supposed to be visible.
Dressed in a conservative grey suit with glasses, hair tied back in severe style � they had all washed and changed back in the sewers before emerging through an abandoned staff locker room � Barrington looked exactly as she should in her new role as professional tour guide.
Her tour group was following dutifully behind her as she led them with an identifying flag held high � the sign for the Shanghai League of Women in Business and Industry.
Navarone watched the group, twenty-one middle-aged �women� in business suits marching purposefully along towards Qianmen Station.
He almost smiled. The Politburo members � despite their earlier protestations � were pulling off their disguises pretty well. In fact, the men didn�t look all that different from the three genuine women in the group. Even Liang Huanjia was getting into the swing of it, and Navarone couldn�t help but wonder what had happened at that party three years ago that Chang had mentioned.
But on second thoughts, he decided, perhaps he was better off not knowing.
There had been discussions about breaking up the members of the Politburo into smaller, more discrete groups � less of an obvious target, pairs and threesomes would draw a lot less attention. But there had been the issue of security to consider � Navarone couldn�t be sure of each member�s loyalty, or how they would react in such circumstances. If they were too broken up, it was inevitable that the five members of Force One would lose track of some of them, and then who knew what they might do. It was possible they would try and escape on their own, and then � if captured � everyone else would be put at risk.
By keeping everyone together as a single group, it allowed Force One to keep an eye on them, group pressure also helping to make sure they followed the plan.
Posing as women helped too � it was clear that nobody wanted to stop a league of presumably high-powered businesswomen; it just wasn�t worth the trouble.
As they broke through onto the subway platform, Navarone instantly took in all of the security, noticing that it had been increased from previous CIA reports. But he remained cool and relaxed, just one of hundreds of people boarding the subway train west to Xianwumen.
He watched as Barrington boarded with the �women�s league�, entirely unmolested by security � noticed that the armed guards even moved respectfully to one side as they passed � and then he was there at the train doors too.
He saw how the guards moved their eyes left and right, scanning the crowds, felt himself tensing, willed himself to relax; and then he too was onboard, just seconds before the train moved off silently to the next destination on their journey home.
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The helicopter � a Harbin Z-9 utility chopper, a Chinese-licensed version of the French Eurocopter Dauphin � hovered close by Cole, the pilot getting it down low near the rooftops.
The helicopter itself wasn�t armed, but the soldier hanging out of the open side doorway certainly was � the man aimed an automatic shotgun at Cole, its spread of pellets almost guaranteed to hit him at this range.
Cole calculated his options. Down below, he knew the streets were crawling with police. There had been the initial surge from the whistle blasts, and then surely more from subsequent radio communications. There would be soldiers there soon too, he was sure � he still wasn�t far from Beihai Park, and the whole complement of security forces would soon be on him.
It struck him as lucky in a way � at least his escape was diverting attention from the Forbidden City and the escaping Politburo.
Descending to the streets directly below was obviously out of the question; but as he looked across the roofs, he wondered if he could make it further across, lose both the helicopter and the security forces, and then make his way down to the streets in relative safety?
But as soon as he�d had the thought, he discounted it; two more helicopters were sweeping in, rotors spinning loudly against the continued background noise of the storm. If he moved across the rooftops, he would only be followed � and either shot, or monitored until the police and military could finally move in.
He could see the man with the shotgun shouting toward him, but the rain was too loud, the rotors almost deafening, and he couldn�t hear a word. But, straining to hear the man, he began to pick up sounds from behind him � the police had started moving up the walls. They would be on him soon, and then he would be completely without options.
As it was, there was only one left available to him, and he took it before he lost the opportunity forever.
He stood on desperately shaky legs, the leather-soles shoes of a successful businessman woefully inadequate for balancing on an angled roof in the middle of a blinding storm, and put his hands in the air.
The man with the shotgun beckoned him forward, no doubt wanting to be the one to perform the arrest, hoping it would garner him the gratitude of the entire military government, and Cole complied, edging steadily closer to the hovering helicopter � and further away from the approaching police as they scaled the walls behind him.
Cole was in arms� reach of the soldier now, his body language designed to put the man at ease, relax him into making a mistake � just a fraction of a second was all Cole needed.
It happened just moments later, a slight relaxation in the man�s shoulders which indicated a shift in mental readiness, the sense that he�d already won, and Cole capitalized on it instantaneously, his hand shooting out to deflect the barrel of the shotgun.
But Cole could never have anticipated the sudden updraft, which came out of nowhere and bumped the helicopter upwards, the soldier recoiling back inside the aircraft as the pilot struggled to control the bucking chopper.
Cole had already committed, and his leather soles lost their grip, causing him to fall forward. He teetered on the edge of the roof, his balance gone, but instinct took over and he reached suddenly upwards, his iron-like grip taking hold of the lower part of the open door, the helicopter taking him clear of the roof as it rose higher and higher into the air, the pilot not wanting to risk hitting the rooftop in the turbulent air.
The conventional door flapped about wildly in the stormy air, and as he was pulled off the rooftop, Cole was convinced he would lose his fingers when the door slammed finally shut.
But he felt the door stiffen and set into place, and when Cole looked up, he saw one soldier wedging it open while the other came back into the doorway with his shotgun, aiming it down at the helpless Cole.
In his peripheral vision, Cole saw men pulling themselves up onto the rooftop, behind and below him, and knew their own weapons would also be tracking towards him, although they would be reluctant to open fire for fear of hitting the helicopter crew.
Still fighting the winds, the pilot peeled away from the rooftop completely, Cole dangling below, both hands now clenched tight around the bottom of the metal door, gripping harder than he�d ever gripped before, until he felt that his knuckles were going to break through his skin.
But in the maelstrom of the storm, in the fear and confusion of the helicopter�s violent maneuvers, Cole knew he still had one chance.
And � in the blink of an eye, before anyone could have predicted what he would do � he pulled even harder on the bottom of the door, swinging his legs high towards the open doorway beyond.
His legs met the barrel of the automatic shotgun, wrapped tight around it, and pulled down with all his remaining strength.
The shotgun jerked forwards with the force of Cole�s pull and � unable to let go in time � the soldier was pulled right along with it, straight out of the aircraft. Cole let go instantly and � with a horrifying scream � the man plummeted to the rain-slicked alleyways below, the shotgun still in his hands.
In what he assumed was a fit of sudden, fear-induced panic, Cole felt the chopper lurch downwards, the pilot trying to smash him into the nearest building.
The second soldier also tried to solve the problem by slamming the door shut, obviously hoping to sever Cole�s fingers and send him falling to the streets below, just like the man before him.
But Cole acted even quicker, swinging up a leg into the cabin and blocking the door with his tucked-in body.
The pilot turned the chopper on its side, tilting over violently, and the door swung open again, Cole flying out with it, only just managing to keep his grip. The second solider wasn�t so lucky though, preoccupied with trying to get Cole and not having any warning of the pilot�s intentions, and Cole watched as he lost his balance and smashed his head off the metal airframe. His unconscious body collapsed into the doorway, held in position by the strap around his waist, and Cole recognized the gift for what it was � with the body in the way, the door could no longer close on his fingers.
But as Cole dangled from the door, his grip loosening now, pain ripping through his hands, his forearms, his shoulders, he could feel himself slipping, and knew he couldn�t hold on for much longer anyway.
The wind was rushing past him, the speed of the helicopter fast � so terribly fast � and Cole knew that the pilot was determined to kill him now, to strip him from the helicopter and send him plunging to his death.
As he hung on for dear life, he took in the sights around him, below him, his mind spinning as it tried to make its calculations. He was over water now, and he didn�t know whether they were over Qianhai Lake, or maybe even as far south now as Beihai, the speed incredible as one hand was finally wrenched free, the fingers of his other hand tortured as they clamped down even harder, until � mercifully � he was able to get both back on the door again.
He could see the familiar terracotta roofs of the Forbidden City now, and understood that the pilot must have lost it completely in his desire to kill him, plunged into a lunatic straight-line death flight, determined to shake Cole off once and for all.
Cole felt his hands going, knew it wouldn�t be long before the end; but then he saw it through his blurred, wind-damaged vision � the huge, curved structure coming fast towards him, its ellipsoid dome of titanium and glass resembling a gigantic black egg floating on the water of a huge man-made lake.
Cole recognized the National Center for Performing Arts immediately, perhaps Beijing�s most iconic building after the palaces of the Forbidden City; but what was more, when the chopper passed over it in the next few seconds, it would clear the apex of the structure by not more than a few feet at best.
But it would clear it � a single opportunity that was Cole�s best, his only, chance of survival.
* * *
Jake Navarone disguised his fear well; nobody looking his way would have any idea of the inner turmoil he was experiencing.
He was standing in a queue at Beijing South Station, his ticket for the ultra-fast, three hundred kilometer-per-hour Maglev train to Shanghai in his hand. The group had switched trains at Xianwumen and taken Line Four down to Beijing South, the huge, imposing modern structure which was the departure point for the world�s fastest train. The Maglev � even at restricted speed, well short of its maximum of five hundred kilometers per hour � would still demolish the eight hundred mile distance to Shanghai in just under five hours, with one stop at Nanjing South.
The tickets for the entire group had been pre-booked by the CIA, and left with the disguises in the sewer system, and Navarone reminded himself that � if he lived through this � he would have to send something very nice to the Beijing station. They�d certainly done an incredible job with the preparations, at such short notice.
But it wasn�t the authenticity or validity of the tickets which caused Navarone�s rapidly increasing heart rate, however; it was the heavily patrolled security checking line that all passengers had to go through in order to board the train.
He wasn�t so concerned for himself; he felt confident he could talk his way through anything, and they had no reason to suspect that he wasn�t who he said he was anyway.
No, what he was concerned about was the eighteen male Chinese politicians masquerading as women, the entire group of which was now approaching the security desk.
Would they give themselves away?
Their disguises � which had looked so good in the dim light of the sewer tunnels � now looked inadequate in the extreme, and for the first time, Navarone found himself questioning the very sanity of their plan. What if they had to respond to questions? Would their voices be convincing, or would they give the game away immediately? Would their awkward body language raise the suspicions of the guards?
Navarone, in a separate queue, inched steadily ahead towards his own checkpoint, all the while watching the passage of the Shanghai League of Women in Business and Industry as surreptitiously as he could.
He�d seen brief glances of Davis, Grayson and Collins during their journey here, but nothing too obvious. He could see them again now as they waited in line, but they didn�t stand out in any way at all; just three more passengers going about their business.
Navarone took a nervous gulp as he saw Barrington at the front of the line, the disguised members of the escaped Politburo behind her; he could see, even from where he stood two lines over, the unnatural, tense manner in which some of the politicians held themselves. Surely the guards couldn�t help but notice too?
But Barrington started chatting animatedly to the security personnel in her perfectly accented Mandarin, moving her hand around, motioning towards the women�s league behind her. Navarone couldn�t tell what she was saying, but her manner was authoritative, professional.
Someone else strode over to the group then, and Navarone could see it was a senior officer. What the hell was going on?
But then Barrington burst into her staccato Mandarin again, and after a few moments the senior officer nodded his head and � Navarone could barely believe it � actually smiled. He then gestured to the junior man, who ushered the entire party through the gate en masse, all of them permitted to board the train with no further checks.
Whatever Barrington said had obviously worked, and Navarone hoped he would get to work with her again; she was worth her weight in gold. Scratch that, he thought � she was worth Chad Davis�s weight in gold.
Relieved beyond measure, he watched as Barrington led the party through the gates and toward the Maglev train.
Now all he had to do was worry about himself.
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Liu Yingchau heard the comments over his radio, barely able to decipher what was going on.
He had been angry with himself since watching the American commando exit Beihai Lake in the speedboat, completely at a loss to know how to help the fleeing man. No matter how good the agent was, the security network that would be heading north with him would be truly inescapable, and � despite his intentions to help the man � there was nothing that Liu could really do about it.
But the reports coming thick and fast through Liu�s communications system hinted that he was perhaps doing better than Liu had any right to hope; first there was the abandoned speedboat � the reason Liu was now hightailing it in a military squad car into the Houhai district � and then the sound of whistles, gun shots, and the garbled radio messages about the man climbing a wall. And then more messages as the helicopters found him on the rooftops.
Liu had assumed that this would be the end of it � the next thing he�d hear would be news of the man�s capture or death. But then � even before he heard the reports on the radio � his attention was drawn upward by the sound of a fast-moving helicopter, and he opened the squad car window and craned his neck out to see it.
And what he saw amazed him � one of the Harbin Z-9s blasting through the rain-filled skies above him, with what appeared to be a man dangling from an open door. It was as insane a sight as any Liu had ever seen, and the screams and shouts he heard over the airwaves soon after just confirmed the unreality of the situation.
But it seemed that the American had killed two of the soldiers onboard the chopper, and the pilot had then taken things into his own hands and was now doing his best to kill the man.
As Liu watched the helicopter accelerate off across Beijing, he already started to calculate his options should the man somehow miraculously survive.
Because it was now becoming a possibility that Liu had to seriously consider.
* * *
There were only twenty feet to go until the chopper passed over the curved roof of the performing arts center, and Cole knew he just had to hang on for a few moments longer, just a few short, painful moments�
But in those few moments, time seemed to distort, fractions of a second turning to minutes of pain and anguish, until Cole wondered if he could truly hang on long enough to see his plan through to the end, or if his grip would give up too soon, his body plummeting to the lake below, breaking apart when it hit water as hard as concrete.
His mind continued to play tricks on him in those moments, questioning the height of the chopper�s approach, its angle, where his own body truly was in space � too high, too low � and whether instead of clearing the roof, he would instead by dashed against it, legs and pelvis shattered by the impact; or else the entire helicopter itself would hit the structure in a suicide mission by the enraged pilot.
But then those fleeting instants were over, and the helicopter was over the roof, still accelerating onwards, and soon the roof would be gone, left far behind, and�
Cole released his grip without conscious thought as he let his instincts take over completely, guiding his body, taking advantage of the perfect time, the one and only opportunity he had left.
His body sailed down through the air and he felt the familiar lurch in his stomach as gravity pushed him savagely earthwards, and then the roof was there, right there at this feet, and he buckled at the ankles, the knees, the hips, his body rolling just as he�d been taught in jump school at Fort Bragg all those years before, the same way he had landed after his hundreds of parachute jumps; but this time the landing was on curved metal and glass, and � the breath knocked out of him � he was suddenly tumbling and spinning down the arched surface, falling uncontrollably down the elliptical building.
But then his instinct � hardwired and unassailable � prevailed again, and his hands, still weak from his grip in the helicopter door, had to go to work one more time, grasping out for the raised titanium frame which held the darkened glass in place, fingertips working to gain a hold of the rain-slicked metal.
They grasped, failed, and grasped again; and then again, and then again, his body all the while continuing its inexorable slide down the side of the building; but then his fingers grasped and held and his body finally, mercifully, came to a stop, a third of the way down the curved glass slope.
Cole breathed hard, gasping, almost unable to believe he had finally stopped his fatal descent.
But stop it he had, and now � with the sounds of the other choppers moving in towards him � all he had to do was find some way of getting inside the damned building.
* * *
General Wu looked at the monitors which showed the progress of the East China Fleet towards the coast of Japan. The entire battle group was still undetected, still far enough away from the target so that their radar would be ineffective.
But soon, Wu knew, everyone in the entire world would be aware of his plans. Would America intervene?
He hadn�t previously thought so, but today�s events were causing him to reconsider; they had already tried to intervene in his affairs, hadn�t they? At the moment he had no proof, but he felt sure that the dual incidents that had occurred that afternoon � the foiled assassination attempt on his own life, and the destruction of the Hall of Imperial Supremacy and the Politburo within � must have been the work of the Americans. Who else, realistically, could it have been?
Did that indicate that their resolve was greater than he had anticipated? Would they risk the four thousand sailors and aircrew of the USS Ford, the tens of thousands of their citizens trapped inside China�s borders, to help their ally?
Wu still couldn�t believe they had the stomach for it; what had happened today was low-key, a covert operation which reflected a last-ditch, desperate attempt on the part of President Abrams to avoid an all-out war. But when that war reared its ugly head � as it would do any day now � Wu was in no doubt that Abrams would back down.
He had leaked enough information to US intelligence sources so that they would have a vague idea of the massive nuclear arsenal Wu had under his command, and he was sure that the psychological profile they had on him would suggest that he would be willing to use that arsenal if pushed.
Which, of course, he was. Why have it otherwise?
The tunnels under the Taihang Mountains were so deep, so well protected, that no military airstrike could have a chance of taking them out. The Americans would know this, just as they would know that China could easily target the pitifully small US stockpile that remained. It was a one-sided affair if ever there was one, and was the major reason for Wu�s unshakeable confidence in attacking Japan.
And attacking Japan was something he had always wanted to do, something he had felt compelled to do, something he had fantasized over and dreamed about ever since he�d heard stories as a child of the atrocities visited upon his people by Japan�s imperialist armies. His own grandmother had been brutalized during the 1937 massacre in Nanjing, his grandfather bayoneted to death after being forced to watch her gang raped. His uncle was later beaten to death by Japanese officials in occupied Shanghai, which was when his own parents had fled north to Chengdu. They had hated the Japanese with a hot, burning passion, and had instilled the same vehement hatred in their son.
Now Wu felt close to finally making that nation pay for its atrocities, to finally bring it under Chinese control, to make it yet one more province of the Chinese empire. He would subjugate its people and take over their industrial base, achieving a huge propaganda victory for his new regime while also vastly increasing the wealth of his own nation.
And, he thought with a smile, vastly increasing his own personal wealth in the process.
He thought momentarily of his old friend Kang Xing, Minister of National Defense and � Wu could now admit � perhaps the true mastermind behind recent events. He had certainly seeded the ideas in Wu�s mind, given him the confidence to go through with his plans, made suggestions for an overall strategic direction to follow.
But now Kang was dead, killed by the bomb � or space-based weapons attack, they still didn�t really know � which had destroyed much of the Outer Eastern Palace. His emotions were mixed � the man had proved to be a good friend over the years, and a valuable mentor. But at the end of the day, he knew too much, and if Wu was ever going to step out of Kang�s shadow and become his own man, he would have ultimately had to get rid of his old friend anyway.
He had to admit, in a way the Americans had actually done him a favor, and the thought made him smile.
His head snapped round at the call of one of the officers monitoring the situation with the assassin, a situation that Wu had stopped following when it became clear it was degenerating into chaos; he had instructed the officers to only tell him when it was sorted out, and the man was dead or in custody.
Wu strode over to the excited officer. �Has he been captured?�
�Not yet,� the officer replied, �but we have him trapped. He has managed to get inside the National Center for Performing Arts, but he�s trapped himself. We have air coverage blanketing the area and ground troops moving in right now. There is no chance for him to escape whatsoever.�
�Good,� said General Wu as he turned back to monitor the passage of the carrier battle group across the East China Sea, his keen eyes assessing everything. Catching the assassin was important, but he knew that the invasion of Japan was infinitely more so.
* * *
Minister of National Defense Kang Xing smiled at the attendant as he accepted his glass of wine, relaxing his body back into the comfortable seats of the Maglev train.
He saw his reflection in the window and thought with amusement that he made quite a passable lady. Yes, he thought with a smile, not bad at all.
He had no idea how � with all international travel routes closed � the Americans were going to get them out of the country, but their performance so far gave him the confidence that they would succeed.
And if they did not? Well then, he and the other members of the Politburo would just be returned to their prison in the Forbidden City. The US commandos would probably be killed, or else captured and tortured in the basement dungeons, but that was hardly Kang�s concern.
He reflected momentarily on the fact that General Wu might arrange for him personally to have a little �accident�, though. After all, it was Kang who had guided Wu�s hand throughout the build-up to the coup, and Wu wouldn�t want the competition. While he was still being useful � providing �information� from the Politburo members � he was relatively safe, but he was under no illusions that when Wu had no more use for him, he would go the same way as Tsang Feng.
But Kang hoped it would not get to that stage; the Americans had rescued him and the rest of the Politburo, Chang was rising in everyone�s estimation, and Kang�s own personal plans � just a portion of which related to Wu�s takeover of China � were going exactly as he�d anticipated.
In a way, it didn�t even matter if he was killed now; everything was in place for his ultimate goals to be realized, goals far more grandiose and ambitious than that brutal thug Wu De could even comprehend.
But he wanted to live, to go on to see the fruits of his labors; he had worked so hard for it over the years, he felt he deserved that, at least.
He wanted to see the results of his plans, his machinations, his political maneuverings. Was that too much to ask? He wanted to see what he had created, his ultimate tribute to the history of China, and then he could die in peace, a happy man.
He sipped his wine as the train accelerated along its track, finally breaking free from Beijing now, and wondered deeply about what the next days would bring.
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Mark Cole crouched down low within the incredibly complex lighting fixtures that hung high above the Theatre Hall, looking down at the scene below him.
His fall down the side of the building had stopped at a point where the glass panels gave way to pure titanium and � after scouring the area for frantic seconds, as the other helicopters moved closer in � he had eventually found a maintenance access point within one of the panels.
The hatch had taken him down a metal ladder leading to an internal roof which the dome was wrapped around, and he had soon found another hatch which led inside and further down.
He had worked his way through a network of ducts and service walkways, until he opened a small door and was immediately greeted by the cacophony of sounds coming from below.
He�d seen that he had found his way into the lighting service catwalk above the Theatre Hall, which had a performance of the fabled Beijing Opera in full flow. He had tried to turn back, but as he left the hall, he�d heard noises, the sounds of other people entering the maintenance access areas.
He didn�t know how they had found him so fast, but doubted that it was the police or military. More likely it was the center�s own security staff, alerted to his presence by the reports from the helicopter crews. Not particularly well trained perhaps, but they would be armed, and given the cramped confines of the roof space, they would have to be very unlucky to miss him.
He therefore turned back to the steel gantry, and started to thread himself through the metal struts, praying that the structure was strong enough to hold his weight, knowing the guards would think twice before following him out there.
He looked out in front of him, marveling at the thousand people sat there in rapt pleasure as they watched the show, completely unaware of the wanted assassin who was crawling across the roof above them.
Directly below him, he saw the retinue of highly trained performers with their painted faces and colorful robes as they acted out the larger-than-life roles of the traditional opera, a vibrant combination of instrumental music, vocal performances, mime, dance and acrobatics.
The high, shrill voice of the young male lead filled the theatre, drifting up to the rafters with haunting beauty, almost caused Cole to pause momentarily; but still he ploughed on, clambering over the metal lighting rig.
But where was he going?
He had to admit to himself that he didn�t know. He realized he was heading to the other side of the hall, but what was the point? More security guards would doubtless be heading that way too, with a much greater knowledge of the building�s layout than he had, and he would be cut off.
So where did that leave him?
He looked down again, knowing that he had to get there somehow, his decision reinforced as he saw a hatch opposite him opening, two men with pistols pushing through, their weapons pointed straight at him.
He looked over his shoulder, saw three more men waiting at the metal gantry, their own pistols also up and aimed.
Pushed into a corner, with nowhere else to go and nothing else left to do, he took hold of the metal strut in front of him, a steel bar which supported three large stage lights below it. He pulled furiously, bouncing his weight up and down on it, forcing it to bend, give way, to give up its grasp on the secondary bar it was attached to.
The Chinese guards whispered harsh warnings at him but Cole ignored them, bouncing harder and harder, until the bar snapped free of its attachment and swung down towards the stage in a pendulum-like arc, still attached at the other end.
Cole could hear the gasps of surprise from the audience, the cries of shock from the actors beneath him, the calls for help, for back-up, from the guards who were now above him.
The bar continued its swing, one of the lights coming loose and crashing to the stage below, the actors barely getting out of the way in time as the strut�s fifteen foot length continued to arc downwards.
Cole let go at the lowest point of its arc, dropping the remaining ten feet to the sprung wooden floor of the stage, his body absorbing the impact as it narrowly missed the smashed stage light next to him.
The light erupted in a shower of sparks, and Cole realized the guards were shooting at him. He dove to the left, the audience screaming now, leaping from their seats, clambering over each other in a desperate panic to leave, the scene turned into one of shocking, violent chaos.
At the same time, the main doors of the theatre burst open and armed soldiers rushed in, automatic rifles up and pointed at the stage; but the swarms of people trying desperately to leave the auditorium overwhelmed them, pushed them back, and Cole took the opportunity and made a dash for the stage exit.
As he moved, he sensed the passage of metal in the air and barely managed to avoid a traditional Chinese broadsword as it sliced towards him, held by a painted actor, the wusheng character whose role was always combative.
Cole ducked the blow and struck the man in the gut with a fast kick, knocking the man backwards across the stage, leaping towards the concealed exit door as more shots rained down on him from above, the bullets ripping up the wooden floor behind him.
But he was there, he�d made it, but as he accelerated towards the door it suddenly opened, four more armed men in front of him.
He turned to the other side of the stage, but the guards up above fired again, boxing him in; and then more soldiers appeared from the stage door opposite, and the retinue of armed men struggling to get in from the rear finally managed to break forth into the rapidly-emptying theatre, cutting off his escape completely.
He looked above him, in front of him, and to the sides, ready to make a move towards any opening that presented itself, but eventually, his heart dropping like a stone, he understood the need to accept the inevitable.
He had nowhere left to go.
As the soldiers rushed towards him from all sides, he raised his hands in the air in surrender, a gesture that was ignored as they clubbed him viciously to the floor with the butts of their rifles, laid into him with their fists and booted feet.
As a rifle caught him in his temple, the last thought that went through his mind before he blacked out was how he could turn this tragedy into some sort of opportunity.
And even as he slumped into unconsciousness, his mind knew that there might � just might � be a way.

PART SIX


1

Clark Mason strolled past the White House metal detectors, smiling at everyone as he went.
This morning�s meeting of the National Security Council sure was going to be fun. Maybe not as much fun as he�d had with Sarah Lansing last night, but fun nevertheless.
He cast his mind back for a moment to the delicious games that Lansing had introduced him to, and felt a shudder of pleasure from the mere memory. Yes, she was a keeper, that one. Well, at least until something better came along, anyway.
She had already left the house by the time he�d woken that morning, but he wasn�t surprised; the earlier she left the better really, they both knew that.
He had awoken to disturbing news � General Wu had been on state television, accusing the United States of trying to assassinate him. He cited the efforts of a single man to kill him personally � and had film of the purported assassin�s escape attempt across Beijing � and also talked in pained tones about a supposed bomb attack which had destroyed part of the Forbidden City, with the entire remaining members of the Politburo along with it. There was footage of the smoking ruins of one of the palace complexes within the Forbidden City, and Mason had to admit that it didn�t look good.
He knew that General Wu wasn�t above staging events for his own benefit � the sinking of the Chinese frigate, the Huangshan, by the Taiwanese submarine was a case in point. Wu had obviously orchestrated the whole event to excuse the invasion of that country.
But the man caught on film � the man apparently now in Chinese custody � was definitely Western, and Mason was tempted to believe Wu�s interpretation of events this time. It certainly smacked of a US covert op gone wrong.
Mason knew that the Paradigm Group was a front for a covert action cell, and he also knew that Vinson had something going on right now. Mason�s contacts in the Special Operations Command had been slow getting back to him, but there was some talk of a SEAL Delivery Vehicle being routed � along with a special release team � to somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. It wasn�t proof, but it was suspicious by any stretch of the imagination.
And that wasn�t to mention the missing �Dr. Alan Sandbourne�, a man who Mason was convinced was actually Mark Cole, a shadowy assassin codenamed the �Asset�. Definitely the sort of man to be sent on such a mission, and someone whose appearance wasn�t a million miles away from the person racing across Beijing on the television news. Mason wondered why they had not shown a close-up of the man, but suspected it was because Wu couldn�t be sure that the assassin was an American, and didn�t want his tirade against the United States being spoiled by such details.
General Wu had been stern with his televised statements, warning President Abrams that she was playing with fire.
�You may have heard,� he�d said with a knowing smile, �of something known as �the Great Wall Project�. Well, I would like to confirm to you that what you have heard is true. We have a capability in this particular area that goes far beyond that of any other nation on earth, including that of the United States. And let me be clearer still � I have the will to use that capability if any nation tries to stop the ascendance of the Chinese people. I would advise you to remember that in the days to come.�
The news had been full of detailed explanations of the Great Wall Project ever since � five thousand miles of reinforced tunnels under an impenetrable mountain range, a stockpile of thousands of warheads and no way to target them, no way to stop General Wu if he decided to go through with such threats.
Mason knew that panic would start to spread through America as the morning wore on, as more and more people switched on the breakfast news, listened to the radio on the way to work, read the papers, spoke to colleagues.
By midday, the country would be in full crisis mode.
For Mason, he was still wondering how he could make the most out of this situation. Did he have enough evidence to push for Abrams� impeachment?
It was possible, given what he knew about Vinson, Sandbourne and the Paradigm group. Given what Wu had just presented to the world, even the mere hint of US action without congressional approval � or even discussion at the NSC � would be enough to warrant a full investigation into the think tank and its staff.
And if the investigation showed that Abrams had knowledge of the group�s �extracurricular� activities, or was in any way involved with it at all, then Mason wouldn�t even have to push for impeachment himself; the American public would demand it.
And with the president impeached and gone, who would step into her shoes and help the United States out of this mess?
Yours truly, Mason thought with a little smile as he entered the White House Situation Room, ready to do battle.
* * *
Cole shook his head, trying to get some feeling back into his bare, naked body; but then, deciding this might not be a good thing, he stopped.
Every muscle in his body hurt, every bone, every sinew; and the huge man-mountain that was Zhou Shihuang hadn�t even started with him yet.
The renegade monk just sat on a chair opposite him, watching him. He hadn�t moved a muscle for what seemed like hours; he�d just sat there watching, his single working eye not blinking once.
Cole knew what the man was doing; it was purely psychological. The soldiers had already beaten him, he was already in a whole world of pain, but Zhou knew of his own reputation, knew the man in front of him would be scared, off-balance, frightened of what was about to happen to him. And the way Zhou just sat and observed him was designed to make him even more afraid, make him think that Zhou was insane, a man willing to do anything to another human being.
But another side of Cole considered the fact that it wasn�t a trick at all; there was always the possibility that Zhou was insane, that he was truly capable of anything, and � despite his years of training, his decades of experience, Cole felt his skin crawling with a deep, almost supernatural fear.
He tried to take his mind elsewhere, think about what was happening to the Force One team and the Politburo. What time was it now? Where would they be now? In Shanghai? Or even further?
He remembered General Wu�s anger at the state he had been in when brought to the cold, dank Zhongnonhai basements. The soldiers had beaten him black and blue, and Wu had been enraged � the general had probably wanted him paraded in front of the television cameras for propaganda purposes, something that could be forgotten now that he looked like a torture victim. Bruises and cuts covered his swollen eyes and cheeks, his lips distorted and puffy. There was no make-up in the world that could make him look any better.
He wondered what Wu had done to the soldiers who�d beaten him and lost Wu his public relations prize, and decided that it certainly wouldn�t be anything good.
Wu had watched Cole get strung up in the cold, dank basement room, and had then come so close that Cole could smell his sweet, oily breath. There had been no questions, just an examination, perhaps to check the resolve in the prisoner�s eyes.
He had turned away and spoken to Zhou, who had merely nodded his head and sat down to watch him.
Cole couldn�t even fall asleep, forced to balance on his tiptoes to help keep the weight off his arms and chest; he was strung up in a crucifix position, arms outstretched, and knew if he let his body collapse then he could well die of asphyxiation, the hyper-expansion of his chest muscles and lungs leading to increased difficulty of inhalation. He had been placed at such a height that the only way to keep the weight off was to stretch his feet down, touch his toes to the cold floor below.
And so he kept balanced there, the tips of his toes red raw, his body wracked with pain as Zhou Shihuang looked on.
�What is your name?� Zhou asked finally, his words in heavily accented English, his mouth barely moving.
�Dietrich Hoffmeyer,� Cole spluttered, knowing he had to at least try and put up the pretense.
Zhou just laughed humorlessly, looked Cole�s naked body up and down. �Dietrich Hoffmeyer is Jewish,� he said, lips still barely moving. �According to records, circumcised at birth.� He looked again at Cole, his meaning clear.
�It grew back?� Cole managed to respond, gasping through the pain.
�You are a funny man,� Zhou said, standing finally, his massive bulk causing a shadow to fall across the entire room.
And then he was there in front of Cole, inches from his face, his meaty, callused hand grasping Cole�s testicles and pinching them tightly between his vice-like fingertips.
The pain was immediate and intense, like a thousand fireworks going off in his groin, in his head, everywhere, and he thought he was going to pass out; and still the man was squeezing, harder and harder, and then Cole was sick, vomit trickling down his chin, his chest, and he choked on it, his feet slipping, his weight taken on his arms, across his chest and suddenly he couldn�t breathe, and still the man squeezed his testicles harder, and Cole was seeing stars now, his mind trying to black out, and he wanted to let it, why wouldn�t he let it? He could hear a noise, high and piercing, and realized it was his own screams, ringing and reverberating around the cold concrete cell; and then Zhou let go, but the pain stayed with him, leaving him weak, dizzy, confused.
�If it can grow back,� Zhou said with a smile, a razor blade coming up in front of Cole�s eyes, sweeping back and forth before him to leave him in no doubts as to what it was, �then you won�t mind if I cut it off again, no?�
He must be joking, Cole told himself, he�s got to be joking.
But then the razor was gone from his eye line, and the next thing Cole felt was a hot, burning sensation below, and the warm trickle of fresh blood dripping down his bare legs, and he screamed again like he never had before.
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The meeting was in full swing, accusations being bandied about back and forth, and Clark Mason was enjoying himself tremendously. Whatever the truth of Wu�s accusations, they were being taken very seriously by the men and women in the Situation Room, people who were all too aware of the possible ramifications of unlicensed covert US action � the Bay of Pigs disaster, the Iran-Contra scandal, Project MK Ultra, the unfortunate list went on and on.
Foremost on everyone�s minds was the question of Wu�s response. If he felt the US had attacked him, what was his next move going to be? He already had over four thousand US servicemen and women in his sights, and plenty more American citizens trapped within the Chinese mainland itself. Would he kill them in retaliation? And if he did, what would the US government do then? How would it respond? Because if it did anything, Wu had made it abundantly clear that he had thousands of well-hidden nuclear warheads that he wouldn�t mind using.
To Abrams� credit, she rolled with the punches well, betraying no weakness, admitting nothing. She was adamant that the US had no involvement, and urged the meeting to push on to consider contingency plans.
Just when it looked like it might be doing just that, Mason recognized the time to strike. �Just before we move on,� he said in his charming manner, pleasant yet authoritative, �I would just like to add my comments, further to a visit I made yesterday afternoon. I��
�Let me stop you there, Clark,� Abrams said, looking at her watch, keeping completely cool. �I say we have a ten minute break, then meet back here. Everyone�s a little hot under the collar, and I understand, so let�s back off a little and come back to things fresh.� She looked around the table, then back to Mason. �That okay with you, Clark?�
�Yes, ma�am.� Damn her. What else could he say? She was still the president, for now at least.
The NSC members started to stand up, stretch their legs and filter out of the room, and Mason watched as Abrams approached him, hand on his arm. �I need to have a word with you,� she breathed. �In private.�
�Okay,� he said, allowing her to guide him to a secondary conference room.
They entered the room and Mason saw Abrams lock the door behind them, noticed that all the blinds were drawn. He turned, surprised to see Bruce Vinson seated in a corner chair, his hand cradling a remote control.
�What is this?� Mason asked, worry starting to creep up on him. �What the hell is going on?�
�Take it easy,� Vinson said calmly. �Really. All it is, is a little private viewing. That�s all. Really. Relax. Take a seat.�
Despite his reservations, his distrust of Vinson, the man�s tone was so soothing, so reasonable, he couldn�t help but do what was asked of him. He took a seat across from Vinson, noticed that Abrams was already seated. He looked at the large screen on the wall, blank for now, and wondered what they were going to show him. Evidence of the US operation? Were they going to try and win him over, get him on the inside, make him an accomplice?
Well, they�d have another thing coming, he decided. He had his own plans, and he was going to stick to them.
The president was going down.
�So what do you have to show me?� Mason said, his confidence returning. �What�s this private viewing all about?�
�Well,� Vinson said easily, �let�s just show you, okay? You can make comments after if you want to.�
With that, he clicked his remote control and the screen fired up.
Mason, expecting to see military training footage, or else live feeds from in-zone helmet cams, was shocked to instead find himself staring at footage from his own house, Number One Observatory Circle.
From his bedroom.
The camera was directed at the bed, and Mason watched in horror as he saw himself stride out of the bathroom dressed in the white hood and robes of a Ku Klux Klansman, the semi-naked, ebony-skinned form of Sarah Lansing recoiling from him in mock horror.
He watched as he pulled her violently onto the bed and took her in pseudo-rape, watched the way she pulled his mask off, the way his face looked on the camera as he mounted and dominated the young black woman beneath him, face contorted in ecstasy.
The bag. She�d had a camera in the bag. She�d left it on the dresser, and he�d never given it a second thought.
He waved his hand in front of him. �Enough,� he managed to say through dry lips. �Enough.�
�That is your house, isn�t it?� Vinson asked softly.
�Don�t,� Mason said, broken, a man seeing his political career, his marriage, his life, flashing before his eyes. He shook his head sadly. �Don�t.�
�Your wife is a very understanding woman,� Vinson said. �But I doubt she would understand this, any more than would the American people if this video were to be somehow leaked to the press.�
Mason continued shaking his head, seeing no way out, understanding how clever, how ruthless, Vinson truly was.
He wondered how Sarah had been turned. Had she been an agent of Vinson all along?
�The girl?� he asked, weakly.
Vinson shrugged. �Not a long-term deal, if that�s what you�re wondering. We got in touch with her after our meeting yesterday. Didn�t take long to convince her really, we offered her a lot of money. What do you think she was after with you in the first place? Power and money are what that girl�s interested in, and I guess at the end of the day, our money outgunned your power.�
Mason nodded his head, knowing how clever Vinson had been. A mistress was nothing, especially with a forgiving wife and a jaded American public. But dressing up as a Klansman to perform a mock rape of a black �slave-girl�? He�d thought the idea was kinky, knew some women had rape fantasies, just thought this was a simple step further along that route. More detailed, but essentially harmless. But he knew how it would be perceived by anyone else watching it, just as Vinson did. It would ruin Mason in every single way there was to ruin a man.
Abrams turned to him, watching him carefully. �So Clark,� she said. �Given what we have just seen here, can I count on your support?�
Mason shrugged his shoulders, a pained, defeated look on his face as he spoke to his president. �Yes ma�am,� he said miserably. �Yes ma�am, I guess you can.�
* * *
Cole looked with bleary eyes at the man standing in front of him, the pain between his legs intense; but the psychological effect was even worse.
Zhou grinned, holding up Cole�s bloody foreskin between his fingers. �Do not worry,� he said, scarred face inches from Cole�s, �you can grow it back, right?�
He laughed again, throwing his head back, his body heaving with fits of deep, gruesome laughter.
The strange thing was, Cole was momentarily relieved; a part of him had thought that Zhou was going to cut the entire thing off at the root. And no matter how tough Cole was, there was no amount of training that could have prepared him for that.
But then fear and worry clouded his mind again, as he realized that this was just the start of what Zhou had in store for him; and if the man was willing to do this as his first move in the game, what depths of hell would he willing to visit at a later stage?
The man still held Cole�s severed foreskin in his hand, and he looked at it for a moment, studying it intently before he returned his gaze to Cole. �I like you, Dietrich,� he said, up close to Cole�s face, so close that Cole could see his battered, bloody reflection in the monster�s pale glass eye. �You are a handsome man, I find you� attractive.� He breathed in, sniffing Cole�s skin, his hair, with delicate appreciation. �Ah yes, I like you.�
Zhou backed away, holding the bloody piece of Cole�s body up again, making sure that he saw it. �I will go now, leave you to consider what my plans might be for you.� He smiled again, strolled gently around the hanging man. �But I will give you a hint,� he said as he went behind Cole. �It will involve this,� he whispered, stroking the cleft between Cole�s naked buttocks, before coming back round to the front. �It will involve this,� he continued, pointing to his own groin and smiling, �and it will involve this,� he concluded, holding up the bloody razor in front of Cole�s eyes. �I will let your imagination do the rest. But believe me, by the time I finish with you, you will have told me everything and will be begging me to kill you.�
Zhou strolled casually to the cell door, turning back at the last second and winking at Cole with his good eye. �Until we meet again,� he said, and strode through the door, locking it behind him and laughing to himself as he padded off down the corridor.
Left alone in the dark with just his pain and his imagination for company, Cole�s head hung down on his vomit-slicked chest and � despite himself � he started to sob bitter tears as he thought about what was going to happen to him when Zhou returned.
* * *
It was nearly eleven o�clock at night now, and the waters of the East China Sea off the coast of Shanghai were as black as ink, any natural light from the moon and stars completely covered by dense cloud.
Force One and the Politburo were aboard a pleasure cruiser which � having arrived in Shanghai that evening � they had caught from the Bund, the city�s famous waterfront thoroughfare which ran alongside the vast Huangpu River.
It was a CIA-chartered boat, run by members of the Shanghai station, and it had headed north up the river until the Huangpu emptied out into the East China Sea, at which point it had slipped unseen into the open waters.
It was now on the blind side of the small islet of Sheshan, waiting for their rendezvous.
They didn�t have to wait long, and the pleasure cruiser rocked up and down with the bow waves as the dark, menacing conning tower of the USS Texas breached the surface just fifty feet away.
It took just a minute more for the huge submarine to come fully up and settle, another minute for the hatches to open, and Navarone watched in pleasure as the Navy SEAL dive team who had helped release the SDV spread out along the deck, weapons at the ready.
Then he saw Captain Hank Sherman come on deck, nodding his head for the pleasure boat to come alongside.
Navarone�s boat did just that, moored against the titanic hull of the US submarine, and then � as the SEALs stood guard � a chain of sailors helped ferry the members of the Politburo across and onto the deck, feeding them onwards towards the hatches and the welcoming safety of the submarine�s interior.
The politicians had finally and mercifully discarded their disguises within the cabins of the pleasure cruiser, and were dressed in smart, casual clothes; relaxed, comfortable and � more importantly for many of them � made for the correct gender.
Once the Politburo members were gone, the sailors gestured for Navarone and the commandos to follow, but he shook his head.
Sherman came forwards immediately. �Hey,� he barked quietly, �quit messing around, get in the sub. We don�t have time for games, damn it.�
Navarone knew he was right � the Texas must have been running around in these waters unmolested for days now, but their luck might not hold out forever. There was the entire Chinese navy out there somewhere, after all.
But Navarone wasn�t playing games.
�We�re not coming back,� he said evenly, having made his decision with the team on the boat ride over.
They had seen the footage on television in Shanghai, knew that Cole had been captured, and were damned if they were going to leave him there.
Navarone had already been in touch with Liu Yingchau, who had an idea of where they might be keeping him, and it was definitely worth a shot.
�Our chief�s been captured,� he explained to Sherman, �so we�re going back.�
The old navy captain looked at Navarone, saw the determination in the man�s eyes; looked behind him at the rest of the team, saw that they shared his feelings, and nodded his head.
�Okay,� he said, �okay. You�re one bunch of crazy sonsofbitches, that�s for damn sure.� He straightened, smiled at them in admiration for their courage. �Good luck,� he said simply, before turning his back on them and marching towards the submarine hatch.
�Yes sir,� Navarone whispered in return as he turned back to his own boat, the one that would take them back to the Bund, where they would then proceed onto the Maglev station that would take them straight back into the dark, dangerous heart of Beijing.
Yes, he thought with trepidation, we�re going to need all the help we can get.
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The pain in Cole�s toes, his chest and his shoulders had now all but eradicated the burning pain in his groin. The crucifixion position he was in had done its work perfectly, leaving him a mess both physically and psychologically.
And it didn�t help, knowing that he was waiting for Zhou�s return, anticipating what it was Zhou was going to do to him.
But it was just pain, he tried to remind himself, it was only pain. He had to try and put his mind elsewhere, just as he�d been trained to do, as he�d done during those hellish months in that stinking prison in the mountains of Pakistan all those years before.
He wasn�t embarrassed for letting go after Zhou�s last visit and crying; it had been necessary, a grieving process which had enabled him to move forward, get his mind back on track, where it had to be.
It was only pain.
Even when the monster forcefully violated him, he would put his mind elsewhere, disconnect himself from the pain, the psychological damage of such an attack.
He assumed Zhou was going to sever his manhood in its entirety too, his promise to use the razor again hinting at such, and again Cole told himself that he could � he would � handle it, if it came to that.
But whatever Zhou was planning on doing to him, Cole had decided that this time he wasn�t going to go down without a fight.
During his last visit, the man had put his face so close to Cole�s, so close that Cole had felt his rotten, stinking breath on his cheek.
He knew the man would do so again, would remove the gag so he could hear Cole beg for mercy; and when he did, Cole would bury his teeth in the man�s face, take hold of his nose and whip his head back and forth like a dog, rip the entire thing off. Or maybe an ear, or the cheek � anything he could sink his teeth into, anything that presented itself.
He should have done it the first time, was angry with himself that he hadn�t.
But he was going to fight this time; hell yes, he was going to put up a fight. He would make that bastard bleed, and then he�d take anything the man gave him in return, his mind made up that he could handle anything the monster threw his way.
Yes, Cole told himself, you can do this. You can do this. You can do this.
And then the metal door creaked open slowly, painfully, the noise deafening him after so much silence, the corridor lights blinding him after so much darkness.
But in the doorway, he could make out the huge, monstrous mass of Zhou Shihuang; watched as the man�s hand crept up the wall, hit a light switch.
The entire cell was bathed in stark, harsh light for the first time since Cole had arrived there, and the first thing he saw was the knowing, lecherous smile on Zhou�s face, a look full of anticipation for the joys to come.
And then he saw the concrete floor, the walls, all stained with dried blood that had been scrubbed but had obviously proved impossible to get out, and Cole wondered how many people had met their lonely, pain-filled deaths here in this horrendous room.
�Hello,� said Zhou softly, edging into the cell and closing the door behind him. �I couldn�t sleep, thinking about you. I was going to wait until morning, but I couldn�t. I just couldn�t wait to make you my� how do you Americans call it? My bitch.� He smiled his savage, terrible smile again, and Cole knew the man was far from normal, far from sane.
His heart leapt in his chest, his mind screaming at him in raw panic at what the man was planning on doing to him, but he cut it off with an iron will, concentrating on the only thing he could control � the passage of his teeth towards the big man�s face.
Zhou approached, sizing up Cole�s naked body once more, and then his thick fingers went to the gag, pulling it down to rest around his neck.
�I�m not American,� Cole whispered quietly, pretending to be even weaker than he actually was.
�What was that?� Zhou asked with interest, unable to hear him. �You are what?�
�I�m Dutch,� Cole whispered again. �I�m not an American.�
Zhou laughed, moving in closer. �Say that again, my friend? You are what?�
Yes, you sonofabitch, Cole said to himself, watching as the man�s massive head moved closer towards him, just come a little bit closer, just a little more, a little more�
Cole�s mouth opened, pretending to whisper again as Zhou�s face came in that last fatal inch, his wide, fleshy nose so close now, and Cole primed himself like a rattlesnake for the attack.
�Sir!� a voice shouted from the doorway, and Zhou�s head snapped up, immediately out of range.
�What is it?� Zhou asked the soldier stood in the open doorway. �I gave orders I was not to be disturbed.�
�It is General Wu, sir. He needs you in the control room immediately.�
Zhou stood stock still, regarding the soldier in front of him, before turning back to his prisoner, casting his eyes once more over Cole�s bleeding, naked body.
He nodded his head in resignation, and looked into Cole�s eyes. �I am sorry, but it looks like we will have to delay our little game a while longer. But don�t worry,� he said with a wink, �I will let you have another go at biting me when I return.�
And with that, the big man was gone, striding off out of the cell toward the control room, leaving Cole to ponder the unsettling fact that Zhou had known his plan all along.
* * *
�Is he talking?� Wu asked Zhou Shihuang, back in the Zhongnonhai control room, two subterranean levels above the prison block.
�Not yet,� Zhou said moodily, �I was just in the middle of my interrogation. But he will. They all do in the end.�
Wu nodded his head, knowing the man was right. It was impossible to resist forever, for any human being. The question was, how long it would take � it was a simple truth that some took longer to break than others. Still, Zhou always made them crack quickly. He didn�t know how the man did it � and nor did he want to � but Zhou was definitely effective in his work, and that was all there was to it.
Answers would be good, Wu knew, but he had managed to get some political capital out of recent events anyway; the entire world media was fired up about what had happened, many blaming US intelligence for the attacks, all of them wondering why the Politburo had been targeted.
There had been plenty of commentary about the Taihang Mountains and the Great Wall Project too, Wu had been pleased � but not surprised � to see, all of it fearful and panic-inducing. By the time his fleet arrived at the Japanese coast, not one country in the world would have the political will to stop him. The fears of their citizenry would put paid to all notions of helping allies, and it would be every man for himself, America included.
He had wondered, idly, about sending another DF-26 �carrier killer� to finish the USS Ford off for good, in retaliation for the US attack. Two things had stayed his hand in the end � he could still not be one hundred percent sure that it had been an American attack, and he really didn�t want to risk US reprisals as a result. He was willing to nuke the United States off the face of the planet, but really didn�t want to let it get to that stage. After all, America was a huge market for Chinese and Japanese goods, and her continued existence made sound financial sense.
�How can I serve you, my master?� Zhou said, and Wu couldn�t quite tell if he was being made fun of; Zhou had a peculiar sense of humor. Wu didn�t like Zhou�s tone, but was hardly going to tell the man; despite his own elevated rank and position, he didn�t dare offend the ex-monk. The man was unbalanced in more ways than one and � while it made him an incredibly effective enforcer � it also made him a shade too unpredictable to argue with over such trivialities.
�We are leaving,� Wu said simply.
�Leaving?� Zhou asked in surprise. �Where are we going?�
Wu smiled. �To lead the fleet into Japanese waters,� he said proudly. �Our helicopter leaves in twenty minutes, we should land on the Liaoning within four hours.� The smile spread underneath his well-oiled mustache. �Just in time for our appearance on the radar screens of the Japanese dogs.�
Zhou shook his head. �Surely it is too dangerous for you to be there?�
Wu shook his own head. Did the man not understand?
General Wu De was not like those other world leaders, those cowardly and idle politicians who sent others into battle while they stayed at home and drank tea.
No, Wu was a military man, and combat was in his blood. It was his dream to lead the forces in against his enemies, to lead the Chinese in their quest to expand the empire.
He had deeply regretted getting to Taiwan so late, had always wondered what it would have been like to lead the attack himself.
He wanted to be seen as a vibrant, active, courageous man by his people, a man who could lead by example, to motivate and inspire the Chinese people into following him towards their true destiny.
He was the Genghis Khan of his times, and he knew he had to be seen as such.
He had lost his opportunity in Taiwan, and the chance to impress the public at the Dragon Boat races had also been lost the day before; he would be damned if he was going to lose such an opportunity again.
Common sense � and the direct advice of his many aides � warned against his actions, but Wu knew what he wanted, and he was going to do it.
And Japan of all places � how could he miss watching the invasion of Japan, that most hated of nations, first hand? He had dreamt of conquering that nation, of crushing it, since boyhood.
He had fought with himself, the sensible side of his personality warning against it, telling him that as the paramount leader of China he should remain where he was, all the better to monitor all of the things that had to be monitored within a country as vast as China.
But the day-to-day trivialities of running a nation held no interest for him � they were merely hindrances which stood in the way of the expansionist war-mongering that he desired, that he loved, so much.
The actual, mostly mundane running of the country was why he had so many aides and assistants, why he had kept so much of the communist bureaucracy in place after the coup.
His purpose in life was to lead the nation into war, and he was damn well going to do it.
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�Welcome aboard the USS John C. Stennis,� the naval captain said with a broad smile. �My name is Captain Dan DeLuca, and we�re all happy to have you here.�
The captain gestured to one of his officers, who saluted smartly. �Lieutenant Henning will escort you to your quarters, and then we�ll need the Vice Premiers to come back up to the flag bridge to liaise with Admiral Charleston, the commander of the Stennis battle group. Then we�ll see about getting a link up to the White House.�
There were mumbled assents from the exhausted Politburo members, Kang Xing among them.
It was truly a relief to be aboard the Stennis, one of the older Nimitz-class aircraft carriers but a formidable weapons platform all the same.
It was sailing just outside the range of the DF-26 anti-ship ballistic missiles of the Second Artillery Regiment, about sixteen hundred kilometers from the Chinese coast, in the western Pacific Ocean to east of the Ryukyu Islands, and it was accompanied by its full carrier battle group, ready to go into action at a moment�s notice.
Kang accepted that it was a good place to take them, and recognized the slick, professional job done by the submarine captain on getting them here in the first place. He�d had to slip the Texas through several bodies of Chinese-controlled water before reaching the relative safety of the Pacific, and he�d done so quite expertly.
They would be quite safe here, Kang was sure; and it would also provide them with direct communication with President Abrams and the White House, the next best thing to being in DC themselves.
And this way, still close to the action, they could be seen by the people to be courageous, not running all the way to America; they were still in-theatre, able to return home at any moment.
Kang wondered if General Wu had launched his attack on Japan yet; for that was surely the man�s next major move. And what would the Stennis carrier battle group do then?
Kang smiled as he wondered if the Stennis was indeed the safest place for them; they might well be pulled into the war with Japan, to see it with their own eyes first hand.
Kang wouldn�t mind that at all.
But first things first, he decided; he had to speak to Chang Wubei, make him understand the opportunity he had to impress Admiral Charleston, and then the Americans at the White House. If it could be decided that Chang would take the lead in negotiations over the First Vice Premier, Liang Huanjia, then his prot�g� would definitely be on his way to claim the leadership upon the Politburo�s return to the People�s Republic.
And that, at the end of the day, was a large part of what this had been about all along.
* * *
�You�ve found the Liaoning?� Ellen Abrams asked with trepidation.
The president was in the Oval Office in a meeting with her National Security Adviser when the call had arrived from Bud Shaw, the director of the NSA.
Eckhart looked across the polished wood desk at her with interest and alarm in equal measure.
�I�m afraid so,� Shaw said as Abrams clicked him onto speakerphone. �The Japanese have just tracked her passing out of the East China Sea around the southern tip of Kyushu. The Liaoning, with an entire carrier battle group.� He paused, took a breath. �In fact, it seems that most of China�s East Sea Fleet has passed into Japanese waters. Some elements are already stationing themselves off around the lower areas of Japan, the carrier group is still headed north.�
�To Tokyo?� Abrams asked.
�We have to assume so, yes,� Shaw confirmed. �And it will be sitting outside the Japanese capital within the next few hours. But that�s a purely psychological gesture � it�s already close enough to launch its planes.�
�Do they have landing ships en route?� Eckhart asked.
�They do,� Shaw replied gravely. �It looks like they are planning on a full invasion.�
Abrams looked down at her desk, aghast at the news. What was she going to do now?
Japan was her ally, and she had pledged the protection of the United States; but Wu was alive, in control of three thousand nuclear warheads. What could she possibly do?
The good news was that Force One had succeeded in rescuing the entire Chinese Politburo from Beijing, and they were now ensconced on the USS John C. Stennis. Admiral Charleston had confirmed their arrival and she was due to speak to the Vice Premiers shortly. The only advantage she had was that she would have contact with the Politburo, while the rest of the world assumed they were dead, and she wondered what she could so with that.
But what was going to make matters worse was the fact that pretty soon � within the hour, she guessed � the news media of the entire world would have picked up on the entry of the Chinese fleet into Japanese waters, and a panicked public would be demanding answers.
Another telephone rang on the desk, and she looked at the ID. Not surprisingly, it was Prime Minister Toshikatsu.
�I�ll have to call you back, Bud,� Abrams said. �Thanks for the heads-up.�
She put the first telephone down and picked up the second, wondering what she was going to tell him.
* * *
The helicopter wasn�t far out from the Fleet now, Zhou could see. Soon, General Wu could take the lead position on the flagship and give the order to invade.
He began to consider the American prisoner back at the Zhongnonhai; it was clear that he wouldn�t be able to play his games with the man for some time. Who knew how long Wu would keep them on the battlefield?
But there were certainly attractions that came with going in with the troops � the spoils of war, just as there had been in Taiwan. Women, men, boys, girls � all for the taking. He smiled; perhaps he could indeed forget about the American for a while.
But he did still want to question the man, and would be angered if the prisoner died before his return.
He looked at one of the officers who traveled with them. �Contact the Zhongnonhai prisons,� he ordered, unsurprised as the man recoiled from him slightly; it was the story of his life.
Although nobody would have believed him now, Zhou had been a weak and frail boy, a target for bullies for many sad, unhappy years. His own father had been the worst, cursing his small size and physical weakness and beating him continually in the hopes that he could make a �man� out of his pathetic son.
His boyhood had been unpleasant and unhappy, but one year he had finally started growing, and at unprecedented speed; within a single year he had changed beyond all measure.
And with the change in size came a change in attitude, a change in spirit; no longer would he be the weak and feeble one, picked on and bullied. No, now he would be the bully; and he had decided to start with his father.
It happened when he had started to insult his son�s clumsiness instead of his size, finding something else to pick on and seizing on the fact that Zhou�s coordination had not kept step with his growing body. In a fit of rage, Zhou had picked up his father�s hammer and had brandished it in his face, threatened to hit him with it. But his father had just laughed, and that was when Zhou had had enough; when his mother came down to investigate the noise, she�d found her son slumped over his father�s body, exhausted, the head completely caved in.
Zhou had escaped from the house before the police could arrest him, and had been surprised to read in the papers that the dead man had been struck in the head sixty-eight times with the ball hammer. Zhou could remember no more than one or two.
On the run, Zhou had started to run with the local street gangs, his increased size and strength combined with his newly-discovered ruthlessness standing him in good stead within the community of Guangzhou�s criminal youth.
But he had killed again, and again, and soon the danger of being killed himself by rival gang members was too great and he had fled Guangzhou forever, finally ending up � at the age of fifteen, his coordination now finally matching his colossal size � at the door of the Shaolin Temple in Hunan.
He had been taken in, and a new chapter in his life had begun; and people had never ceased to be afraid of him.
�What shall I tell them?� asked the officer nervously.
�Tell them to take the prisoner in cell H-28 down from the crucifix position,� he said. �And I don�t want him harmed any more than he already has been. Keep him naked, do not tend to his wounds unless he shows signs of infection, but make sure he�s given enough food and water to survive until I return.�
�Yes sir,� the officer said, repeating the instructions into his satellite radio link back to the command center in Beijing.
Zhou nodded. Who said he couldn�t be merciful? And with that, he turned his mind back to Japan, and the delicate prizes that awaited him there.
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Cole had been counting, in an effort to chart the course of time as well as being a way of keeping his mind off the depravities that Zhou had in store for him, and knew it must now be the morning after his capture. He couldn�t be sure about the time after so many hours, inaccuracy in his counting was bound to have crept in � but guessed it wasn�t long after dawn.
He wondered what General Wu had wanted with Zhou, but knew there was no sense in thinking too deeply about it; his mind was better off concentrating on finding a way out.
While he�d been counting, forcing the images of Zhou from his troubled mind, he�d also been scouring the room with his eyes, looking for any possible way out, anything he could use to aid his escape. If he could escape, there might still be a chance to end this thing.
The room was dark, but his eyes had adjusted after so many hours of captivity and he could now see everything quite clearly. But what he saw didn�t provide him with much hope; it was just a plain concrete cell with hooks and metal D-rings in the ceiling and walls for securing ropes or other devices.
And then there was the door � what looked like steel, with only a narrow slat to see through. But the slat was covered by a metal cover on the other side.
But even if the door had been easy to breach, he still had to work out how to get down from the incredibly painful, debilitating position he had been forced into. The problem was, he couldn�t get any purchase on the floor, and his arms were too taut to be of any use to him. He could barely move.
But as he counted the time, his mind raced through scenario after scenario, trying desperately to come up with some manner of escape.
And then he heard the locks turning in the door, and he steeled himself for another visit by Zhou, still horrified that the man had seen through his attempts to bite him. What chance would he have now?
But it wasn�t Zhou at all � instead, three armed guards walked into the room, one covering him with an automatic rifle while the other two marched past him on either side, hands reaching up to the walls that the chains were secured to, unhooking his bindings from the D-rings.
They were getting him down!
His mind reeled at the possibilities. Were they taking him somewhere else? Were they going to give him food? Water? Medical attention?
As the chains were detached from their moorings, they slipped quickly through the D-rings and Cole dropped heavily to the floor, his legs unable to carry him.
The blood rushed suddenly back into his arms, his chest, and he was overcome by pain, blinding pins and needles shooting through his upper body as sensation returned to the tortured area.
The soldiers approached him from either side to loosen the tight metal bracelets from his wrists, and his mind instantly clarified, everything at once perfectly clear, so clear.
Despite the pain that clogged every inch of his naked body, the perfect clarity of the moment suddenly overtook everything, delivering him at once from the pain and the agony.
He saw the cell in perfect focus, the position of the armed guard ahead of him, the angle of the gun, the distance between his crumpled body and the men on either side of him, even the presence of the two more armed soldiers who stood sentry outside his cell.
And in that moment of perfect clarity, he acted; an animal operating on pure, unbridled instinct.
Yanking inwards on his chains, he pulled the two soldiers together, hands snaking up between them, grasping their heads and smashing them together with a heavy, sickening crack.
And already he was moving again, before the man with the gun had a chance to react; before he�d even had a chance to breath.
The heavy chain shot out, still attached to Cole�s wrist, and then he snapped it taut and the metal links jerked powerfully across the guard�s head, knocking him out instantly.
Cole was on his feet before the guard hit the floor, weak legs nevertheless imbued with the pure energy of adrenalin, and he jumped over the soldier�s unconscious, slumping body, racing for the doorway.
The two men were turning into the empty space, guns rising towards him as if in slow motion, as if they were in a swimming pool and had to drag the guns through the heavy resistance of the water.
Cole was there before they could fire, before they could call out for help, the hardened fingertips of one hand firing out into the first soldier�s unprotected throat; and as the man�s eyes bulged wide, his hands dropping the gun and going to his neck in a pitiful attempt to rescue the damaged tissue, the broken cartilage, Cole pivoted to the other side and chopped the edge of his callused hand across the side of the second soldier�s neck, the force of the blow snapping the vertebrae and severing the spinal cord in one ferocious movement. The man fell to the floor, paralyzed, with no knowledge of what had happened to him.
Cole looked around the cell, breathing hard. Five men down all around him, taken out in as many seconds.
He paused; perhaps he wasn�t as injured as he�d suspected? But he knew that it was just the hormonal supercharging of adrenalin that was making his body perform, and knew just as well that when it emptied from his system, he would be left a useless, quivering wreck.
And so he carried right on going, determined to keep up the pace, keep the adrenalin driving through his body, letting it perform its magic.
He knelt down by the first two men, struck them on the sides of their heads with the metal bracelets to make sure they were definitely out of it, and retrieved the key for the cuffs, unlocking them and letting the chains fall to the floor.
He went to the bodies, stripped one of them and put on the clothes, careful not to look at the damage to his penis; he could worry about that later.
He took two pistols, a radio, one of the automatic rifles; pulled one of the soldier�s hats down low over his head and exited the cell, looking cautiously up and down the corridor.
Empty.
He quickly returned to the cell, turned the other radios off, and gagged the men; and then, taking the keys, he left the cell once and for all, locking it behind him.
Keep on going, he ordered himself as he rushed down the corridor. Keep on going.
Pushing forwards is your only chance.
* * *
The man in front of President Abrams on the video screen wasn�t the one she had been expecting.
As First Vice Premier, she had thought it would be Liang Huanjia who she would be dealing with, given the deaths of Tsang, Fang and Hua.
But instead it was � and aide quickly informed her � the Second Vice Premier, Chang Wubei.
�Mr. Chang,� Abrams said kindly, �I hope you are not finding things too hard after your terrible ordeal.�
Chang smiled. �Not at all, Madam President. On the contrary, we are all in good health, and owe a debt of gratitude to you and the United States.�
�And will it be you with whom I will be dealing?� she asked.
�Yes,� Chang said. �I am afraid Mr. Liang has� how shall I put it? He has� lost the confidence of the Politburo, and it was decided that I should take over until things return to some sense of normality.�
�Okay,� Abrams said, assessing the man before her and liking what she saw. Charismatic, urbane, and confident; he would be a good man to deal with. �Tell me everything you can about Wu and the regime there,� she said, �anything you know about his plans, and the workings inside the Zhongnonhai. Anything you can tell us that will help us avoid a catastrophe in Japan.�
Chang nodded his head, eager to help. �Of course,� he said. �I will tell you everything.�
�Good,� Abrams said. �Let�s start with��
A buzzer sounded next to her, and her head snapped round. �Excuse me one moment,� she said to Chang, answering the emergency call. A voice on the other end spoke, and her eyes opened in amazement.
�Really?� she said, excited. �Can you patch them through?� Excellent.�
She nodded her head, turned back to look at Chang. �Mr. Chang,� she said, �you�re not going to believe what�s just happened.�
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Cole poked his head slowly around the corner of the corridor, saw that it too was empty, and headed down the hall towards the elevator banks at the end.
Two men turned into the corridor from a connecting hallway then, and Cole fired towards them as he ran, taking them both down before they could react.
But his shots hadn�t been suppressed, and now anyone on this subbasement level would know that something was going on, and would be rushing to investigate.
A door opened to his left and he span and fired as he saw the target, kicking the door open and bursting inside before whatever other occupants who might be inside could react; there were two more soldiers reaching for their guns, but Cole beat them to it, hitting them both in center mass.
He pulled back into the corridor, stalking steadily towards the turn-off where he�d shot the first two soldiers; he could hear booted feet running down the hall, coming his way.
He couldn�t be sure, but he could have also sworn he could hear gunfire echoing from above him. Why would that be happening?
He shook his head, recognizing that it was probably just his tired, edgy mind playing tricks on him.
But then he heard noises coming down the stairwell too, saw the elevator lights ahead of him come on as a car started to descend to this level.
He was about to be surrounded.
He gathered himself, checked his rifle, swapped the magazine for a fresh one, and pulled back along the corridor.
He would wait here for them, let them channel themselves towards him down one single entryway, and then he would fire his weapons until he had nothing left to fire with; and then he would charge them with his bare hands.
He pulled the corpses out of the office, stacking the bodies to act as a makeshift barricade, and stockpiled the weapons next to him.
He prepared himself as the boots reached the bottom of the stairwell, the elevator car pinged its arrival, the first soldiers from the adjacent hallway finally reached the turn into the corridor.
He rested the barrel of the Chinese QBZ-95 bullpup assault rifle on top of the dead body in front of him, targeting the far end of the corridor through the weapon�s iron sights.
His finger rested on the trigger, and as the first man turned the corner from the side hallway, he opened fire, shooting him in the head, the man who followed him in the chest.
The others leapt back to safety, but then the stairwell doors opened, and the elevator doors, and Cole aimed again, but�� what the hell?
Jake Navarone and Julie Barrington came bursting out of the elevator, the other three members of the Force One team crashing through the stairwell doors at the other side, and Cole watched in amazement as they opened fire down the hallway in front of them where the Chinese soldiers had retreated.
Cole was on his feet in moments, racing down the corridor to fight by the team�s side, their superior skills quickly overcoming the token resistance of the basement guards.
Ten seconds later it was all over, gun smoke pouring through the hallway and the unpleasant, though familiar, smell of coppery blood hanging in the air.
�Secure that corridor,� Navarone ordered Grayson and Collins, who raced off down the hallway to make sure there were no others soldiers.
�What the hell are you guys doing here?� Cole asked Navarone in amazement.
Davis answered before Navarone had the chance. �We saw you on the news, Mr. Secret Agent Man. We came back here to save your ass.�
Cole smiled. �Well, don�t think I don�t appreciate it,� he said, �but how did you guys manage to break in here?�
�We had a bit of help,� Barrington explained as she checked her rifle, quickly changing magazines.
Navarone nodded. �She�s right,� he agreed. �Let�s get this level secure, and then we�ll go back upstairs. You�re gonna love it.�
* * *
Navarone was right; Cole did love it.
The entire command center on the basement�s upper level had been taken over by Captain Liu and a contingent of �Hunting Leopards� special operations soldiers.
Brought into the Zhongnonhai on official duty, they had quickly overpowered the ill-prepared guards, using the element of surprise to huge advantage.
Apparently, Liu had not known whether they would go along with his plan, or whether they would want to remain loyal to the military regime; but it turned out that they had been waiting for such an opportunity, as disgusted with Wu�s behavior as Liu had been.
And when the Hunting Leopards had raided the Zhongnonhai and captured most of the senior officers of the Central Military Commission and the de facto military regime, other local special operations units had also re-pledged their loyalty to the People�s Republic and the leadership of the Politburo, and had joined them in securing the government compound.
The Force One members had liaised with Liu upon their brave return to Beijing, and Liu had guided them inside and sent them down to secure the lower basement levels.
�So what�s the current status?� Cole asked, ignoring the pain that was starting to creep back across his body. He already knew that the Politburo had been successfully rescued, and had also learned the details of the proposed Chinese invasion of Japan.
His mind had flickered again to images of Michiko, trapped there, but he had cut them off at once. There was nothing he could do about that now; in fact, the best thing he could do was try and stop the invasion from happening at all.
�This is the main control center for our military forces,� Liu explained, coming over to them. �We have control over air defenses, missile systems, radar and satellite surveillance.�
�So we can shut down the invasion from here?� Cole asked.
Liu shook his head. �At the minute, no. Only the generals can access the systems and � although they�ve surrendered � they�re not talking.�
�Would the Politburo members also have access?� Cole asked.
�Yes,� Liu said, �I believe so.�
�Good,� Cole said. �Can you get me President Abrams on the line?�
Navarone smiled. �We�ve just called her.�
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�What?� General Wu cried out, furious. �Tell me that again! What did you say?�
�The Politburo members are alive and well,� came the voice from Captain Ling Sushan, the commander of the Liaoning which had already appeared on the helicopter�s radar screen. �They are in contact with the American government, and have ordered the invasion to be called off.�
�But surely nobody is listening to them?� Wu asked, unable to believe what he was hearing, a feeling of terrible impotence coming over him.
�The Zhongnonhai has been captured,� Ling continued, �and most of our leadership has been arrested.�
�This is preposterous!� Wu screamed. �When I land there, have no fear � the operation will be going ahead as planned.�
�I am afraid the Politburo has passed the command codes to the people now in control of the Zhongnonhai central command center, they have shut down satellite surveillance, and the air defenses over the Chinese mainland.�
�No!� Wu cried out, almost as if in physical pain, all of his hopes and dreams shattering to dust before him.
�Can you give the order from there to hit the USS Ford?� he asked, desperate to gain some measure of satisfaction.
�No,� Ling responded, �I am afraid not; the location of all our ballistic missile launchers has been transmitted to the Americans, and they�re under threat of destruction if used. US forces are flying over the area again, and building up a full surveillance picture.�
Wu shook his head to himself. When he got aboard the Liaoning, he could get things back on track � he would lead the battle himself, with Zhou beside him.
The helicopter navigator gestured to his screen � two small blips had detached from the aircraft carrier and were headed towards him.
�Gunships,� the man said.
�What is the meaning of this, Captain Ling?� Wu asked, although he was afraid he already knew. �And where is Admiral Meng Linxian? Let me speak to him!�
�Admiral Meng is under arrest,� Ling said evenly, �and we have received orders from the Politburo to arrest you too, general,� Ling said evenly. �Those aircraft will just accompany you safely down to the carrier.�
�You little son of a bitch!� Wu screamed, all his worst fears confirmed. He spun back to the pilot, pulling him round, eyes fierce. �Take us back to the mainland! Immediately!�
He calculated times in his head, working things through; with the distance between them, the gunships wouldn�t reach him in time.
And if the mainland�s air defenses had been disabled to allow the Americans safe passage, then there would be nothing to stop him either.
�Where are we going?� Zhou asked.
�The Taihang Mountains,� Wu spat bitterly. �The Great Wall.�
It was the only thing left to do.
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�He�s done what?� Cole asked in sudden concern.
Several hours had passed now, and the situation had looked as if it was coming together nicely; with the generals of the Central Military Commission safely in the custody of the US-backed special operations teams, the rest of the military had ultimately surrendered too, accepting the rule of the Politburo�s government-in-exile. And it wouldn�t be in exile for long either � when the situation had calmed down some more, they would be repatriated to Beijing, flown in on aircraft from the USS John C. Stennis.
The invasion of Japan had been halted in its tracks, the East Sea Fleet just a few short kilometers from Japan�s front gates.
General Wu � flying out to meet the Chinese carrier battle group � was supposed to have been arrested upon landing, and that would essentially have been the end of it.
Except that General Wu hadn�t been arrested.
�He avoided the escort from the carrier group,� Liu explained, translating the messages he was receiving from Beijing�s air surveillance batteries, �and he�s flown straight back over the mainland. We�ve lowered our defenses to open us up to military counterstrikes from the US if the invasion went ahead, but he used that window, flew straight through those open defenses.�
�When did he pass through?� Cole asked, and Liu relayed the question.
�An hour ago,� Liu translated. �With all the chaos, everything that�s going on, his chopper was missed, the information wasn�t relayed to us directly.�
�And where was he headed?� Cole asked, scared that he already knew.
When the answer came, Cole was already moving.
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The Chinese military transport helicopters travelled fast, taking a combined assault force of Cole�s men and Liu�s special operations soldiers across the rugged countryside beyond Beijing.
It wasn�t long before they were in the foothills of the Taihang Mountains, following dips, crests and valleys towards one of the Great Wall Project�s concealed entrances.
They had used US satellite photography to check the route taken by Wu�s own helicopter, and the coordinates of the landing point had been transmitted back to the incoming pilots.
Back on the USS Stennis, Minister of National Defense Kang Xing � the only general to have remained loyal to the Politburo � confirmed the location of a hidden entrance into the Great Wall Project near the helicopter�s landing point, and this was where Cole and the assault team were headed.
The fear everyone was experiencing was all too real � if Wu had enough time, he would be able to fuel and ready the missiles for flight. He had the codes, and he had the knowledge of how the entire base worked; after all, he had helped build it in the first place.
And if he released the missiles, that would be it for whichever country he�d decided to target � utter annihilation, complete destruction.
Millions dead, tens of millions to die in the years to come from the results of radiation.
Wu had to be stopped, and they had tried contacting the secret base � again, Kang Xing providing the details � but it was apparent that communications links had been severed at the location itself, and nobody could be raised.
So it was down to the assault team and � as they landed � Cole said a prayer.
They were going to need it.
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They interior of the subterranean missile base was incredible � an engineering marvel that defied the imagination.
It was gigantic, and Cole was left speechless by the size of the cavernous tunnels, the sheer ingenuity and will, the thousands of years of individual manpower which had been necessary to carve the incredible structure out of the mountains.
Although it was true that the tunnel network had been built at a length of some five thousand kilometers, there was a main control room, with several minor substations along its length. The tunnels themselves were just meant to hide the weapons, to keep China�s enemies from guessing where they would be launched from � there were hundreds of platforms along the underground route, and it would be impossible for a foreign power to take out all of them.
But Kang Xing, on Chang Wubei�s initiative, had informed them of the location of the main control center, the place where � if communications were ceased with Beijing � the order for the launch would have to be given, the center which housed the terminals for the secret codes to be inputted.
The gunships flew down, loudspeakers demanding that the soldiers inside the compound lay down their weapons and give themselves up, that the orders being given by General Wu were illegal and not to be followed.
By the time they landed, there was a large group of soldiers gathered in the narrow valley between two steep, rising mountains, having emerged from their hidden command center to give themselves up as demanded.
While some of Liu�s men stayed behind to secure them, Cole and the rest of the team swept through the covert entrance � a raised concrete platform hidden within a stand of tall pines � and worked their way steadily through to the command center.
Resistance was weak, the only soldiers who remained putting up a token effort before surrendering like their colleagues before them; and then Cole was there, breaching the door to the main control room, assault rifle at the ready.
There were computers and monitors everywhere, technicians hard at work, and Cole let go a burst of automatic fire at the ceiling, getting everyone�s attention immediately.
Liu followed him, screaming in Mandarin at the technicians as the other troops spread out through the command center.
Cole scanned the room, looking for Wu, for Zhou, not seeing either one of them. Were they hiding?
A man with major�s rank slides barked out orders to the technicians, obviously exhorting them to carry on, and then a single shot rang out � Liu had shot the major in the leg.
He moaned and screamed, and the technicians held their hands in the air, terrified.
Liu spoke to them again, and they returned to work.
�What�s happening?� Cole asked.
�They were fuelling the birds, entering target coordinates.�
�Where to?�
Liu looked scared. �Everywhere � Japan, South Korea, the US, Britain, you name it, Wu was going to hit it.� Liu wiped his brow. �He was going for total Armageddon.�
�You�ve rescinded the orders?�
�Of course. I�ve explained the situation, they�re spinning everything back down. I think they�re as terrified as us. But they�re soldiers, and they do as they�re told.�
Cole nodded, then pointed at the major, screaming on the floor. �Him?� Cole asked, as Liu�s men spread out through the hi-tech chamber, making sure everyone was doing what they said they were doing, and shutting things down.
�Major Wang Lijun,� Liu said. �A lackey of General Wu and Zhou Shihuang.�
At the mention of those two men, Cole shouted across to his colleagues, who were checking the room for potential hiding places. �Any luck?�
They shook their heads in unison.
�Nowhere to hide in here,� Navarone said. �Who knows where the hell they�ve gone.�
Cole looked at Liu, then down to the injured, screaming figure of Major Wang.
�I bet he knows,� Cole said. �You need to get him to talk.�
Liu nodded, smiling. �No problem,� he said as he knelt down to get to work.
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General Wu smiled at Zhou as they parked the truck in the clearing, the engineer jumping down to quickly check the ground for its suitability.
Wu was operating with a skeleton crew, but the mobile launcher he had stolen from the Great Wall had a fully-prepared and mission-capable DF31 long range ballistic missile tipped with a nuclear warhead.
It was quite capable of reaching the west coast of America and taking out, say, Los Angeles, or perhaps San Francisco; and Wu had genuinely considered these targets, a way to take his revenge on those meddling American bastards.
But there was only one target Wu was interested in, and he knew there was no point in denying it.
As the engineer checked the ground and the missile crew readied the weapon, Wu told the head technician to input the coordinates for Tokyo.
He would wipe that damned, hateful Japanese city off the face of world maps forever. He owed it to his family, and it would be his last gesture; even if he was captured, even if he was killed, he would go down in the annals of history as the man who finally destroyed the Japanese nation.
The one-megaton nuclear warhead yielded a destructive force of one million tons of conventional TNT explosive, fifty times more powerful than the Fat Man atomic bomb that had fallen on Nagasaki back in 1945, and over sixty times more powerful than the Little Boy which had laid waste to Hiroshima.
Japan, Wu considered, hadn�t had a lot of luck with nuclear weapons over the years; and it was only going to get worse.
One of the most densely populated metropolises in the world, an average of more than six thousand people lived in every square kilometer of the city; and Wu knew that the downtown area was even more densely packed, with up to twenty thousand citizens per square kilometer.
A one-megaton warhead set to explode two and an half thousand meters above the city in order to maximize blast effects would have a lethality rate of nearly one hundred percent out to a radius of three kilometers � over half a million people would die instantly.
Out to eight kilometers, lethality would be fifty percent, leaving another million and half dead.
So within only a small area, just over two hundred square kilometers of central Tokyo, fatalities would be over two million, and that was purely from the blast. How many more people would perish from the burns, the collapsing buildings, the traffic accidents, the inevitable panicked stampede as people fled the city, the hurricane-force winds, the firestorms, the radiation?
Wu could only hazard a guess, but it would be many millions more, he was sure; and all from the little Dong Feng missile that sat behind him, launch tube ratcheting into position, elevated to point skywards.
Such a small weapon � almost the same as the medium-range missile which had hit the USS Ford and started this whole thing in the first place � but capable of creating so much death.
He couldn�t wait.
Like the missile which had hit the Ford, this variant was equipped with the WU-14 hypersonic glide vehicle; even with prior warning, at a speed of Mach Ten, there would be no chance of anyone stopping it.
Yes, he thought happily, I will have my revenge.
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Cole saw it first, the olive-green metal launch tube standing tall of the pines which surrounded the small clearing.
�There,� he said, pointing through the windshield of the attack helicopter, and the Chinese team picked up on it, the pilot acknowledging it immediately, swinging the aircraft down towards the missile truck.
Cole prayed he wasn�t too late, knowing that Wu would be targeting Japan, almost certainly Tokyo, his fears for his estranged daughter pulsing through his heart.
Before Cole could say another word, the helicopter started taking gunfire, soldiers down below firing up at them through the trees.
Cole and the team fired back out of the open doorways, laying down a stream of fire into the tree line; and then the chopper was directly above the clearing and the pilot opened up with the wing-mounted cannon, 23mm high-velocity rounds showering the small clearing, tearing the truck and the two other cars that had accompanied it to pieces.
Men ran for cover, scattering like flies.
The damage to the launcher looked severe, but Cole had to be sure; they could take no chances.
�Take us down,� Cole ordered the pilot.

13

The son of a bitch!
Where had that chopper come from?
Damn them all to hell!
And where had his men run off to? Some were laid on the grassy clearing, bodies torn apart by the cannon fire, but others were nowhere to be seen, having run away into the woods.
Cowards!
Wu spat with disgust, even as he took over the controls of the Dong Feng.
It was ready, absolutely ready, fuelled and ready to go, all the data inputted, all he had to do was just reach in and enter the codes; enter the codes and press the launch button, that was all.
As he started furiously typing in the code, his mind filled only with the thoughts of his revenge, of Tokyo�s annihilation, General Wu never heard the helicopter coming in behind him.
* * *
Zhou Shihuang, on the other hand, did hear it; saw it, too, through the sights of his Hongying-5, the Chinese version of the venerable Russian SA-7 Grail shoulder-launched surface-to-air missile launcher.
And as soon as he saw it, he fired, the 1.15kg direct-energy blast fragmentation warhead streaking through the clean mountain air towards the incoming helicopter.
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�Incoming! Incoming!� yelled the pilot as he saw the heat signature on his monitors, and then everyone could hear it, the high-pitched shriek as the missile honed in on their aircraft.
Cole clung tight to the sides as the pilot banked heavily, thought he would slide right out but stopped inches from the edge; two others weren�t so lucky, falling out to the plain below.
Cole�s hand shot out to catch a third soldier sliding past, helping him back inside as the helicopter leveled again, and then dipped savagely to the other side.
Cole saw the exhaust fumes of the missile as it shot past below them, relaxed for a moment, then felt the sudden, shocking, heart-wrenching impact as it hit the chopper; understood in an instant that it must have pulled back round and hit from the other side.
�We�re hit!� screamed the pilot as the cabin exploded in sparks, then flames, the whole of one side gone now, three more soldiers pulled out into the clear air behind them.
Cole hunkered down as the pilot struggled to control the bird, its tail rotors gone now as it entered into a terrible spin.
Cole looked out the open door at the ground below, coming up toward him faster and faster, turned to look at the flames heading across the cabin, already setting men alight, and did the only thing he could.
He jumped.
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Zhou watched with satisfaction as the helicopter shuddered through the air, flames licking all the way through its interior, until the vehicle was out of sight, lost behind the trees.
But Zhou heard the crash as it landed hard, the explosion as the fuel tanks finally went, and saw the flames licking high up into the sky.
Portable rocket launchers like the one he had used were standard equipment on the mobile missile launchers, kept for last-minute area defense. If the crew had managed to keep from panicking, they would have thought to use it themselves.
But, like so many people, they had lost their courage and fled.
But Zhou had remembered, and had done what needed to be done.
He personally couldn�t care less about striking back at the Japanese; what use would it do them now? But he also didn�t begrudge General Wu his revenge, and knew he owed the man; without his timely intervention, Zhou would be in jail right now for killing the son of that governor.
So he would wait for Wu, let him launch the missile, and then help him get out of there.
He was walking casually back over the clearing towards the missile command truck when he saw him, and despite himself, he allowed the shock to register across his face.
The American was here.
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When Cole had thrown himself clear of the helicopter, it had been just ten feet from the treetops; and although he�d hit them hard, the thick, supple branches had absorbed the energy of his fall.
He had tumbled through the branches, the big trees around him shielding him from the explosion as the chopper finally crashed, and he even as he fell painfully to the ground, skin cut, ripped and blistered, he immediately found himself hoping that he wasn�t the only one to survive.
Liu and most of Force One had remained behind to secure the bulk of the missiles, but Chad Davis had been there, on the far side of the chopper. He hadn�t seen him during the chaos of the attack, and prayed for his safety even as he rolled around on the needle-covered floor, agonized by the fall.
But in the end, he�d managed to struggle to his feet, his ribs aching so hard he knew they must be broken, and had started heading back toward the clearing.
The cannon had hit the launcher, but he had to be sure; for Michiko�s sake, for the sake of millions of others, he had to be sure.
The massive form of Zhou, a look of utter surprise across his face, was the first thing he saw as he left the tree line.
And then there was the launch module, missile tube still held aloft, pointed toward the sky. And inside the command car, at the launch controls, was General Wu.
He looked around; there was just the three of them left.
This was it.
Determined, despite his pain, despite his injuries, he strode out into the clearing to confront them.
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Wu couldn�t believe it; here it was, fully fuelled and ready to go, but the damned launcher had been blasted out of position by the chopper�s cannon.
All the instruments had said the same when he�d tried to launch; two more degrees of elevation were needed.
Damn it!
He�d tried to sort the problem electronically, but it was clear that the problem was mechanical; and so, knowing exactly what he was doing and hoping he just had enough time to do it, he grabbed the huge toolkit from the cabin and went to work.
* * *
Zhou was impressed; the American was even more formidable than he�d thought.
Beaten, tortured, mutilated, the man had still followed them here; and must have thrown himself out of the chopper when it was hit, survived the fall � had he hit the trees?�� and now he was walking into the clearing completely unarmed, obviously willing to take Zhou on single-handed.
Zhou had to hand it to him � there weren�t many men who would have the courage to do such a thing.
He must have been someone of substance to know those moves he�d used back in the pavilion at Beihai Park; only a handful of people in all the world were capable of using the delayed death touch.
But unfortunately for the assassin, Zhou was one of them. Still, he had seldom seen the operation of those skills used so smoothly, so effortlessly; the attack had been so good, Zhou had almost missed it.
Almost.
He�d been looking forward to getting answers from the man back in the Zhongnonhai basement cells, and not just from the obvious questions about who he was, and who had sent him; no, Zhou was far more interested personally in who had trained him, where he had learned those special skills he possessed.
But he accepted now that he would never know, because the man was about to die.
For despite Zhou�s admiration for the American�s bravery, nothing in the world was going to stop him from destroying the man completely.
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Cole saw General Wu race around the missile truck, toolbox in hand, and he knew he still had a chance; all he had to do was get rid of Zhou.
The trouble was, Zhou was three hundred pounds of highly trained, psychopathic Shaolin monk, and Cole was exhausted, beaten, and at the very ends of his endurance.
He was also suffering from suspected broken ribs, and was completely unarmed, his weapons lost and destroyed in the helicopter crash.
But still, what had to be done, had to be done, and on he strode across the clearing, the challenge to Zhou clear.
A fight.
One on one.
To the death.
The thought of Michiko, of those millions of unsuspecting, innocent people, drove him onwards, gave him strength.
And as Zhou strode forward across the clearing to meet him, Cole knew he was going to need it.
* * *
�You have my respect,� Cole heard Zhou say to him as they faced each other, just six feet apart.
Cole could only think of the razor blade, the diabolical look in the man�s eye as he�d used it on him.
�Well, you definitely don�t have mine, you sick son of a bitch.�
The comment � as well as being completely true � was also designed to anger the man, make him slip up somehow; he had to use all the leverage he could get.
Zhou�s face remained impassive though, and the men began to circle each other, assessing weaknesses, gaps, openings.
Zhou only had one functioning eye, and Cole knew that it might affect the man�s depth perception; although from what he�d seen already, that didn�t seem to be the case. He�d probably had such faults trained out of him.
He was heavy also, perhaps too heavy; although it didn�t seem to interfere with his movement, it must have restricted him in some way, Cole believed.
Well, he supposed he was about to find out.
Cole accelerated in towards Zhou � one step, two steps, covering the six feet in a sudden blur, and then his booted leg was lashing out in a vicious Thai round kick aimed at Zhou�s knee.
The big man barely moved, took the full force of the blow and just smiled.
Cole could barely believe it; the muscle around the man�s knee must have been tremendously strong, and he felt his will lessen for a moment.
But then he silenced his doubts and attacked again, ignoring the pain that shot through his ribs as he did so.
He threw out a powerful straight right towards the man�s jaw, not as fast as he could have gone, allowing Zhou the time to move his head to the side to avoid it and then he followed through with the real punch, a short-cocked left hook that came out of nowhere.
But instead of connecting with Zhou�s temple, Cole�s fist was instead stopped by one of the man�s giant hands.
In a blur of movement, Zhou grasped Cole�s wrist and bent at the waist, his other arm firing through underneath Cole�s legs, hoisting him onto his shoulders.
Just an instant later, Zhou offloaded the body by flipping it over in front of him, kneeling with one knee bent, pulling Cole powerfully downwards.
Cole knew the impact would fracture his spine and managed to turn out at the last minute, body twisting through the air, his groin terribly sore from where Zhou�s forearm had pulled up into it during the lift.
Coe landed on his feet to one side, but Zhou still had hold of his fist and pulled him forwards, the bunched fingers of his other hand lashing out towards Cole�s heart.
Knowing he would be dead if the spear-hand hit him, Cole turned quickly, the iron-like fingertips hitting him in shoulder instead, spinning him around to the side.
But still the giant had hold of his fist, and this time Cole moved in, hitting the inside of Zhou�s wrists at a nerve juncture that made the man�s hand spring open, finally releasing the captured fist.
His elbow flashed across Zhou�s body, hoping to connect with a point just below the navel, a follow-up blow after the strike to the arm which would leave Zhou paralyzed, unable to breathe.
But Zhou had anticipated the movement and dropped his weight, taking the elbow strike to the pectoral muscle instead; painful, but far from fatal.
The men broke apart, circling each other once more.
Cole could see that Zhou was surprised; he had probably expected the encounter to be over almost as soon as it had begun; he wasn�t used to a challenge.
And perhaps, Cole thought, that was Zhou�s weakness � fitness. He had never been forced to go longer than a few seconds, and he was already showing signs of fatigue.
But then Cole saw the hurried movements of General Wu out of the corner of his eye, and he knew he might not have enough time to wear Zhou down.
Sensing Cole�s preoccupation, Zhou lashed out quickly, his huge foot sailing up towards Cole�s face, his flexibility uncanny for a man his size.
Cole barely got out the way in time, arching his head back; but that was just what Zhou wanted, and he landed a long, thrusting straight punch to Cole�s exposed gut that sent him staggering back across the clearing.
Unable to breathe, gasping for air helplessly, Cole fell to his knees.
Zhou moved quickly towards him, ready to deliver the killing blow, the coup de gr�ce.
Cole saw Wu moving back towards the command truck, knew he was running out of time.
And then time itself seemed to stand still as Cole�s eyes moved back to Zhou, taking in everything around him as the man-mountain rushed in toward him � he saw the man�s chest heaving, and he knew the man�s fitness was an issue; saw a wobble in one leg, knew immediately that his earlier kick to the man�s knee had done some damage; saw the pines, the leaves, the twigs that littered the grassy clearing; knew in a heartbeat exactly what he had to do.
Cole could breathe now, but carried on pretending he couldn�t; and then Zhou was upon him, huge fists reaching out for Cole�s head.
In the blink of an eye, Cole moved, ducking forward, head low as he struck out with one fist in a hugely powerful hook, knuckles impacting Zhou�s knee on exactly the same point as before; but this time, the knee buckled and then Cole burst upwards, pulling the broken stick he�d seen on the floor up with him.
In the next moment, in a flash of incredible speed, Cole had whipped the stick up past Zhou�s huge, sagging body, and embedded it in the man�s one good eye.
Jellied liquid burst out of the eyeball around the hard stick, covering Cole�s face, and the man screamed � a feral sound, inhuman, that chilled Cole to his very core.
Cole pulled away as the big man started to thrash about, arms and legs hitting out at the air around him, determined to hit anything, anything at all.
Zhou was entirely blind now, both eyes useless; but then Zhou stopped his thrashing and calmed down, seeming to center himself, attune his other senses to make up for his missing eyes.
And Cole knew he couldn�t give the man the opportunity, didn�t have the time � Wu was back at the truck, right now, inputting the codes, trying to launch � and Cole flew forward, striking the man on the arm, the leg, the shoulder, one nerve cluster after another; never letting the man rest, keeping the pressure on, hitting a multitude of points rather than just one or two, purely due to the man�s immense strength, the density of his body.
Just two more points to go and Zhou would surely die � nobody could live through such an assault � but then the big man�s instincts took over and he seized Cole with both of his enormous hands, pulled him in towards him, arms crushing him, and Cole couldn�t breathe, the pain in his broken ribs on fire as they rubbed and grated together.
Cole�s teeth lashed out, catching hold of Zhou�s lower lip, and he whipped his head around, back and forth, side to side, until the pain became too much for Zhou to bear and he loosened his hold, only a little, but enough for Cole to slip out an arm.
Cole knew he only had one chance, he would be back in Zhou�s enormously strong grip in the next couple of seconds, and he used what little time he had to lash out towards Zhou�s unprotected throat, the flesh weakened by his exhaustion, the multiple nerve strikes he�d already been hit with.
Cole fingers, incredibly strong and vice-like, clamped down firmly around the thick flesh, digging through the layers of skin and fat until they found the windpipe; and then they constricted with an unbelievable strength born of sheer desperation, until the skin itself was torn under the pressure, and the fingers wrapped around the windpipe and wrenched it outwards in one savage, powerful jerk.
Blood sprayed over Cole�s face as Zhou�s throat was torn out from his neck, flesh and blood and thick, hot tissue covering his hand.
The man released his grip as blood pumped wildly out of the opening in his neck, and his life drained out of him with a sickening, thick, gargling noise, hands going to his torn throat as he fell to his knees, then to the ground, the impact felt all around the clearing.
Cole took a single breath, at once appalled by what he had done but at the same time glad beyond measure that the man was dead, and turned immediately towards the missile command truck.
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He was close, so close!
Wu had fixed the mechanical problem, had gained his extra few degrees of elevation, and was inputting the codes again, the excitement rising within him.
And then the codes were accepted and the terminal asked him if he wanted to launch, and he pressed the confirmation button, then hit the launch switch.
Yes! Yes! Yes!
He saw the rocket thrusters ignite, the force of the glorious, fiery explosion hitting the reinforced launch platform �
But then he felt something touching him, pushing him, shoving him �
And then he was even closer to his beloved missile, in among the beautiful flames, the incredible force enveloping him until it was all he knew, all he would ever know.
And then it all went blank, and General Wu saw and felt nothing more.
* * *
Cole had got to the launch module just in time, had pushed the general over the guard railing into the downdraft of the rocket as it fired up, ready to set off into the atmosphere.
General Wu De had been incinerated immediately and � as Cole had hoped � the intrusion of a foreign body into the launch zone had caused an automatic abort of the missile launch.
Cole watched in pained horror for several moments as the rocket continued to flare, threatened to launch, and then relief flooded him as the fire went out, gases leaking into the atmosphere as the big missile settled back down onto its guide rails, completely inoperable.
Cole looked at the Dong Feng as it sat there right in front of him, a missile with enough destructive force to lay waste to a city, wielded by a madman � a madman who now lay incinerated underneath his own weapon, destroyed by his own dreams.
And then the pain and exhaustion finally overcame Cole once and for all, and he collapsed, unconscious, to the ground below him.

EPILOGUE

One Week Later
Captain Samuel Meadows stood next to Admiral Charles Decker on the flag bridge of the USS Gerald R. Ford as it was towed, surely but surely, into White Beach Naval Base in Okinawa�s Nakagusuku Bay, wide grins spread across their faces.
The entire harbor area was saturated with people, not only the grateful citizens of Okinawa and mainland Japan, but also a whole contingent of ex-pat Americans, service personnel, and family members who had been flown in at the expense of the US government.
Flags were being waved, hands raised, voices calling to them in adulation and relief.
It was over; the whole terrible ordeal was over.
His engineers � though working flat out � had never been able to get the huge ship moving again under its own power, the damage from the Dong Feng truly too extensive for such hopes to be realized.
But Meadows recognized that the thought of accomplishing it, the hope of being able to fight back, had contributed greatly to his crew�s continued sanity, and knew he�d done the right thing in giving those orders.
His country had come through in the end, just as he�d known it would � the Politburo had been rescued right out from under the nose of the military regime, and a combined US-Chinese commando task force had retaken the Zhongnonhai and tracked down and executed the hateful figure of General Wu.
It was an auspicious day as the Ford was finally dragged back to shore, but Meadows was all too aware that it was not all perfect. His ship had survived, but � in the end � three hundred and two of its crew had not.
It was a crushing blow for the United States Navy, and for Meadows personally.
But, he reminded himself, as the sound of applause from the docks threatened to overwhelm him, in the end America had won; and before he got too despondent, he knew he had to remember that.
America had won, and China was an ally once more.
* * *
Kang Xing watched with hooded eyes as Chang Wubei took to the podium in front of him, immensely pleased with the man�s recent transformation.
The man had come through recent events a true champion, just as Kang had hoped he would; the qualities Kang had perceived in the politician had finally shone through, under Kang�s gentle � and sometimes not so gentle � nurturing, until today they won the prize Kang had been after for so long.
Chang Wubei�s elevation to President of the People�s Republic of China.
General Wu De, for his part, had played his role in the proceedings beautifully � he had taken over the Diaoyu Islands and Taiwan exactly as planned, and had come within a whisker of overrunning Japan too.
It was a shame, Kang reflected, that he had not managed to do so before being killed; ideally, the invasion of Japan would have gone ahead while the Politburo was in exile, and then � when Wu had finally and inevitably been beaten � Chang could have inherited Japan upon his return to China as well as the Diaoyus and Taiwan.
As it was, China had increased her land, her resource base and her power, without any blame whatsoever. After all, it had been the unauthorized military government of the maniacal General Wu that had been responsible for those things, and not the Politburo or the Chinese people.
And if they were now the beneficiaries of Wu�s actions?
Well, then so be it.
There were demands in some quarters for the Diaoyus and Taiwan to be returned, to go back to the status quo, but Kang had advised Chang against it; why give them up when they didn�t have to? It wouldn�t make any sense at all.
He looked at his prot�g�, Chang Wubei, and felt enormously pleased with how things had gone.
But still, he would have liked Japan; it would have made his future plans even more achievable.
But, he reflected with a rare smile, you couldn�t have everything.
* * *
President Ellen Abrams looked on as guest of honor, ensconced within one of the Zhongnonhai�s magnificent chambers.
She was here for the ceremony that would see Chang Wubei, formerly the second Vice Premier, become the new President of the People�s Republic of China.
With the President, Vice President and the Premier all dead, there had only been First Vice Premier Liang Huanjia ranked higher within the old government, and he had lost the backing of the Politburo.
Chang, however, had been universally applauded for his performance during the crisis, and had received the full support of the Politburo, the Standing Committee, and � when news of his courage and influence leaked out through Chinese state television � the entire Communist Party too.
Abrams herself was pleased, having met the man; he was able and sincere, and a good, solid replacement for Tsang Feng.
Kang Xing, Minister for National Defense and the only general not to side with Wu, had done well out of the crisis too; he had been elevated to Wu�s old position as Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission as reward for his loyalty.
The only fly in the ointment was Chang�s apparent reluctance to hand back the Senkaku Islands to Japan, and to allow Taiwan to regain its independence under Rai Po-ya.
It was too early for Abrams� intelligence agencies to decide if he was truly serious, but there was every indication that � now that these territories were under Chinese control � Chang intended to keep them there.
But, Abrams had to admit, she could see his rationale � the money from the Senkakus/Diaoyus could help pay for the vast expenses of Wu�s military actions, and bringing Taiwan back under mainland Chinese control was a major tenet of policy for the People�s Republic; it wouldn�t play well for the bureaucracy or the people if Chang was to just hand them back.
But it was early days yet, and Abrams would have to wait and see what happened.
As President Chang Wubei � now Paramount Leader of the People�s Republic of China � took to the podium to address the gathered crowds, Ellen Abrams decided to look at the positive side of things.
The Mutual Defense Treaty was still in place, the USS Gerald R. Ford was finally safe, a major ground invasion had been avoided with Japan, and a nuclear revenge attack had been stopped in its tracks.
The higher generals of the recent military government had all been arrested and were going to be behind bars for a very long time, and General Wu himself was dead, his risk to his world ended forever.
Back home, things had worked out well too � although she still couldn�t admit the details, everyone knew that it had been covert US action that had saved the day, and Abrams herself had been widely praised for it; even those who had been angered by her previous silence understood the necessity for it.
And the threat of Vice President Clark Mason was gone now too; under the threat of that video, he was willing to do whatever Abrams wanted, her ardent supporter for the rest of her term in office.
The security of the Paradigm Group would have to be looked at, its links to Force One even better hidden, but that was something Bruce Vinson and Mark Cole could work out together.
She smiled inwardly as she thought of Cole; despite the odds, the man had come through again.
She had been to see him in the private clinic which had been looking after him, horrified by his injuries.
But he had shaken them off, reluctant to discuss them; in fact, he had been more concerned over the health of Chad Davis, who � although he had survived the helicopter crash back in the Taihang Mountains � had suffered severe injuries.
Cole had wanted nothing for himself though, except for some time off.
Abrams had agreed instantly, of course, although she had been somewhat surprised; she had never considered Cole as a man of leisure.
And as she listened to President Chang address the crowds, and the gathered world news media, she couldn�t help but wonder what Cole was going to do with his well-deserved vacation.
* * *
Mark Cole watched the dedication ceremony of the new Chinese government from the comfort of his own bed, back in his townhouse apartment in Woodland-Normanstone Terrace.
He had been in a private, very anonymous hospital for a few days as his various injuries were seen to, but had been released on his own recognizance earlier that day.
The surgeons had cleaned up his amateur circumcision with little problem; ironically, they had been quite complimentary about Zhou�s handiwork. Perhaps, Cole reflected, the man would become a surgeon in another life, now that his life on this earth had been deservedly expunged.
Despite his injuries, Cole had insisted on attending the memorial service in China for the men who had died in the helicopter crash; there had been seven fatalities, including the pilot.
But another five had survived, including � Cole was delighted to discover � Chad Davis.
However, the big Delta Force man had suffered severe burns in the crash and a cracked sternum, and would be out of action for quite a while. Cole knew it could never make up for it, but the Paradigm Group would reward him well for his troubles.
He had been to visit the man and � true to form � �Country� had been in good spirits, even singing a couple of songs with his boss.
It was only after this that Cole had sought medical attention himself, and by the time he�d signed himself into the clinic, the medics were amazed he was still standing.
But now he was back at home, and the world was mercifully back to normal; which was to say it was still the same crazy old place it always was, but was no longer under the immediate threat of nuclear destruction.
As Cole settled back into the bed, he saw the face of Chang Wubei, recently elected to the highest position in China, the People�s Republic�s new Paramount Leader.
Reconstruction work had started on the Forbidden City, and President Abrams had agreed to help pay for the cost; after all, even though she could not publically admit it, it had been her people who had destroyed it in the first place.
Cole was pleased to discover that Liu Yingchau had been promoted to Major, and had received the Hero�s Medal, the Chinese equivalent of the Medal of Honor and that country�s highest military decoration; the man definitely deserved it.
The rest of the Force One team had received their citations and their financial rewards, and had gone back to their parent units with nobody any the wiser; unheralded and unappreciated except by those very few people who knew what they�d done, Cole chief among them. He for one would certainly never forget their contributions.
Jake Navarone had come to see him in the clinic and � out of sight of the nurses � they�d shared a couple of beers as they�d discussed the operation in an informal debrief.
He�d also been honored with a visit by President Abrams herself, along with Bruce Vinson of the Paradigm Group, and Force One�s unofficial chief-of-staff. After expressing their thanks, they had an interesting tale to tell him about the Vice President, a story which made him smile, but also highlighted the importance of security; he told Vinson they would have to get together when he was back at work to discuss how they could improve things, to hide their covert operations even more effectively. Force One had proved its effectiveness yet again, and the last thing Cole wanted was for it to be discovered and shut down.
So the world was settling down, it seemed � except for the fact that Chang Wubei seemed determined to keep hold of the Diaoyu Islands and Taiwan, despite international pressure to hand them back, and Cole couldn�t help but wonder what that could mean for the future.
But for Cole personally, he was due a break, and � as he lay down on his luxurious mattress, the comfort almost unbearable after the exertions of the past weeks � he knew exactly what he was going to do with it.
He had saved Tokyo from destruction, which meant that he had also saved Aoki Michiko.
And so his daughter was still alive, somewhere in Japan.
He closed his eyes, determined that he was going to find her.
And eventually, the pain in his body draining away, Mark Cole drifted off into a dream-filled sleep, occupied only by the haunting images of a daughter he had never known.
THE END
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