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Аннотация
Paths of Courage breaks away from the confines of many modern espionage novels, which are often centred around European and Middle Eastern cities, bringing the danger, drama and action across the world to North Korea and into the depths of the Atlantic Ocean.
The story follows British Intelligence, who use their spy networks in Seoul and Moscow to establish that the North Koreans are manufacturing a lethal super virus. They also learn of a planned attack on a major western city, to be carried out by terrorists using a hijacked Russian nuclear submarine. Are these two strands of intelligence linked?
MI6 send a small team of specialists into North Korea with orders to verify if a virus does exist. Led by Frank Ryder, an ex-SAS operative, who is accompanied by Dr. Grace Seymour, an army virologist, the team search the remote central highlands to find the manufacturing facility.
Meanwhile, the British Navy’s ‘state-of-the-art’ nuclear submarine, HMS Ambush, is ordered to find and destroy the hijacked Russian submarine. The crew must endure weeks of cat-and-mouse searching, but will they succeed in finding the rogue submarine before a missile and its deadly warhead are unleashed towards an unsuspecting city?
Mike Woodhams’ novel was inspired by the controntation between nations. “My travels opened my eyes to the darker side of human nature and to the frailness of our existence, in particular the greed and selfishness of many of the leading nations,” he explains. “I wanted to create a simplistic theme that was objective, brutal, realistic and in context with the modern world.”


Mike Woodhams
Paths of Courage

To my wife, Cindy, for her patience and understanding which enabled this book to be born


PROLOGUE 

The man looked out at the calm sea spread before him from the bridge of the freighter as it ploughed through the green waves cleaving them cleanly, occasionally bobbing and rolling gently with each swell that passed under her keel. As it crossed the Tropic of Capricorn in the Indian Ocean, he heard the captain order the transponder, which informed the maritime authorities of the ship’s whereabouts to be turned off, then order a new course that would take the freighter directly south instead of around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope and up into the Atlantic to the Ivory Coast. The new course would now take it directly to an island deep in the southern Indian Ocean. The man stared at the sparkling waters with a mixture of apprehension, excitement and fear at what they were about to accomplish after so many months of planning and preparation.
The Maru Blue, a Libyan-registered freighter, was typical of her type with main superstructure situated well aft. The forward deck was dominated by three large cargo hatches and two V-shaped structures forming masts and boom cranes for lowering cargo into the holds. She had seen better days. The once black hull and white and green superstructure were streaked with brown rust.
Beside Ali bin Rashid stood the freighter’s captain, Javad Moradi. He was checking instruments and quietly issuing orders to the helmsman. A few years older than Rashid, Moradi was tall for an Iranian, had weathered features, an aquiline nose and a thick head of dark, slightly greying hair. The vessel he was now master of had been leased from a Greek shipping company.
“So deep in thought, Major?”
Rashid stumbled from his reverie. “Please. Please, call me Ali.” Now that he was no longer in the army, he hated to be addressed in that way. But no matter where he went, somehow it seemed to follow him. He looked every inch a major with his slim, upright stature, clipped black moustache, dark close-cropped hair and sharp angular features.
“I was just thinking about how close we are now to fulfilling the downfall of the infidel. The day of judgement is within our sights and the victorious end to our Holy War has all but arrived.”
“Yes, it will be the beginning of a glorious Islamic Alliance never before seen. Allahu Akbar,” said the captain.
Rashid thought about the crate in the hold and its deadly contents. “Have you checked whether the crate is well stored?”
“It is safe. Do not worry, Ali.”
“How soon will we reach the island?”
“Depends on the weather, but I would say no more than a week.”
“Can we expect good weather?”
“Not at this time of year. It is winter in the south. The climate on the island is harsh and changes rapidly. It has a reputation of being one of the wildest places on earth. We can expect temperatures anywhere around minus one centigrade to plus five, depending how strong the wind is blowing in from the Antarctic. Fortunately, the seas around the island do not ice over during winter.”
Rashid fell silent for a moment, then asked, “Where exactly is it?”
“On the Kerguelen Plateau, some 2,500 miles southwest of Australia and 900 miles north of the Antarctic. It is uninhabited and very remote; ideal for the planned transfer. The nearest land is the Kerguelen Islands, 270 miles to the north.”
Rashid nodded thoughtfully. “Once we are there our mission to avenge Allah will truly begin.”
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Captain Grace Seymour entered the small ante-room in Level 2 of the monkey room. She removed her uniform and underwear, slid on her sterile surgical scrub suit and covered her hair with a surgical cap. Nothing was allowed to be worn under the scrub suit. Barefooted, she passed through a small chamber bathed in ultra-violet light and on through a sliding door that led into Level 3. Here she put on a pair of white cotton socks and latex surgical gloves, tore off several strips of tape from a roll on the wall and hung them in a row on the side of the desk. She then proceeded to tape up her ankles and wrists to seal the joints. From a rack she took a blue plastic space suit and struggled into it until she was completely enclosed. After testing the in-built communication system, she put on the air regulator and plugged it into the suit. She was ready to enter the Level 4 air-lock. To her this was always the moment of truth. Invariably at this point a feeling of panic overcame her when she stepped into the stainless-steel decon chamber separating the normal world from a very dangerous one. The door behind her closed and, after a few moments, the one in front of her opened. For a few seconds she held her breath to let the feeling subside before she strode confidently into the hot zone.
The main lab of Porton Down’s animal testing facility was big and L-shaped, and occupied with dozens of people in blue pressurized suits. All surfaces were painted white, while red air-hoses hung coiled from the ceiling. Along one wall stood several freezers containing the virus strains used in various experiments. At the far end of the room a metal door led to where the monkeys were kept. The captain plugged the air-hose into her regulator and felt the familiar blast of cool, dry air fill her suit. Then she headed for the door.
The monkey room contained four banks of cages, with two on each side separated by tent-like structures. The cages held various species of monkey, from marmosets and rhesus to spider and macaques. The cages on one side held healthy animals, whilst those on the other had been infected by an engineered monkeypox virus. The healthy ones leapt about the cages screaming and hooting, whilst those on the other side sat silent and withdrawn. Their eyes watching every move the humans made.
One of the infected monkeys, Monkey B220, a small male rhesus, was ‘going down’ — the terminology used when an animal displayed the classic symptoms: weeping pustules thickly clustered on the face, hands and feet. This indicated he was ready for the latest test vaccine. Seeing this, Captain Seymour felt a pang of guilt at the suffering animal, but she reminded herself that it was for the sake of medical progress. So she took a deep breath and inwardly controlled her emotions. She ordered the removal of the monkey to the lab for detailed examination and injection of a prototype vaccine. The technicians took the monkey and laid the listless body out on a stainless-steel table in preparation for the experiment.
Moments later, as she was about to insert the needle into Monkey B220, a voice entered her earpiece informing her that she was needed in the director’s office without delay.
* * *
Grace swept her long, dark hair away from soft, angular features as she entered the office complex of the Director of Porton Down’s Defence Science Technology Laboratory (DSTL). Displaying her security pass to the guard at the desk, she headed her young, trim figure straight for Major Brian Stanhope’s office, wondering what could be so important to interrupt one of her experiments. Reaching the office she was ushered in by his secretary and was somewhat surprised to see Brigadier John Spencer, Head of Porton’s Weapons Research Establishment (PWRE), with him.
“You’ve met Brigadier Spencer, I understand?” asked the director as he stood to offer Grace a seat in front of his large mahogany desk. The director was a tall, grey-haired man in his late fifties.
“Yes, sir,” she replied, saluting both uniformed men.
“I apologize for having to take you away from your work, but an urgent matter has come to light,” he said, then looked at the brigadier to take over.
Intrigued at what that might be, she sat next to the brigadier. Her brown, almond-shaped eyes stared at him with growing apprehension.
“Brian tells me you are intensively involved in the weaponization of lethal viruses. Is that correct, Captain?”
“That is correct, sir.”
“What are you currently experimenting with?”
“Ebola and smallpox, sir.”
“How are they coming along?” His blue eyes fixed on Grace from under bushy black eyebrows that contrasted strongly with a mop of white hair.
“Which in particular, sir?” Grace wondered where all this was leading.
“Let’s start with Ebola.”
“We’ve made good progress in breaking down and separating the main toxins into groups enabling them to be safely capsulized; we are also close to formulating a fast-acting vaccine. What is needed now is to establish a method of effective remote release. At the moment we are looking at low altitude capsule burst, which would allow the virus to spread evenly over the target area.”
The brigadier nodded and turned to the director. “Is delivery working with you?”
“Yes, we’ve given them test pouches, which they are now in the process of testing in a multi-release vehicle that can be fired from a shoulder harness.”
The brigadier returned to Grace. “And the smallpox experiments?”
“The monkeys are dying rapidly,” Grace answered. “So far our test drugs seem to have no effect. Animals injected with the tried and tested antiviral drugs survived natural monkey pox, but those given engineered monkeypox after administering the same antivirals fell like ninepins. The poxvirus is overwhelming the vaccine.”
“Engineered monkeypox is the nearest we can get to the human version,” Stanhope interjected. The brigadier gave him a glance that said, “Not necessary.”
Grace continued. “The Interleukin 4 gene is a cytokine, a protein that nullifies the immune system against the engineered pox. Smallpox is possibly the most virulent. However, as you know, this virus has been officially eradicated. It’s possible to engineer a virus to become super lethal, but to my knowledge no one has successfully created, or weaponized, a super virus from smallpox, Ebola, typhoid or any other virus — not officially anyway. In attempting to splice a human IL-4 gene to a poxvirus, we are breaking the treaty.”
“Understood, Captain Seymour,” the brigadier said quietly, a cold smile creasing his features. “Regarding the treaty, we are assisting the Americans. We do not want to be caught with our pants down, do we? Imagine if Russia, China, Iran or even North Korea were able to create a super virus and we did not have a vaccine to protect ourselves.” He paused a few moments allowing what he had said to sink in. Then, “Regarding our own position: if we were successful in finding a vaccine for a so-called smallpox super virus, is there any guarantee it would work on humans?”
“Not unless humans were used as guinea-pigs,” Grace shot back. She had been surprised when ordered to undertake the IL-4 and monkeypox experiments, knowing full well that she was contravening the Biological Weapons and Toxin Convention Treaty signed by America and 140 other countries, including the UK, thus forbidding the development, possession and use of offensive biological weapons — in particular, the smallpox DNA. However, Grace was under no illusion that natural smallpox only existed in Atlanta and Siberia and she had little doubt that smallpox engineering was taking place in other parts of the world. “If anyone has managed to do so and has formulated a vaccine, then they must have tested it on humans,” she concluded.
“That brings me to the point why you are here, Captain Seymour,” said the brigadier, leaning forward in his chair for emphasis. “It has come to our attention that the North Koreans may be developing a super virus that is highly lethal to humans, including a vaccine to control it. Given the unstable nature of the regime, we are concerned they may use it against their enemies, in particular, us.”
“Do we know what type?” she asked, a little shocked.
“Could be any one of the deadlier virals; possibly a smallpox variant. That’s about as near as we can establish.” The brigadier glanced at Stanhope. Grace held her breath. “We need to know what that super virus is and if a vaccine exists.”
“How?” she shot back, now knowing where this was heading, but not wanting to hear it.
“By going into North Korea.”
Grace stiffened. “I’m not trained for field work!” was all she could offer now fully shocked.
The brigadier opened a folder. “Captain, according to these training reports, your fitness levels, weapons handling and endurance tests are above average. We would not have considered you had they not been. No one else has your experience and army training.”
“No one from Medical Services?” she shot back, now almost in panic mode.
The brigadier answered smoothly, “No one with your experience of engineered viruses and, if I may say so, your ethnic background.”
So that was it: her South Korean heritage. She should have guessed. The army had paid for her education and now it was payback time.
He continued. “If we can locate the facility where this stuff is made, we will need someone who can understand what they might find. We believe that person is you.”
Grace’s mind went into overdrive. She raised an eyebrow at her commanding officer. “Am I being ordered to do this, sir?”
The director threw a glance at the brigadier before responding. “This is a volunteer request, Captain. You have the right to refuse. It will not show up on your record,” he replied.
By the very tone of his voice she knew that refusal would have a detrimental effect on her career.
“Sir.” She looked hard at the brigadier. “Do I understand correctly that you do not have a location for this facility?” Grace was now becoming more uneasy about what she was being ordered to do. Christ, she was a virologist, not bloody Rambo.
“We believe the facility might be somewhere in the Hamgyong Mountains.”
“Where, roughly?”
“Somewhere on the northwestern side, near a town called Pyorha-ri, about twenty miles from the Chinese border.”
“Who would I go with?”
“A Special Forces team. They will be responsible for your safety, locating the facility if one exists and, if necessary, destroying that facility.”
Grace was appalled at that last bit. “Sir, with respect, you cannot just blow-up a facility like that; the risk is too great. Viruses could easily escape and if they are of the ‘super’ variety without a vaccine, then God help us all. I would imagine any facility like this would be heavily guarded. To get in undetected would be a feat in itself before even reaching the hot zone, not to mention acquiring the appropriate bio protection. Anyone entering a hot zone without protection, as you well know, will undoubtedly end up experiencing a painful death.”
The brigadier stared at Grace for a few moments before answering with a hint of impatience. “The objective is to get into the facility without conflict; that’s the SAS team’s job. Once in, your job is to either confirm or deny the existence of any lethal super viruses. Only if it is necessary for your escape will destruct tactics be deployed. The whole idea is to be in and out without anyone knowing. Do I make myself clear, Captain Seymour?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Now, tell me: are you prepared to volunteer?”
Grace sat silently for a moment. She looked at the two men and felt a knot of fear in the pit of her stomach. “I will do whatever I can to help.”
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Frank Ryder awoke as early morning rain battered the windows of his London flat in Norfolk Mansions. He reached for a non-existent packet of cigarettes before realizing he’d given them up. Despite a slight hangover, his brain kicked in and he hauled his naked frame out of the crumpled bed, determined to do his regular run. He quickly donned a tracksuit and joggers and left the flat. The rain sheeted down as he crossed Prince of Wales Drive and entered Battersea Park. Ryder enjoyed running through the park no matter what the weather, especially in the early morning with the wind and the rain lashing at his body. It made him feel alive. When not on assignment, these daily runs served to maintain his fitness, and the isolation gave him time to focus. Early morning running had become a habit since his days with the 1st Battalion Parachute Regiment and then the 22nd SAS. He’d spent many a good time with fellow soldiers, pounding in the driving rain around the Welsh hills, taking regular hikes up Pen-y-Fan, the highest peak in the Brecon Beacons, and putting back a few in the Hereford pubs. Morning runs had become a firm habit; even on the day he was ‘badged’ and handed the sand-coloured SAS beret. Ryder had come a long way since those earlier rough days growing up in Brixton before deciding to join the army at eighteen. Surprisingly, he did reasonably well at school with an aptitude for languages and sport. The army, however, gave him the opportunity to discover his full potential; it gave him discipline and purpose. He learned to channel his newfound energy and knowledge into an effective fighting machine. The SAS gave him the independence he had always craved and, strangely enough, satisfaction despite the fact that killing other humans was part of the job. At twenty-eight, in his current civilian/military capacity, he considered himself to be at the top of his game, finding fulfilment of a kind as a no-holds barred paramilitary operating covertly in some of the world’s most dangerous places.
As he pounded the footpath passing the lake, he decided, if the weather cleared, he would do a spot of fishing later. He was a keen angler, had been since an early age, first on Clapham Common for tiddlers, then graduating to other nearby fisheries and now the lake here in the park. He enjoyed the serenity and ‘get-away-from-it-all’ feeling in this oasis of calm, angling for roach, perch and bream, especially in the early morning and at dusk. He still used the sturdy old rod, colourful floats and basic equipment given to him by his grandfather. Lately he’d been contemplating doing some serious fishing in the carp lakes of Kent and Devon. If nothing came through in the coming week, he’d made up his mind to head off to Kent.
An hour later, he arrived back at the flat barely winded and with his head just about cleared. Jumping into the shower — hot first, then cold — he dried, slipped into a grey sweatshirt, jeans and trainers. He then made himself a cup of coffee, fighting the urge for a cigarette, having given up for over a month. It was still hard, though, hanging around between assignments without a smoke to keep him company. Suddenly the bleeper on his belt chimed and relief of a sort swept through him; he was wanted at HQ.
* * *
Ryder swung his Harley ‘Fat Boy’ through the gate and into the yard of a two-storey building in Lots Road. Parking, he removed his helmet and placed it on the side rack. He then strode easily towards a modest entrance. His slim, six-foot lithe frame clad in blue jeans and black leather ‘bomber’ jacket reached the single entry door where he looked directly into a small circular glass aperture on the side wall. The iris scanner confirmed his identity and the door clicked open. To any casual observer the plain entrance was nothing more than the way into a small commercial office. A plaque on the wall displayed the sign — “General Commodities Ltd.”
The building in Lots Road, Fulham, which wasn’t far from Chelsea football ground, had been purchased for its innocuous aspects and for its out of the way location in the backstreets of an area colloquially referred to as “World’s End.” The plain brick building in its heyday had been a modest factory warehouse, then offices and now served as the headquarters of Omega Unit, the ultra-secret ‘off the books’ arm of the British Secret Intelligence Service.
Ryder entered into a narrow corridor leading to a flight of stairs up to a first-floor reception area. Here he was met by a plump, fiftyish woman with greying hair tied back in a neat bun, wearing a dark blue trouser suit and frameless spectacles.
“Hello, Frank,” said the boss’s PA. “He’s waiting for you.” She led him along a short corridor to be shown into a tidy, rectangular office, sparsely furnished, with only a large flat- screen TV on one wall and a few landscape paintings adorning the rest. The room was devoid of windows and said much about the man who occupied it.
George Conway rose from his desk and came to meet Ryder. “Good to see you, old boy,” he said, thrusting out a hand. “Take a seat.”
They shook hands and Ryder took the only other available seat in the room. Looking relaxed, brown eyes rested intently on his boss as he waited for him to lead out.
“Tea?” Conway asked, reaching for the white china pot on a silver tray.
Ryder nodded. “Why not? Always good to sip tea before business. Biscuits too, I see.” Biscuits only came out when things were serious.
Conway smiled dryly, lifted the pot and poured the contents into two white bone china cups, handing one to Ryder and indicated towards the plate. “Do have one.”
George Conway was a thin, bespectacled man, middle-aged with a shock of white hair. He could easily have been taken for a professor rather than a high-ranking officer of the SIS. However, he had not risen to be deputy head of the SIS’s Special Operations Directorate by using the old school tie network, but by sheer hard work in the field and a shrewd understanding of those who operated in the murky and often nefarious world of espionage. The byzantine nature of his calling demanded insight into the threat of evil and the courage to face it when necessary. He had been given the unenviable task of running the Omega Unit and the several agents operating within its tenet. To academia, Omega referred to the last letter of the Greek alphabet, but to the Establishment, the last resort. Only the Chief of SIS and a handful of others were aware of its very existence.
Omega had evolved within the folds of the Secret Intelligence Service more from necessity than from design to primarily combat the ever increasing terrorist threat without the constraints of the law. Conway believed, as did his boss, ‘C’, the Chief of the British Secret Intelligence Service commonly referred to as MI6, that killing was the only way and the only thing understood by fanatical terrorism and wayward government-sponsored criminal activities. Quasi-international justice and legal niceties could not be allowed to stand in the way when protecting the Realm. It was considered by the Establishment too difficult to have regular Special Forces carrying out assassinations and other unpalatable activities likely to involve media attention and prison time. Ryder knew the risks and fully understood the legal consequences of his role. Should he get caught, the Establishment would deny all knowledge of his existence.
“I suppose you’re wondering what we have for you, O-Three?”
When the boss called him by his official designation (Omega Three) instead of Frank, he knew something heavy was about to be delivered — hence the biscuits.
“You could say that, George,” he grinned, softening the rugged, high cheekbones that were topped with a mop of thick, dark hair. “‘Ours is to do or die,’ so they say. The ‘Queen’s shilling’, mind you, is hard to turn down,” he said. Familiarity between them was not unusual.
Conway’s eyebrows rose, ignoring that last remark; at the same time a ghost of a smile creased his features before he came straight to the point. “We want you to lead a team into North Korea.”
“North Korea! You must be kidding!” he exclaimed, stunned. He knew the SIS rarely carried out field operations in that part of the world. “How soon?”
“As soon as.”
Ryder felt a little bewildered. “The reason?”
Conway was all business now. “Briefly, our Moscow network reports a North Korean virologist working for a bio-warfare unit has defected to the Russians, saying his country has developed a deadly super virus unknown to the West.” Conway paused to let that sink in. “But, wait for it: they also have an antidote and that leaves us very exposed indeed. Intel from our Seoul and Beirut networks suggests the virus may be used soon against a Western power. Seoul says a North Korean general was assassinated on a visit to the South Korean capital because he was about to inform the South. Beirut has been watching an NK agent and an al-Qaeda rep, suggesting the terrorist group may be planning to attack a Western country using this virus. We believe all three may be connected. The defector believes the virus is being manufactured in a subterranean bio-lab in the Hamgyong Mountains, somewhere near a town called Pyorha-ri.”
Ryder shot an asking glance.
“Close to the Chinese border in the northern region. We want you to take in a virologist to find out if such a lab exists.”
“Army?”
“Yes, specialist scientist from the Army Medical Corps out at Porton Down.”
That’s a bloody relief, thought Ryder. Babysitting a civilian would add considerable difficulties to such an operation.
“If you find a super virus we need someone who knows how to ID, handle and destroy them. Most of all, that specialist will need to determine if a vaccine exists in the plant. None of our people have those abilities. Your job, Frank, will be to get the specialist in and out safely.”
“Who is this specialist?”
“A Dr Seymour. BSc (Hons) Biomedical Sciences from the Royal College of Defence Medicine, Birmingham and from De Montfort University, Leicester. ”
“Impressive, but they won’t get him far out there in the wild. I hope he’s fit; otherwise, we’ll not reach a lab even if one exists.”
“The doctor is a she,” said Conway quietly.
Ryder looked at the boss in stunned silence. He then said, “Why not use army medics?”
“What we’re looking for is potentially the most lethal virus known to man; exposure to it could mean certain, agonizing death. We need someone who knows what to look for. She’s the best they have according to those who should know. Apparently her field reports are above average for fitness, weaponry and endurance.”
“Oh, that’s bloody good! Bloody good! Just what we need: babysitting a female in a dangerous — no, the most dangerous country in the world.” He shook his head slowly and ran a hand through his hair in subdued frustration. “It’s one thing to know how to shoot, another is to kill,” he paused. “Can she kill? Our lives may well depend on it.”
“That’s not her job, Frank; that’s yours,” Conway replied sharply.
Ryder was not prepared to give in. “You appreciate the fact that it could be weeks before we find the base. How will she cope, living rough in the hostile environment?”
“As I said, Frank, her records indicate she will be able to handle it.”
Ryder persisted. “Believe me, George, I’d like to think you’re right, but it’s difficult. Even if a lab does exist, getting in will be traumatic, not to mention locating the bugs. She’d have to be a superwoman not to break under the stress.”
“That’s why you’re here,” shot Conway, steel now in his voice. “We consider you to be one of our best operatives; she is considered the best at her game. Like it or not, she’s it. You’re to make her part in all of this as stress-free as possible. At the same time you need to make sure the mission doesn’t fail. Now, if you can’t handle that, we’ll get someone who can. Do I make myself clear, O-Three?”
Was the boss bluffing? He could use one of the other Omega operatives. He narrowed his eyes in thought, silently absorbing the implications. It would not look good on his record if he turned it down.
“Perfectly,” he replied. “You’ll need an Asian team if the op has any chance of succeeding.”
“Dr Seymour is South Korean, born here; the rest of the team will be of Korean origin so it won’t be a problem.”
“Why me, then? Let one of the Koreans lead,” Ryder shot back. “C’mon, George, it will be difficult enough as it is; why complicate things? How can I possibly get away with being a Korean?” He pointed to his eyes. “These are a giveaway for a start.”
“Blepharoplasty.”
Ryder looked at Conway with a blank expression. “What the hell’s that?”
“Cosmetic eye surgery.”
“You have to be joking this time, right?”
“I never joke; you know that O-Three. What I mean is something of a more theatrical nature, like what Western actors adopt when playing Asian parts. Use of plastic aids and a make-up artist’s secret techniques. A kind of mini-nip-and-tuck, if you will, which I’m told will even stand up to relatively close scrutiny.”
“Why go to these lengths?”
Conway replied, slightly exasperated, “Because, O-Three, we have no one in the Unit, no one from the Increment, and the Regiment has only three Koreans we can call upon; none of them have your experience.”
“Make-up can easily wash away,” Ryder pressed.
“Not if properly applied and we can call on the best in the business.” Conway paused before changing tack. “This is high risk, Frank. You don’t have to take it. We’ll send whoever’s available and hope for the best.” He waited, playing on Ryder’s sense of duty, then said, “Will you take the mission or not, Frank?”
He considered for a long moment, letting Conway wait. Eventually Ryder spoke. “Of course, boss.” To refuse was not an option as far as he was concerned, but he didn’t want Conway to know that. He now fully resigned himself to the mission and the blepharoplasty.
“Good,” said Conway, visibly relieved. He handed Ryder a file. “The team.”
Ryder glanced through it. “All three Koreans?”
“Yes. If you find a lab it will be guarded. Support will lessen the risks in getting the virologist in. This is a stealth op — quickly in and out before anyone is aware of what happened. Let the others front where necessary. Your job is to hold things together using your experience with minimal exposure.”
Conway lingered for a moment before he added,
“Oh, and brush up on your Korean.”
Fuck. Of all the languages he’d had to learn, Korean had been the hardest to get his head around. He would have to bluster through if necessary.
“I assume with the virologist in tow it won’t be an HAHO insertion?” Ryder asked, glancing through the file, focusing now on the practicalities of the mission. He was referring to a ‘high altitude, high opening’ parachute jump, which also involved a ‘parafly’ of forty or fifty miles, depending on air currents, eventually opening parachute to make a pinpoint landing in the target area.
“You assume correctly. Insertion will be by submarine, then overland. You will be flown to the U.S. base at Pusan where you will embark on one of our Tridents. The landing will be on a quiet section of coastline somewhere between Hongwon and Sinpo. An inflatable will take you to the beach under darkness.”
“And the extraction?”
“On your return to the beach you’ll activate ‘homers’. Inflatables will be sent to lift you off.”
“How long have we got?”
“As long as it takes. The sub will remain in the Gulf for your return. If all goes well, you should be there and back in less than two weeks.”
Ryder shrugged again; it seemed like everything was already done and dusted. “When do we leave?”
“Five days.”
Ryder was taken aback. “Five days! That’s short notice, George; little time to prepare.”
“That’s the way it has to be. No choice. Detail briefings will be undertaken over that time, parallel with a crash course on basic identifying and handling procedures for potent viruses.”
“Shit! Why’s that?”
“In the event the virologist becomes incapacitated, you’ll need to know the basics of how to eradicate.” He moved on. “The operation will be named: Blue Suit. And before you ask, that apparently is the colour of a bio-protective suit used in hot zones.”
“Hot zones? You mean when things get a bit hectic?” Ryder asked with a mischievous grin.
“No, Frank,” Conway replied with a touch of impatience. “A hot zone is where deadly viruses are kept.”
“Oh, appropriate then.”
Following a little more time discussing technical aspects, Ryder was finally dismissed. Another mission without proper time to plan. It almost drove him towards The Chelsea Ram just around the corner for a stiff drink and a packet of Winfield Mild, but he thought better of it, fired up the Harley and cruised out into Lots Road.
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Under a clouded night sky, the British ‘Trident’-class submarine surfaced off the eastern coastline of North Korea, twelve miles east of Sinpo. From a forward hatch sprang a group of sailors hauling an inflatable dinghy across the watery deck, followed by Frank Ryder and his team dressed in black peasant clothing with canvas sacks slung over their shoulders. The inflatable was quickly lowered into the swirling waters. The group hurriedly clambered down the rope ladder over the curving hull and into the vessel. Once all were in, the coxswain gunned the silenced 140hp outboard motor into life and drew away from the submarine heading towards the dark coastline to the west.
Thirty minutes later the coxswain cut the outboard 200 yards from the shore and silently glided the craft through the waves to the water’s edge. Ryder and the others quickly scrambled out and ran up the narrow shingle beach, reaching the tree-lined top safely as the coxswain turned and headed back out to sea.
Amongst the dense bush, Ryder checked his GPS, disguised as a wristwatch, confirming they had landed in the correct location. Each of the five-member team carried false identity papers, simple food rations of rice, dried fruit and meats, together with basic personal first-aid kits and lightweight thermal sleeping bags. Each also carried a quart of water in a flexible plastic container, together with a small, fold-up water-gathering plastic bag. Ryder, in addition, carried powerful compact binoculars, a map and compass. None carried communication equipment apart from a small battery-operated ‘homer’ hidden within their clothing to use only on their return to the beach. Each carried a 9mm SIG-Sauer P-226 handgun with silencer, together with extra ammunition concealed in a compartment at the base of the sacks. A KayBar combat knife was strapped to each man’s calf.
A sense of deep foreboding and isolation swept through Ryder as he looked out towards the darkened land. They had no back-up and no one would be around to help if captured. The risk of failure was extremely high, but this was it — there could be no turning back now. He checked the map; the first leg of the journey would present the most risk as they would be skirting moderately populated areas. He glanced at his watch: 2300 hours local time; they must be well inland before dawn. Signalling to the others, he led the group silently into the darkness heading due west. Operation Blue Suit was now well and truly underway.
* * *
From a hideaway amongst the scrub and rocks, Ryder focused binoculars on the tarsealed highway. He swept them over nearby railway tracks on the plain. He estimated that they would have to cross almost midway between Hongwon, six miles to the south, and Sinpo, nine miles to the north. From the map, Ryder gathered this to be the main eastern coastal highway, running some 600 miles from the border with South Korea, up to the Russian and Chinese borders at the town of Unngi in the north. They had been on the move for more than two hours since leaving the North Korean beach, covering ground fast through bush without encountering a single soul and giving wide berth to what Ryder guessed were isolated farmsteads. He estimated they were now approximately ten klicks inland. They had to be well into the hills prior to daylight before resting. He was grateful the virologist had managed to keep up the steady pace without complaint and he hoped she could maintain it until then.
The cloud cover had thinned considerably, allowing a pale moon to bathe the landscape. In the short time spent observing the road and tracks, five heavy trucks, together with two locomotives pulling a long line of freight cars, had rumbled past. He worried they would have little cover over the open ground between themselves and the hilly, bush-screened terrain beyond.
The moon disappeared, throwing the landscape into relative darkness. Minutes passed and soon the road was clear; no lights could be seen either way. Ryder gave the order to move out and all five broke cover and ran in a line towards the road. When they arrived at the tarseal, the sudden growl of a heavy diesel engine was heard on the wind. A truck with no headlights swung around the bluff less than one hundred yards away approaching from the left. With nowhere to hide, Ryder did not hesitate and dashed out over the wide highway followed closely by the others.
Almost at the other side, Grace, last of the group, suddenly tripped and fell. The truck headlamps flashed on and she was caught fully in the glare. The vehicle screeched to a halt. Two men sprang from the cab and rushed forward.
Ryder raced to Grace’s aid.
The two men stopped abruptly on seeing him and the others close behind.
Then, the roar of an oncoming locomotive, its powerful headlamp cutting the darkness, momentarily diverted attention.
No time to lose.
Without hesitating, Ryder and the nearest commando leapt forward, knives in hand, grabbed the startled men and slid blades expertly through the ribs straight into their hearts, killing both instantly.
The bodies were hurriedly thrown into the back of the truck. Ryder jumped into the cab, slammed the vehicle into gear and drove the vehicle off the road and into the scrub. The others rapidly followed, dragging a shaken Grace, reaching cover just before the smoke-belching engine thundered past.
Grace looked startled and pale.
“You okay, Dr Seymour?” Ryder asked.
“Please, please, call me Grace,” she stuttered. “I’ll be okay; just a little shaken.”
He guessed she was putting on a brave face; perhaps seeing death close-up and personal for the first time. “It’ll get easier,” he said gently, yearning for a cigarette.
She nodded, head held in hand. He wanted to tell her most sane people reacted like that the first time; he wanted to tell her he found it unpleasant to kill another human being — it was always ugly and mostly messy. Over time he’d insulated himself against empathy and sympathy towards the victims and their circumstances. The price paid: a hardening of the heart and at times a sense of remoteness from reality.
The two bodies were quickly buried and the truck dumped in a depression away from the scene. Ryder gave the order to move out, glancing at Grace. Seeing that she was still shaken, he felt fleetingly sorry for her and hoped like hell this incident was not an omen for the future.
* * *
Light rain fell as the group of five trudged relentlessly with sacks slung over their backs through the lower foothills that led away from the coastline and up towards the highlands of central North Korea. Since the episode at the railway line, they had travelled almost non-stop through the night and for most of the next day, carefully skirting small villages and keeping to the wooded terrain. They negotiated narrow ridges and sparsely populated valleys, avoiding where possible dirt roads and tracks traversing the landscape. Most of all they kept well away from the townships, even though it meant diverting from the northwesterly direction they were obliged to follow. They were now exhausted and desperately in need of a rest. As twilight fell, the group made camp in a small, deserted hut that was cut into a wooded hillside. The hut was old and had not been used for some time, but at least it was dry. Ryder decided it was safe enough to stop in. With no windows and a small hearth in one corner it was ideal to get out of the drizzle, light a fire and rest up until morning.
Rations were unpacked and all began to eat in silence, each with their own thoughts. Ryder checked their position and ascertained that they had covered over twenty-five klicks since leaving the beach; at this rate they would be in the search area within the next four to five days. 
He looked across at Grace; she appeared exhausted, huddled in front of the fire. Except for the road incident she had done well and he was surprisingly impressed by her stamina and determination. She did not complain at the pace they made, which he hoped she would be able to maintain.
“Four to five days, Captain Seymour, and we’ll be in the search zone,” he offered, to help ease her discomfort.
“Please, call me Grace,” she replied softly. “I’ll keep up,” she added, as if reading his thoughts.
Crammed closely together as they were, he wondered for the first time how they would manage to give her the space and privacy she needed to carry out her bodily functions and to maintain some form of modesty without causing problems amongst the rest of the group. She was, after all, an attractive woman, even under those baggy peasant garments. This issue would have to be addressed.
“Captain… Sorry, Grace…” he said hesitantly, looking sheepishly at her and the others. “We’ll bunk down outside to give you some privacy.”
Her head shot up and she snapped, “You will not! I don’t want any favours because I’m a woman. We’re all in this together. When it’s over I will stink just like you; no change of clothing, no taking them off and no washing until we’re out of here. Let’s get this straight: I’m not trained like you to extreme hardship and deprivation, I admit. But I’ll manage. I’m here to do a specific job and, with your help, I hope to succeed. Is that understood?” She looked intently at each man. “As far as bodily functions go, I promise I won’t look if you don’t. Any questions?”
The men looked at Ryder in surprise for a response.
“Well… Uh… No,” he said, a little shocked by the outburst. “If that’s how you want it, that’s fine with me.” Relieved that this issue was out of the way, Ryder eyed the diminutive, dark-haired doctor and her innocent good looks and wondered how the hell she would manage the gruelling operation that lay before them.
“Okay with you guys?” Ryder looked at the three London- born Korean SAS operatives.
“No problem,” said Daniel Song, his stocky frame hunched on a log, staring intently at Grace.
Greg Bom nodded in agreement, then asked, “These ‘hot zones’, are they as deadly as they tell us?” His pock-marked features give him a distinctly menacing appearance, enhanced by close-cropped hair over strong angular features.
“Very!” warned Grace. “Believe me, a hot zone, or Level 4, is where the lethal viruses are kept. To enter this area without a pressure suit is to invite certain death.”
“How certain can we be that we’ll find protection if this lethal virus exists?”
“If a hot zone exists, they will have protection suits available for sure.”
“I wasn’t clear from the briefings if a respirator could replace the suit in an emergency,” said Campbell Chol, a young operative, who sported soft, round features with close-cropped hair atop a sinewy well-toned muscular body.
“Definitely not. It may stop you breathing in the viruses, but it will not stop them from entering the body through clothing into other orifices.”
Silence filled the hut. Grace stared at Ryder. “Those eyes; they look so Korean. Who did it?”
“Not me,” Ryder replied, hoping the natives would be equally fooled before this op was over. The soft plastic appendages were not uncomfortable and far less intrusive than he’d first imagined. “London specialist.” The attractive female make-up artist he’d spent hours with came to mind.
He moved on. “Currently, we’re in the southeastern foothills of the Hamgyongs. According to my reckoning, we’re ninety to a hundred klicks away from Pyorha-ri. The range runs roughly east-west parallel with the Chinese border. The town is on the northwestern side, isolated in the foothills about thirty klicks from the border.” Ryder paused to take a sip of water. “We’ll search the area east of Pyorha-ri first, due to its remoteness. If a subterranean base exists, more likely it’ll be there. South of the town the area is more populated; north and west is too close to the Chinese border. If no luck east, we search south.”
“And if we find one?” Song asked. His open features under his dark, bushy hair gave him a boyish look.
“Any complex we find is going to be heavily guarded. To get in undetected would be a feat in itself before even reaching the hot zone; let alone with an inexperienced operative.” Frank immediately bit his tongue.
Grace gave him a faint smile in response. “I did not ask to do this. Whatever happens I will do my best.”
Ryder nodded. The others glanced at him disapprovingly. He regretted what he had said; she did not deserve that.
“What happens if we find bugs and can’t do a burn-off? How will we destroy?” Song asked, letting Ryder off the hook.
The four turned to Grace.
“Not with explosives; that was made clear at the briefings,” she replied with renewed confidence. “Destroying depends on what we find in the way of containment levels and the amount of stocks held. If only a small amount of virus exists, it will be relatively easy to burn off. But large amounts will present a major problem if we have little time, which is more than likely given the circumstances. The risk of discovery would be too great.
“All bio-labs have furnaces capable of producing the kind of temperatures to destroy the virus totally, which is around 500 degrees centigrade. Some have larger furnaces than others; the bigger the furnace, obviously the more you can destroy quickly.”
“Are the furnaces continuously fired up?” Ryder asked.
“Should be in case of an emergency. They are around the clock at Porton.”
“And if not?” he pressed.
“I find that inconceivable. But if not, deep burial in concrete is the only alternative. If a lethal super virus escaped…” She paused, glancing at each of the four men. “Once the genie is out of the bottle, it will be very, very difficult to put it back in without a great loss of life. Most lethal viruses can survive up to twenty-four hours outside a host in temperate climates, but once inside, it will most certainly be passed onto others without degrading. With such a short incubation period — roughly a few hours — these viruses kill rapidly. If we find a lab harbouring super viruses, the prime objective is not to destroy them, but to get out with a vaccine,” Grace finished authoritatively.
“Right; let’s focus on the route and search area,” Ryder said, changing the subject. He looked at the map and said, “As the crow flies, Pyorha-ri is about ninety klicks northwest of here. In real terms, ninety represents a march of some hundred odd, depending on the terrain. It’ll be rough and craggy, so we’ll keep to the valleys. We should be able to cover sixteen to twenty a day if we tab, putting us in the search area after about four to five days.” In the British army ‘tab’ is slang for ‘force march’ and ‘klick’ for kilometre. He glanced at his notes. “The search area is a sixteen-by-sixteen box, about eight klicks east of Pyorha-ri.”
Ryder prodded the fire and put on more wood. Although the surroundings were not that dissimilar to what he had experienced elsewhere in the world, he could not shake the strangeness he felt — something about the land seemed so foreign.
“Sinhung is a large town, approximately twenty-five klicks to the northwest,” he continued. “It sits at the entrance to a long series of valleys heading the way we need to go, terminating at Changjin — another town situated at the south end of a lake of the same name. The lake is a regular klick wide and some ten long, curving towards the northwest where it splits. The top end is only twenty-five or so from the southeastern corner of the search area. If we can use the lake to our advantage we will; otherwise just keep heading northwest overland. If we find nothing in the box, then we work progressively north, south and west of Pyorha-ri until we find what we are looking for. If nothing found, we return to the beach the way we came.”
“The briefings didn’t say anything about this bloody rain; it’s hardly stopped since we arrived,” said Chol quietly, sitting by the entrance, keeping an eye on the surrounding woods, his strong London accent out of place with his features. “Supposed to be moderate, my arse. Let’s hope they got the temperatures right and we don’t freeze our balls off tonight. Oops. Sorry, Doc.”
Grace didn’t take offence. “What about the fauna? Do we need to worry?”
“You mean dangerous animals, apart from man,” joked Ryder, attempting to lighten things.
“Yes, apart from man,” she shot back with a forced grin.
“Bear, wolf, wild boar and occasionally tiger roam the mountains,” he replied, stifling a smile.
“Tigers!”
“Yes, Siberian — but don’t worry, they’re all but extinct in this part of the world.”
“Tigers will be the least of our worries,” offered Bom, his London accent only slightly discernible. Frank agreed. He knew that if they found a lab, they would need a whole lot of luck to enter and get out alive.
Silence descended, then one-by-one, the group began to put away rations in preparation for an early start, come dawn. Selecting an area to bed down next to the entrance, Ryder studied the map, covering the ground they would travel the next day. To the northwest lay Sinhung and the Songchon River, which they would have to cross. Once over they would enter the desolate lower reaches of the southern Hamgyong Mountains. As for the terrain, they faced a myriad of narrow valleys, steep slopes and jagged crests, varying from 2,000 to 5,000 feet, covered mainly in broadleaf and conifer — very dense in places. That was good from the point of view of remaining undiscovered, but not from the arduous challenge it presented.
Ryder put the map away. “Okay, time to turn in.” He glanced at Song. “Dan, take first watch. I’ll take second. Greg and Cam, take the last.”
Grace turned sharply to Ryder. “What about me? I’ll take my watch.”
“Look, Doc,” he replied, irritably. “With respect, you got a big job ahead and it’s our job to get you there to do it in a fit state; you’ll need all the bloody rest you can get. As leader of this team I’m ordering you to stand down from watch duty until further notice. Is that clear?”
Reluctantly Grace acquiesced. What he said was true. At least he had bothered to explain.
With that, Song went outside and took up position close by in the bush where he would stay for the next two hours. The others made themselves as comfortable as they could in the confines of the hut.
The night passed without incident until dawn when Chol urgently entered the hut and shook Ryder awake, telling him a goat herder was approaching.
Ryder rushed outside followed by the rest. In the half-light the little goat herder had definitely seen them, but kept on coming. When he got closer, the man seemed pleased and waved; his kindly features creased in a toothless grin.
Ryder hesitated; the man was old and frail. Should he kill him? Would he tell someone? He knew he really had no choice. “We can’t risk anyone knowing we’re here. He has to be taken out.”
“Why?” shot Grace. “He’s harmless — a goat herder for God’s sake!”
He didn’t need this shit. “Look, Captain, he’s bloody well seen us, that’s why, and you’ve just shot off in English.”
“That’s no reason to kill; he’s probably a father, grandfather and husband too. Why the hell kill him?” she spat back.
“Because, Captain Seymour, I am not prepared to take the risk. Being dead, he’ll not let out what he’s seen and heard.”
“Please,” Grace said in a softer tone.
He ignored her. “My job is to find out if a bio-lab exists in this bloody wilderness so that you can do yours; then I have to get us out safely. I’d appreciate it if you would allow me to get on with it.”
Chol came running up. “He’s a mute.”
Ryder remained silent.
Grace looked hard at him with pleading eyes.
Seconds passed; he turned and looked intently at Seymour, then at Chol before striding towards the herder.
Ryder reached him and drew his knife. He did not want to kill this poor wretch, but he had to.
Eyes now wide with fear the herder recoiled in horror, attempting to turn and run; goats scattering at his feet in all directions.
Ryder grabbed the diminutive figure from behind and, without hesitation, plunged the knife deep into his bony frame.
The herder died instantly and fell to the ground in a tangled heap.
Ryder wiped the knife clean, sheathed it and, with a feeling of guilt, rejoined the others. “Bury him and let’s get the fuck outta here — FAST!”
Without another word, they quickly buried the herder, gathered up their belongings and headed for the trees.
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In London, the evening sunlight softly bathed the high-tech headquarters of the SIS on the Thames embankment at Vauxhall Cross. The sandstone and green cascading building, home of the Secret Intelligence Service, otherwise known as MI6, and affectionately called ‘Legoland’, dominated the junction of Vauxhall Bridge and the Albert Embankment on the southern side of the river. From his spacious office on the fourth floor, Sir Jeffery Powell, KCMG, OBE, Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, gazed down at Vauxhall train station and the busy traffic below. To those in the Service he was known as ‘C’ after the original chief, Captain Mansfield Cummings. Eventually he turned and strode back to his large desk. Of medium height, with strong features, and wavy brown hair, slightly greyed at the temples, he looked immaculate in his dark pinstripe suit and Cambridge tie.
John Green, Head of MI6’s Operations, sat at the opposite side of the desk.
‘C’ removed his horn-rimmed glasses, looked intently at the head and asked. “What do you make of it, John?” Sir Jeffery was referring to the typescripts of the latest tapes received from their intelligence network in Seoul. What they revealed this time were the most disturbing received so far.
The MI6 Operations head was dressed in a navy-blue Savile Row suit and brogue shoes. His brown hair was smoothed down and parted to one side. He looked distinguished to say the least.
“Difficult to judge. Can we be sure the man they have is the North Korean we were monitoring in Beirut?” Green questioned.
“More than likely. What he’s told them appears to correspond with conversations we monitored. Abu Hasan is a known al-Qaeda agent, a legit businessman operating out of the city. Park Kyong Su is a North Korean businessman working for the DPRK, selling whatever he can to keep Pyongyang’s coffers topped up. Yes, I believe the man they have is Park Kyong Su.” Then after a short pause, Sir Jeffery added, “Intriguing situation, wouldn’t you say? North Korean defector to the Russians, North Korean agent and a North Korean general assassinated. I wonder: is there a connection?”
“I think we were right to assume that was the case when we first received the intel,” Green replied. “The defector tells the Russians about a virus; the agent attempting to set up a deal to sell a virus; the general eliminated because he was probably about to tell the world about both — indeed feasible.”
Sir Jeffery nodded. “Two hundred million is considerably more than the earlier figure and being caught trying to transfer the money illegally from a Seoul bank into Pyongyang — it’s surprisingly uncharacteristic to use only one bank for that amount of transfer. Not like the Koreans at all.”
“He would have to do it illegally; transferring a large sum like that would generate awkward questions.”
“Fortunately for us, the South Koreans picked him up.”
“No doubt they worked him over real good, confessing the way he did,” said Green. “As the interrogator on the tape said, and I quote: ‘His soul will be laid bare by the time we finish and he’ll squeal like a stuck pig.’ I think, however, they already have everything he knows about the deal. After all, we know he was only effectively the go-between.”
“A missile launched from a nuclear sub, I can hardly believe it. Where the hell did they get them from?” questioned Powell.
“Anybody’s guess,” shrugged Green. “What we need to know now is the payload. Have the Koreans told the Americans yet, I wonder?”
“This is serious intelligence, John; they might well have, but it is common knowledge there’s growing anti-American sentiment amongst the political fraternity in the South, now that Kim Jong Un is in charge. Reunification could be back at the top of the list, so I suspect not yet anyway. If they haven’t, we certainly will very shortly,” said Sir Jeffery, firmly.
“With that young hothead at the helm I doubt if any thoughts of reunification is on his list — more like total subjugation of the entire peninsula.” Green paused, then changed the subject. “The assassination of a high-ranking North Korean general in Seoul — yet no media coverage. Strange Pyongyang has said nothing. One can only assume they’re using it — by keeping quiet that is — to extract something of value from Seoul.”
“General Yang, the North’s chief negotiator, assassinated by his own people? If what’s on that tape is genuine, the South should be concerned. It now seems probable that Yang was killed because he intended to defect and spill out plans to attack Western targets. Unfortunately for us, we don’t know when or where,” said Sir Jeffery. Then, seemingly as an after thought, “Suxamethonium, isn’t that a sedative?” He was referring to the post-mortem report obtained by the network detailing the cause of the general’s death.
“Yes, muscle relaxant, starves the heart of oxygen if not properly administered causing cardiac arrest. It metabolizes after a short period making it almost undetectable post-mortem.”
“Cunning,” Sir Jeffery said, shaking his head. “You wouldn’t have thought the miniscule dart used to administer the stuff could be so effective. Must’ve been extremely concentrated.”
Green nodded in agreement. Sir Jeffery continued. “If the South is responsible and the North retaliates with force, the Americans will use it as an excuse to strike. China would no doubt back Pyongyang and then it would all be on. Many South Koreans want the Americans out. They are rejecting the ‘Cold War’ mentality and the confrontational aspect of the Demilitarized Zone; they would much prefer the U.S. negotiate with Pyongyang over their nuclear policy. Maybe this killing was done to ensure that the Americans stay; it’ll deter them from contemplating withdrawal of the thirty-odd thousand troops from the DMZ — indeed, from the entire peninsula.”
“Those who want the Americans out do so at their peril,” Green offered. “They don’t see Kim Jong Un as dangerous — not like his father — although his latest provocative antics belies that. Those who hate everything Pyongyang stands for, knowing their present freedom and liberty will be at risk if unification takes place, firmly believe, and I’m inclined to agree, the only thing that’s been stopping the North from invading the South since day one has been the presence of good ol’ Uncle Sam. Since the North pulled out of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, the IAEA has had no show of getting their monitors back in and never will in my opinion.
“Following the diplomatic crackdown in Pyongyang, our humint is sadly lacking. We now have only a few officers working out of the Swedish Embassy controlling low-level assets and they have heard nothing to confirm what we’re hearing from our other networks. I don’t see that likely to improve in the foreseeable future.”
“Pity,” Sir Jeffery cut in.
Green continued. “If the team we sent into the North verifies the Koreans have a lethal super virus, that’s bad enough, but if they’re intending to use this sub to fire a missile at a Western city with a bio-warhead, or nuclear, we’ll all be in real trouble. Pyongyang could well achieve their long-held objective.”
“If it’s a bio, no one would escape the effects unless they had a deterrent. Until that happens, no country or individual in their right minds would even contemplate that.”
“But if they have, and the defector said they have, you can see my point, John. Whoever does create a vaccine first will, by default, become the world power simply because they will have huge leverage. If the defector is telling the truth and the North Koreans are maybe near to developing a really deadly virus, we must hope our team finds it and returns with a vaccine.”
Green nodded. “Just what did Yang know that he had to be eliminated? Did he know of attacks that were about to be placed on Western targets?”
“We’ll probably never know.” Sir Jeffery stood and went to the drinks cabinet. “Scotch?”
“With a little water.”
“Sacrilege.”
“I agree, but there’s no accounting for taste, Sir Jeffery. Where would we all be if we felt the same about the amber liquid?” Green countered.
“Quite,” replied the spy chief, coming back to his desk and handing Green his drink. “Back to business.” He raised his glass as he sat down. “Cheers!”
Green acknowledged, savouring the single malt. “South Korean Intelligence seems to be convinced that sources in Pyongyang have the truth that General Yang was killed because he knew too much and was about to defect. They all but confirmed that the North is somehow involved with a missile attack — either on us, or on America — within two to three months, which at least narrows it down to when. However, not knowing the launch location, the target, or what type of warhead will be used remains quite frustrating.”
Sir Jeffery looked at his operations head thoughtfully. “Could be anywhere with a sub involved. The target: London, New York, Washington — your guess is as good as mine. As for the missile warhead, there really are only two choices: nuclear or biological. Bearing in mind the defector stated his government would use the super virus against its enemies, I am of the opinion a bio threat, not nuclear, is the more likely, initiated by the North and carried out possibly by al-Qaeda.” The chief removed his glasses and pinched the top of his nose; he was beginning to feel the pressure. He replaced the glasses after a few moments and looked intently at Green. “I am finding it difficult to accept al-Qaeda would be capable of having the technical ability to crew a nuclear submarine and fire missiles.”
Green agreed and added, “If the Americans were not sure who was responsible, they would not risk a nuclear war. If al-Qaeda, or some other terrorist organization, carried out the attack, a lot of people would die unnecessarily. And for what? A bunch of crazy fanatics. No, I don’t think the Americans would risk the human race for that. Nor would we, but they would certainly strive to get even some other way.”
“Recent satellite flyovers revealed nothing unusual happening in the Hamgyong Mountain area. The Americans don’t seem to be too concerned either about the intel we have or its implications.”
“What area exactly did the sats cover?”
“Ninety-mile radius around Pyorha-ri right up to the Russian border using infra-red, ultra-sonic and heat probes — all negative. If an underground plant exists, it’s deep or beneath very thick concrete lined with lead.”
“And GCHQ?” asked Green, referring to the British Communication Centre at Cheltenham, responsible for monitoring all telecommunications around the globe.
“Usual traffic,” replied Sir Jeffery, peering over his glasses. “No chatter to suggest a clandestine bio plant.” He paused to take a sip from his glass, then changed the subject. “What is the latest on the North’s nuclear capability?”
“Since reopening Yongbyon and closing down some of the outdated facilities, uranium enrichment has not stopped. The stockpile of spent fuel rods could yield enough plutonium to produce maybe six to twelve warheads a year.”
“They could then have more than thirty?” queried Sir Jeffery.
“Correct. Selling to other countries too. Maybe the deal with Abu Hasan is for a ‘dirty bomb’. What devastation that would cause if one was to go off in Hyde Park! A hundred lbs of enriched uranium would be all you’d need to make a full-scale nuclear bomb and only nine for one fuelled by plutonium. The North would have that amount to offer buyers.”
Silence descended for several seconds, then Sir Jeffery spoke. “The intel from Moscow, and to some extent Seoul, was enough for us to send a team into the North to verify. The PM needs to be informed again of this latest situation.” He finished his drink and stood, indicating the meeting was over. “I will inform the JIC. John, let our people in Seoul know they’re doing a fine job. Thank you.”
The meeting ended.
John Green returned to his office three floors below, hoping the team sent into North Korea would find nothing and the nuclear submarine situation was a false alarm.
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Several hours after a non-stop trek through rugged, remote hill country, Ryder and his team arrived at the broad Sinhung Valley. Below lay the main north — south highway between the town of Sinhung and Hamhung, with railway tracks running parallel, and beyond them the Songchon River in full flood. The river in winter is a series of shallow rivulets running over gravel beds, but now, with the summer rains, it had swollen into a single, fast-moving mass of brown, surging water, 400 yards wide. There was no way they would be able to cross by swimming or even on some form of hashed up raft. It was too high and fast.
The group rested up under the protection of a rocky outcrop, screened by bush, to contemplate the next move and to eat.
“Crossing that torrent is definitely out,” said Ryder.
The others all agreed.
“Where’s the nearest bridge?” Chol asked.
Ryder referred to the map. “The nearest is in Sinhung, three miles north.” He ran his finger down the map. “There’s another about ten miles to the south at Chongho.”
“Chongho?” questioned Song, running his hand through his hair and staring at the map. The Korean displayed a quiet determination and confidence that impressed Ryder. If anything happened, he would be the one to take over.
“Small garrison town.”
“Needs to be avoided then,” said Chol, making himself comfortable. He leaned back against the rock face. Taking pistol from his sack, he removed and examined the fifteen- round magazine, took out the bullet in the breach then squeezed the trigger twice before replacing both, satisfied everything was okay. He attached the suppressor and put the pistol back into the sack.
“Sinhung is not a good option,” Ryder continued. “The town is close to the chemical weapons complex. You can guarantee there’ll be a heavy military presence.”
“So, a choice of two evils,” said Bom, shrugging his shoulders and opening a ration pack.
“We should go south,” offered Song. “More likely Chongho will have less of a military presence.”
“A garrison town would be crawling with troops,” countered Bom.
“Sinhung presents more risk,” offered Chol, chewing on a strip of dried meat.
They lapsed into silence.
Grace spoke next. “If I may add my thoughts,” she said in an authoritative tone, looking coldly at Ryder. “It would seem to me easier to go unnoticed in a large town with lots of civilian people than in a small town more likely dominated by military personnel, where civilians could come under much closer scrutiny. Also my understanding is that going north through Sinhung would roughly maintain our north-westerly direction and may even cut down the time to the search area. Would that be correct, Mr Ryder?” she asked, not taking her eyes away from his and speaking for the first time since the death of the goat herder.
She was right. “Good logic; exactly my thoughts.” A lengthy pause, then he said, “Sinhung it is then.” He glanced at the others, each of whom returned a grin. Ryder yearned for a cigarette, but made do chewing on a lump of dried meat.
They spent another hour under the outcrop, resting and deciding the best route. Staying close to the valley highway was the most obvious and the easiest, but also the most dangerous for being discovered. Eventually they agreed to keep to the bush-clad hills right up to the outskirts of the town, even though this would entail a gruelling five-klick hike traversing the predominantly east-west aspect of the terrain going directly north. When the hour was up Ryder gave the order to move out and the group made its way single-file down the north- facing slope towards the town.
Perched within the bush overlooking the southeastern outskirts of the town, Ryder swept binoculars across rows of single-storey dwellings immediately below, including the main tree-lined thoroughfares beyond leading directly to the bridge. Green, leafy trees stood in stark contrast to the array of grey stone and concrete utilitarian buildings. It was early evening and a watery sun began to dip below the horizon. He scanned the roads and bridge and was surprised at the number of people, bicycles and trucks dotting the roadways. The army personnel were freely mingling with the flow. He knew from the briefings that Sinhung had a population of about 10,000, mostly agricultural workers with the rest working in the chemical factory. But from the number of people and soldiers, he could see that seemed an underestimation; he hoped it would be to their advantage to get lost amongst the crowds.
The bridge itself stood at the head of the two main converging roads. To follow the river and try to cross elsewhere could put days, or possibly weeks, on the mission. The longer they remained in this hostile land, the more likely they would be discovered. He raised his binoculars to take in the mountains beyond. To reach them and continue in a northwesterly direction, the bridge had to be risked; an unnerving prospect. With mixed feelings of apprehension and uncertainty, he gave the order to move out and head for the roadway below.
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A group of men sat at the long, green-baize-covered table in the Cabinet Room of Number 10, Downing Street, listening to the Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, Sir Jeffery Powell, give his latest report. Next to him sat the Prime Minister, William Maxwell, and across the table sat the Minister of Defence, Michael Trafford; Foreign Secretary, David Regis, and Commander-in-Chief, Fleet Admiral Sir Robert Engels.
“… In conclusion, gentlemen, this situation poses a serious threat,” ended Sir Jeffery, removing his glasses and looking intently at each of the others at the table.
A long silence prevailed before the Prime Minister cleared his throat, looking perplexed at the nation’s spy chief. “How reliable is this new intelligence?”
“Experience tells us — very.”
Another tense silence.
“If what you’re saying is true, Sir Jeffery, we must act swiftly,” said the PM, breaking the silence. “It seems to me we have little choice. Al-Qaeda won’t give a damn about hitting targets here or in America — all they want is to rule the world at any price. But would the North Koreans risk the sort of retaliation we would deal them if they were planning to do that?” he questioned, his clear blue eyes conveying dignity and compassion. He had a reputation for a no-nonsense, pragmatic approach.
“The regime is under pressure over the nuclear issue, despite Kim Jong-Un’s promises,” said Michael Trafford. His heavily hooded brown eyes stared hard at the PM. “The U.S. has cut aid considerably as we all know. Acute shortage of foreign aid is slowly strangling what little economy they have left. The population is starving. I believe they might well take the risk.”
Sir Jeffery responded. “According to the North Korean being held in Seoul, the delivery of the sub and its missiles has taken place; he doesn’t know to whom, nor does he know to where. I’m inclined to believe that, knowing the Korean interrogation methods.”
“The Americans and ourselves monitor all Russian and Chinese-manufactured submarines capable of firing missiles,” said Engels, a short, dapper man with dark hair greying at the temples. He stood out in his immaculate naval uniform in contrast to the others in sober suits.
“Who else has nuclear submarine capabilities?” asked Trafford.
“Ourselves of course; the Americans, Russia, India, China and the French,” answered Engels. “China has three in her fleet, France four and Russia a total of fourteen at the last count. We endeavour to keep track of all foreign submarines, especially nuclear,” he concluded.
“Unfortunately,” snapped Trafford, “we don’t know which. This go-between negotiates only delivery dates and payout terms; he’s obviously not in the loop for detail, otherwise we would at least know the payload, nuclear or bio. More importantly we would know the target. For all we know, this sub with its clutch of missiles could be on its way to our shores as we speak. An experienced crew would be needed too, capable of operating the sub and the missile systems.” He looked intently at the PM. “We need to interrogate this man ourselves — and quick. Tell the South Koreans to hand him over.”
“Easier said than done, Michael,” the PM replied. “They would want to know how we found out about this man. No matter what diplomatic strings we pull it will take weeks, if not months, to get him out. We do not have the time. Besides, I would not put it past the South Koreans to eliminate him just to avoid extradition to us.” He looked at the intelligence chief for confirmation, which he got.
Trafford nodded his acceptance.
“Can we account for all of the subs?” questioned David Regis, a tall, grey-haired, distinguished-looking man.
“Not all Russian subs,” Engels replied. “Several are out, but we have a good idea of their whereabouts. Those at home bases are regularly monitored by ourselves and the Americans. Anyhow, I understand all were out before the deal referred to in this report was made.”
“How long is the normal stay time at a home base?” Regis questioned.
“Depends on a number of things; not least of which would be their maintenance programs,” Engels answered. “The newer subs — maybe two or three months; the older ones, six months or more. The Russians have had three of their Delta III’s in covered pens in Rybachiy, on the Kamchatka Peninsula, for over a year now. They are either undergoing repairs or in the process of being decommissioned. This is not unusual; they are gradually building their fleet.”
“How many Delta III’s are still in service?” Regis asked.
“Five altogether,” Engels shot back. “We know that the K449, K496 and K433 are penned at Rybachiy — K223 and K211 are out on active duty in the north Pacific.”
“Could it be one of those last two?” the PM asked.
“I doubt it. The Americans have been monitoring their movements for the last six months, patrolling the Alaskan coastline between their return to base for provisions. The latest report we have indicates they are still up there.”
“The three in Rybachiy,” Regis pressed. “Are they the longest Russian nuclear subs to have stayed in the base at any one time?”
“Yes, confirmed by satellite.”
“How can the satellites verify, if the subs are in covered pens?” Regis pressed.
“As Rybachiy is Russia’s largest nuclear sub base and home to the Pacific Fleet, it’s kept under surveillance by the Americans, who share the results with us.”
“Do they use a geo sat?”
“No; orbital — once every twelve hours.”
Regis nodded and looked at the others. “One of the Deltas could have slipped away between orbits.”
“Do we have signatures of the three?” questioned Trafford.
“We do,” replied the admiral, then he turned to the PM. “Every engine makes a specific noise, which is referred to by all navies as a ‘signature’. We and the Americans have a data base covering every other known submarine in service, including Russian, to keep track of where they are in the oceans and to log movements of particular types of submarines. This base is constantly updated whenever the opportunity arises, especially during the cat and mouse games played out in the oceans around the world.”
“From now on, all Russian subs encountered are to be regarded as hostile, especially if the signature of any of the three now in Rybachiy is confirmed,” said the PM firmly.
“Take out a Russian and we could start a war,” said Regis.
“They didn’t when America sunk K-129,” said Engels.
“Was that the rogue Russian sub that was supposedly going to launch missiles at Pearl Harbour?” questioned the PM.
“Yes, sir, according to unofficial channels.”
“Presumably they didn’t retaliate then because they were the perpetrators,” the PM offered. “Here, if that sub was sold to the Koreans, the Russians are doing the same thing, only indirectly. They would have nothing to gain and everything to lose if we managed to disable. I would gamble, with our island at stake, that Dimitriev would not risk starting a Third World War on that basis.”
“We could expect some kind of a move against us. It’s more than speculation the Russians sunk the USS Scorpion off the Azores in retaliation,” said the admiral.
“If the Deltas are waiting to be scrapped,” said Trafford, “and knowing the Russian Navy’s currently streamlining their Pacific sub fleet, I would not rule out an ‘under the table’ deal by regional controllers. We know the consolidation is causing hardship to redundant crews; it leaves men idle, who need to feed families.” The minister of defence paused to collect his thoughts and looked at the PM. “A call to President Dimitriev might clarify things.”
“Forget that,” shot the PM. “Dimitriev will give nothing away. They may now call themselves a democratic Russian Federation, but the mentality of the old Soviet Union is still firmly in place, believe me. Besides, I would have to explain why. Not only would that make the Russians fully aware of our situation, but it would also give them the excuse to increase their submarine activity. Not to mention surface ships in the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans which could put serious pressure on our own naval resources in those areas and, I might add, compromise our own efforts to locate and disable this submarine.”
The commander-in-chief, Engels, agreed.
Then, as if an afterthought, the PM added, “Dimitriev probably would not be too unhappy to see London blown away or, for that matter, any American city.”
Trafford came back, ignoring that last comment, “But, if a sub has been illegally sold to the North Koreans by rogue elements of the Russian Navy’s eastern high command, the Kremlin would also like to locate and destroy, I’m sure, to avoid the consequences, should the sub’s, and thus al-Qaeda’s, intentions succeed. Having them search for their own sub could be a help more than a hindrance. We have to stop that sub by whatever means available, even if it means enlisting the help of the Russians.”
“Supposing, of course, it is Russian,” said Regis. “It could conceivably be French or Indian.”
The admiral replied, “Every one of the Indian and French nuclear subs is accounted for. There is absolutely no question these two countries would sell to another nation without ours and the Americans’ prior knowledge and agreement. They are our firm allies. The Chinese are a possibility; they have three currently — all brand new. However, I would guess it unlikely that China would give one to a poor neighbour. Relationships between the two are not what you would call cordial right now.”
Engels excused himself and left the room to return a short while later.
“Apart from Seoul, none of our stations report the sale or loss of a nuclear sub by any of the nations you have mentioned,” said Sir Jeffery to both the foreign and defence ministers.
A brief silence.
“Assuming the sub is now in terrorist hands, would a Russian crew be retained?” the PM asked.
“Good point,” said Trafford. “We have to assume at this stage the crew will remain Russian, maybe assisted by Muslims. It will make it more difficult to hunt down; they know their subs well, but if a Russian crew is short of what it should be, that will test efficiency for sure.”
“Assuming, of course, that they have not been totally replaced by a Korean or Muslim crew,” the PM chimed.
“We know selected Iranian and North Korean naval personnel have been involved in Chinese and French nuclear sub training programmes. I doubt the Koreans could man a Delta, but it’s possible that fundamentalist Iranians could form a crew,” said the admiral.
“Anything from ROI or SOSUS?” Trafford asked.
“The last report displayed nothing outside the normal traffic, but I’ll check again and contact the Americans too.”
“ROI, SOSUS?” questioned the PM, staring at the admiral.
“Radar Ocean Imaging, sir. Radar on satellites able to detect subs underwater by the subtle changes of the waves over its path. SOSUS is the U.S. underwater global Sound Surveillance System used in antisubmarine warfare.”
The PM gave Engels a sheepish look. “What about our own Skysight satellites?”
“The Far East has yet to be covered,” Engels replied.
Silence descended again. Prime Minister Maxwell leaned forward, placing both his elbows on the table, seemingly deep in thought. Then, after several seconds, he glanced around the seated figures.
“Could she be fully armed?” he asked quietly.
“Our stats tell us she’s capable of carrying a dozen torpedoes, and sixteen Stingrays,” Engels replied.
“If fitted with MIRV warheads, each with three 200 kilotons apiece, only a few would be needed to potentially wipe out our island,” said Regis.
“Only if she got close enough to release them,” countered Engels.
“How close is close in your opinion, admiral?” the PM asked.
“Anywhere around one hundred miles. We would need most of the entire navy to patrol our coastline and the approaches. We certainly can’t do that without seriously affecting current commitments.”
“Then we have no choice but to make sure we stop the Delta before it gets here,” said the PM firmly. “In the meantime we’ll put all our land-based anti-missile installations on full alert and put as many ships as we can sensibly muster to patrol the south and west approaches. Are we all agreed?”
The group nodded.
The PM turned to the admiral. “This sub may now be carrying missiles with nuclear or bio-warheads. What are your thoughts on how warheads could’ve been obtained and fitted?”
Engels cleared his throat. “If not supplied with the boat, only two ways really — either at sea or in a Korean naval dockyard. If at sea, she would obviously have to surface to take on board the warheads from a topside vessel and stay there until they were fitted. If this was undertaken anywhere in the western Pacific she would be exposed to the sats. The better way would be to head for a remote part of the Pacific, or even the Atlantic, not covered, and do the transfer there. As for the dockyards, the U.S. has all the North and South Korean naval yards covered. It would be difficult to make the transfer without them knowing.”
“Even under cover of heavy clouds and darkness?” questioned Trafford.
“Not a problem with the latest cloud penetration satellites and infra-reds.”
“Does anyone disagree or have anything to add to Admiral Engels’s assessment?” the PM asked.
A shaking of heads.
“Okay, let’s recap the facts,” he continued. “Intel strongly suggests a missile strike against the West by al-Qaeda is imminent using either nuclear or biological warheads. The attack will be by a Russian Delta sub purchased by the North Koreans on behalf of terrorists using a Russian crew, possibly aided by Muslim extremists. It also suggests the Koreans have provided the warheads.” He paused. “So, gentlemen, we have to locate and disable that sub in a real hurry. How do we go about this?” He looked at the admiral.
“Assuming a Delta left Rybachiy, it would need to take a route down through the Pacific, across the Indian Ocean and up into the Atlantic to make sure it kept to the more remote regions of those oceans. To go the other routes it would have to either negotiate the choke points at Drake Passage between Cape Horn and Antarctica or the GIUK gap between Greenland and Norway. Both those approaches would be expected to be crawling with allied ships.
“My thoughts are that we should leave it to the Americans to monitor the northwestern and central Pacific and bring back what we can to protect our shores. The Americans already have Battle Groups in the south Pacific, the Indian Ocean, and the North and South Atlantic augmented by attack submarines. We should send an A-Class to patrol the lower latitudes of these oceans. With your approval, sir, we can implement this immediately.”
“Do the rest of you concur?” asked the PM.
Nods of agreement.
The PM shifted in his seat, eyeing those around the table.
“Okay, send the subs.” His voice held a slight tremor. “You are to make the hunting down and disabling of this rogue sub a top priority. The consequences of unleashing a missile carrying a nuclear or bio-warhead onto our shores would be nothing less than devastating; life as we know it would end. So, I’ll put it bluntly: nail it! Reputations are on the line here; make sure there are no cock-ups. Is that clear?”
Again, nods.
Trafford looked at Admiral Engels. “Have the navy conduct sweeping searches in the Sea of Japan, the Yellow Sea and the East China Sea, moving to the South China Sea and then on out into the Pacific if necessary. I also recommend all shipping in and out of Korean ports, both North and South, be boarded, searched and strictly monitored right to their final destinations. We should inform the Americans and seek their help — they could also be the target. They can threaten the Koreans with retaliation and if the sub is still in their hands, it may deter them from following through. We face a very dangerous situation here; we should act immediately.”
The British Prime Minister leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers and placed them to his lips. For several seconds he stared fixedly at portraits on the opposite wall.
“Do we all agree?” he asked finally.
Each nodded.
The PM turned to the foreign secretary. “David?”
“I agree with Michael,” he replied. “But we cannot overlook the possibility of an attack from a surface vessel. The North Koreans have missiles with nuclear and bio-warheads and can deliver. Boarding and searching suspect surface vessels on the high seas should be of paramount importance. Warheads may already be on their way.” He looked at the admiral. “Robert?”
“I agree. However, a blockade would stretch our resources somewhat, but no doubt we can call on our allies to assist.”
The PM’s private secretary entered the room and handed the admiral a note. He read it and looked at the PM. “It appears that several weeks ago the American listening station in the Aleutians recorded the signature of K449 in the south Barents Sea on a southerly course.”
“Exactly where?” shot Maxwell.
“From their station on Attu, the main island of the Nears, at the southern tip of the Aleutians.”
“Why were we not informed sooner?” Trafford asked.
“The Americans log all contacts and share them with us when they get round to it. That’s why I went out. I phoned the Admiralty to check if we had the latest log reports; fortunately, we did.”
“That is directly west of Rybachiy,” said Regis. “If they were heading for Korea they would go southeast through the Sea of Japan.”
“That rules out loading missiles at a Korean naval dockyard,” said Trafford. “Admiral, you could be right. If K449 is the one, then missiles may well be loaded at sea in some remote part of the Pacific. Where is anybody’s guess.”
“Admiral, do we know where all other Russian subs are at this point in time?” the PM asked.
“We do, sir; in conjunction with the Americans. K449’s position is currently unknown, along with an Akula II-class nuclear sub — K267.”
Silence engulfed the room.
“Do we have the signature of K267?” the PM asked Engels.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Okay, we focus on both these subs. Gentlemen, we need to get this thing underway. Robert, get your people to set up the blockade and carry out a search and disable policy against both subs. This policy is to take precedence over all other matters. David, contact the Americans and tell them our intentions and see what they can do to help. Thank you.”
With that, William Maxwell stood. The others followed and all filed out of the Cabinet Room, much more concerned now about the future than they were when they had first entered.
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On safely reaching the main street of Sinhung, Ryder and his team split into two groups, Song and Grace in front with himself, Bom and Chol close behind. The two groups were just far enough away so as not to create an impression that they were all together. Ryder felt conspicuous amongst the throng of inhabitants, so he kept his head down and wore the broad-brimmed peasant hat low over his ears. For the number of people out and about, the atmosphere seemed strangely subdued; no laughing, no raised voices, just a low murmur of the people going about their daily business. Everyone was dressed in drab clothing, including soldiers in their olive-green uniforms and caps.
Dusk fell as the group reached the small roundabout where the main roads joined just before the bridge; everything so far had gone well and no one had taken interest in what they were doing. They covered the last one hundred yards, weaving between the oncoming pedestrians and bicycle traffic, until they eventually reached the concrete structure and crossed without a hitch. But on the other side, things suddenly changed.
A disturbance had begun not far ahead on the main thoroughfare. A roadblock had hurriedly been set up and people were being singled out at random and herded by soldiers towards a large imposing three-storey building by the roadside. Only those on bicycles and in vehicles were let through without challenge.
Grace froze. To Ryder she looked as if she were about to turn and run. Song saw it too and gently held her. She calmed. The others looked around quickly for an escape route, but the only three side roads, including the bridge entrance behind, were suddenly blocked by more soldiers. This left them no choice but to press forward.
Ryder’s first thought was to commandeer a vehicle, but this might prove difficult without drawing attention. Bikes were the thing. However, this again could be difficult. But others around them were doing just that, mainly men to women, presumably family members. The team could not all commandeer a bike each, so it was decided that just Grace and Ryder would take bikes; the other three would take their chances at the roadblock. Whilst they both waited, Song, Bom and Chol merged into the milling crowd and returned a short while later with two bikes.
Close to the roadblock now, Grace took the bike, but before she could mount, two soldiers suddenly emerged from the closely packed crowd, grabbed her and marched her away with several others. In the melee, the bike, even before it hit the ground, was snatched by the nearest person, who then rode away.
Ryder felt a surge of nervous adrenaline. The four exchanged urgent glances.
Song didn’t hesitate. Signalling to Ryder his intentions, he headed into the crowd close to where those already taken were being held.
Still stunned, but knowing they had to get past the roadblock themselves, Ryder mounted his bike and went through unchallenged, as did Bom and Chol a little later. Fortunately, the roadblock was soon dismantled and the large crowd it held back suddenly pressed forward and hurriedly dispersed.
Song watched as Grace was led away through an arched entrance to the rectangular roadside building and into what looked like an open courtyard beyond. He turned away and began to mingle with the dispersing crowd, determined to find out what had happened. He enquired casually to avoid suspicion as he made his way up the road, where he guessed the others would be.
Eventually he saw Ryder and the others and quickly joined them in front of a narrow dirt alley between two barn-like structures. Although there were still people in small groups meandering about the road and footpaths, the numbers were dwindling as darkness fell. The urgency of the situation demanded they do something quickly to get the captain back. They headed down the alley until they found a small outhouse tucked away behind one of the barns. Checking to make sure it was all clear inside, Ryder led them in, ordering Chol to remain by the door and keep watch.
“This is a major problem. If we don’t get the doc back, this op is well and truly fucked,” Ryder snapped, struggling to keep his voice low. He turned to Song. “What’s going down here?”
“In short, she’s been taken to work in the chem plant.”
“Chem plant? Oh shit! That’s all we need.”
“Apparently this happens randomly, whenever the plant needs labour.”
“What else?” shot Ryder, fearing she might tell all if tortured.
“The building she’s in is for processing before being taken to the plant. Nobody wanted to talk; they were too frightened government spies were about.”
“How long does the processing take?” Ryder asked, calming down.
“Couldn’t find out. Guess it depends on the numbers.”
“Unlikely to transfer at night,” said Ryder, more to himself than to the others. “We have to get her out — tonight.”
“How d’yer propose we do that, boss?” Bom shot back.
Ryder had no idea, but he knew it had to be done; otherwise, despite the crash course on how to handle deadly viruses, he had to acknowledge that he and the rest would have little chance of success without the doc. Besides, he couldn’t leave her to this fate. No way.
“We do what we’re trained for — CTR. Then go get her.” He was referring to a Close Target Reconnaissance.
“Boss, you make it sound so simple,” whispered Chol from the doorway.
“Okay, let’s do it. Dan, you go with Greg. Cam, you’re with me. We need to check out the grounds first, then find a way into the building.”
They removed pistols from sacks, attached the silencers and stuck them in their belts.
“Don’t use unless unavoidable,” Ryder ordered, gesturing towards the pistols. “Use knives.”
They left the outbuilding one by one and made their way out to the main road heading back towards the bridge and the rectangular-shaped target block. The road now had fewer pedestrians and cyclists and only sporadic vehicles, headlamps ablaze. The road itself was unlit, but a half-moon in a cloudless sky bathed the way sufficiently to see where they were heading. Ryder led with the others close behind. He felt the adrenaline racking up; they were taking a big risk. He worried how the doc was coping. He was plagued, too, with all the uncertainties a break-in of this type could bring, but kept reminding himself that this was specifically what they were trained for. So just do it!
The four reached the building; the large contingent of soldiers seen earlier seemed to have thinned out. Lights shone from rooms on the ground floor and some on the second. On Ryder’s signal they split. He and Chol moved to the far flank and the other two took the nearest.
They stealthily encircled the front building, keeping close to the walls well within the shadows, eventually meeting up again without incident in the bush and trees at the rear. A courtyard fronted two dimly lit single-storey barrack buildings, with three open military trucks parked to one side. Small groups of soldiers milled about the yard, all coming and going in and out of the buildings. The truck drivers stood by their vehicles, smoking. Through the windows of the nearest building, Ryder could make out a number of people standing in a large open area filing towards officials, who were sitting at benches. Using binoculars he could see only a handful of soldiers in the room as he scanned for Grace. Then he saw her.
“She’s there. We need uniforms to get inside,” he whispered to the others. Those around her, mostly women, sobbed or stood in a robotic trance. She looked desperate. He looked again at the soldiers milling about the courtyard and the three by the trucks, his mind calculating the risks.
The nearest were the drivers. Ryder pointed at them, then signalled to Song and Bom for a silent kill. “We need those uniforms unmarked.”
They acknowledged and the three slunk away under cover of perimeter bush until parallel with the trucks.
Suddenly a soldier broke away from a group nearby, sauntered over to one of the drivers and spoke to him. All four soldiers had their backs to the bush, watching the building entrance.
Ryder waited, hoping the man would leave, but he lingered. He signalled Chol to join them.
When Chol arrived, Ryder signalled for Bom and Song to take the nearest two whilst he and Chol took out the others. The four waited to make sure all was clear before moving silently forward between the vehicles, each steeling themselves for the kill. There could be no room for error. The soldiers had to die quietly and without fuss.
It was all over within seconds; each soldier died without knowing what had hit him. Their necks were broken with a swift, brutal twist, before any could make a sound. The four lifeless forms were then dragged silently into the bush.
They hurriedly stripped and donned the uniforms. In the uniform Ryder had put on, he found a packet of cigarettes. He was very tempted to light one, but crushed the packet instead and threw it away into the bush. When completed, he and Song shouldered rifles, pulled caps firmly down on their heads and left the bush, striding confidently across the dirt courtyard and into the building. Bom and Chol occupied themselves with hiding the bodies well amongst the scrub, hoping they would not be found until they were all well away.
Inside, the low murmuring of the seventy-five or so detainees, broken by the occasional wails and the background sound of marshal music, filled the high-ceilinged room. From a separate area off the far side, closed off by a pair of large double doors, the two men could hear muted screams. Ryder counted at least ten soldiers lining the wall behind the officials under the portrait of the ‘Great Leader’ and several more spaced around the room. Lucky for him and Song, there didn’t appear to be an officer in charge. In the light of the room, Ryder’s disguise would now be truly tested.
He watched Grace, who looked terrified, as she glanced about in despair.
With no game plan in place, both men stayed close to each other, waiting to determine what action to take. Some of the women, after processing, were taken through the double doors on the other side by soldiers in turn; the rest were led to a cordoned-off area at the back of the room. They watched this going on for a short while, then it clicked: these women were being abused.
Ryder looked at Grace. If she were taken… He needed to see what was happening beyond those doors; this could be an opportunity to get Grace out without attracting attention. He whispered to Song, telling him what he intended and began to meander through the throng keeping one eye on the guards and another on the double doors. He purposely headed for Grace and as he went close, their eyes met and he gave her a reassuring wink. Recognition dawned immediately. She gave him a hint of a smile, papers in one hand and a sack in the other. She edged forward in the queue towards the officials.
Reaching the doors, Ryder boldly strode through and was confronted by a series of doors along one side of a narrow corridor. The screams had grown louder. He walked along the corridor opening each door. Every room had a bed, some occupied, but most were empty. He also noticed that every room he looked into had a window big enough to get through — an escape route had been found.
Back in the hall, he strode over to Song, concerned that Grace was now only fifth in line to face the officials. Telling him to return to the others, then move and wait at the back of the building, he took a place with the other soldiers against the wall behind the officials.
Grace arrived at the bench. Ryder watched, calculating his next move. She stood nervously in front of the official whilst her papers were scrutinized. The soldier to his right was definitely showing interest. Ryder had to get to her before he did.
The official handed back the papers and Grace was ushered through. Immediately Ryder stepped forward just before the soldier next to him, blocking his path. As the man backed away smirking, he boldly took Grace by the arm and led her towards the double doors.
Stepping into the corridor, with Grace in tow, Ryder, in his haste, knocked aside a soldier on his way out. The man was not happy and said so, staring hard at him. For one horrible moment, Ryder thought his disguise had been blown. He apologized profusely searching desperately for the right North Korean epithets, mumbling it was because he could not wait to fuck this woman. The soldier continued to stare and he steeled himself. The man turned to Grace, laughed and went back into the crowded room. Ryder exhaled a massive sigh of relief.
The first room they tried was occupied; Grace recoiled at seeing a naked woman stretched out across the bed with two soldiers systematically violating her. The next was empty. Ryder flicked the light on and off briefly, hoping the others would see. Song did and made towards the window.
Wasting little time in forcing open the window without breaking the glass, Ryder looked to see if all was clear. He helped Grace through, then he too dropped to the ground behind her before both scampered away into the bush.
Grace was in a state of shock, affecting her coordination. Ryder knew they could not rest until well away from this building and the town.
With Song supporting Grace, the group, led by Ryder, slipped silently through the backyards of the buildings that fronted the main road until they could go no further. Re-entering the road, he checked his compass and headed north following the road. He made sure to keep to the deeper shadows under the trees that lined the pavement. Grace could now manage to walk unaided. People were still about with a spattering of vehicles. Fortunately, the uniforms gave them protection from close scrutiny and the people ignored them.
Moving at a normal pace, the small group kept to the road, which finally ended at a square intersection and a railway station. Here they turned northeast and took the road that paralleled the tracks. Further up the line, they hurriedly crossed where there was sufficient railside cover. Once safely over the multiple lines, they made their way past cultivated fields and outlying dwellings on the western perimeter of a broad valley, before heading north into the foothills of the lower Hamgyong Mountains.
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When K449 slipped her moorings and sailed out of Rybachiy under cover of darkness into the northwestern Pacific, Captain Vladimir Sergeyevich Grosky had felt a little uneasy; something about the whole thing did not quite feel right. On board was North Korean Admiral Park Hyok, Iranian submarine Captain Asad Kamani, and Kamani’s executive officer, Lieutenant Hamid Zaha. It was an unusual situation that did not sit well with the Russian submarine captain. Grosky, a brusque, no-nonsense submariner of the old school, was grateful to be back at the helm of the vessel he’d spent so much time in. He was in his early fifties, but was still fit and wiry, and yearning for action. The captain had all but given up hope of ever going to sea again when the Delta III was mothballed then, much to his delight, Eastern Command had ordered him to take K449 back into the Pacific to undertake sea trials for the new owners. His operational orders would be given to him by the Korean admiral once at sea. The order from command was again highly unusual, he had to admit; but K449 had been maintained in very good condition in case of emergencies and both he and the remaining crew needed the operational pay. They also needed the stimulation and excitement of entering international waters once more.
On leaving Rybachiy, Captain Grosky had opened the sealed envelope containing his orders and was shocked to read that he was required to take K449 to a remote island deep in the southern Indian Ocean, maintain radio silence all the way and once there leave the vessel with his crew. He was to rendezvous with a surface vessel, then hand over the command of the submarine to the Korean admiral. He began to suspect this was less to do with sea trials and more to do with a clandestine operation. The double provisioning had also added to his suspicions. Since the collapse of the Soviet empire, Russian submarines never stayed out on patrols for months on end, due to the greatly reduced budgets that halved normal provisioning and forced them to keep mainly to the Bering Sea and northern regions of the Pacific. This mission was indeed unusual.
The course he’d been instructed to follow would take them west across the Bering Sea, through the Aleutian Island string at Unimak Pass and then deep down into the southern Pacific roughly on the 135th line of longitude west until reaching the Antarctic Circle. Once there, they would head due west along the line of latitude 53 degrees south until reaching an island deep in the Indian Ocean. This very oblique course would at least avoid the Aleutian Trench to a large extent, heavily wired with the U.S. Navy’s sensitive deep-water long-range Sound Surveillance System (SOSUS) and patrolled regularly by U.S. submarines. He knew they had to be extremely careful anywhere in the northern Pacific. The Americans could get very trigger-happy at unidentified submarines moving around in what they regarded as their own backyard. He definitely did not want his career to come to an abrupt halt at the bottom of this vast ocean and was therefore not unhappy with the designated course.
Just after K449 had entered the Bering Sea via the remote stretch of water between the Russian Komandorskiye group of islands and the Alaskan Near group of islands situated at the extreme western end of the Aleutian Archipelago, they encountered their first spot of trouble. Keeping as close to the Komandorskiyes as they possibly could to stay clear of the U.S. listening station on Attu, the main island of the Nears some 600 miles to the southeast of their position, they were ‘pinged’ by active sonar, maybe from another submarine or perhaps a surface vessel. However, it was brief, suggesting the emitter may well not have detected them; nevertheless, they took evasive action by diving deeper and changing course. This meant that American or British warships were in the area and they would need to proceed with extreme caution.
For 1,000 miles through the southern Barents, they stayed deep, quiet and slow. Their gateway into the most northern part of the Pacific lay through the Unimak Pass, that narrow stretch of seaway bisecting the Aleutian Archipelago between Unimak and Akun Islands. Here they would have to negotiate the shallow waters of the Pass under the ever-watchful eyes of the U.S. listening station on Unimak Island overlooking the twenty-mile stretch of seaway at Cape Sarichef. To achieve this, Captain Grosky would do what he and many other Russian commanders had done in the past: go through in the wake of a large surface ship.
On arrival at the entrance to the Pass, twelve miles off the northern headland of Akutan Island, they waited at periscope depth, in a slow circular pattern for a suitable ship to follow. They dared not raise the periscope for fear of discovery until the very last moment to ensure the vessel was of sufficient size to cover and enable them to line up with the stern after it had passed over. They remained in this holding pattern for several hours and at 0830 sonar reported a large surface contact bearing down on them from the northwest at ten knots. The captain waited until it was less than a 1,000 yards away before ordering the periscope up for a brief scan. The weather was bad; heavy rain squalls and mist, visibility down to little more than a mile in rough seas, but he was able to confirm a large container ship thrusting its way into the Pass. For the next few minutes, using sonar, they manoeuvred into position and then, with one last peek to line up the stern, they slipped into the turbulent wake of the vessel, praying for a safe passage out into the Pacific beyond.
The Unimak Pass was negotiated without incident and once through they parted company with the commercial vessel. Slowly, at a depth of 600 feet, K449 crossed the eastern end of the two-mile deep Aleutian Trench and on into the Gulf of Alaska, gingerly making its way at no more than dead-slow speed to avoid SOSUS tripwires and any U.S. submarines that might be lurking in this part of the Pacific. They reached the 135th line of longitude and turned south. Once in the lower regions they would no longer have to worry about U.S. underwater surveillance or the U.S. ROI satellite system; there was hardly any in the northeast Pacific Basin and none at all in the southern oceans, including complete absence of warships from any nation.
In the small cramped bunk area he shared with his XO, Captain Asad Kamani reflected on the last few months. Once the submarine deal had been successfully completed, al-Qaeda’s all powerful connections within the Iranian governing regime had arranged for his release and that of Lieutenant Zaha’s from naval duties. Both men had been preparing for this moment for a very long time and when the order finally came, the two eagerly flew from Tehran to Pyongyang. From there they took a flight up to Nikolayevsk at the top of Sakhalin Island, then over the Sea of Okhotsk to Petropavlovsk at the southern end of the Kamchatka Peninsula. After spending more than a week crawling all over K449 in the sub pen at Rybachiy and inspecting as much of the vessel’s systems as they could under dock conditions, the Delta III finally set out on her mission.
Captain Kamani had reached the zenith of his career. At fifty-two, he was small in stature, slim and possessed handsome Arabic features with thick, dark hair. He was supremely ready for the task ahead. From a young age he had wanted to be a submariner after an almost continuous diet of American Cold War submarine movies. He was bright and ambitious, and, coupled with his Islamic fervour, had little trouble in entering the Iranian Navy where he quickly demonstrated his ability to master the complexities of the Russian Kilo-class diesel/electric submarines purchased by the Iranians. It was not long until he succeeded as captain to one of the five hunter-killer submarines operating out of the naval base at Bandar Abbas. For Kamani, the future was nuclear power and he managed, through exchange and marketing programmes, to serve time as an auxiliary officer in France’s Triomphant-class and China’s Xia-class nuclear submarines. Both classes were similar in many respects to the Russian Delta III he was now in and soon to command once the exchange was completed. To his superiors he was the most appropriate man to lead this mission for Islamic supremacy, due to his experience and to his strong, fundamental Islamic beliefs coupled with an undying hatred of everything Western. He was humbled at the opportunity to punish America and her allies, whom he believed were undermining the sacred values of Sharia. To him, Western culture and all it stood for exposed the vulnerable youth of the Muslim world to corruption and greed. Single and with hardly any family commitments, Kamani wanted to play a part in destroying this creeping malevolence. He thus offered his services to al-Qaeda and was eventually absorbed into its worldwide network to await the call, which, after many years of waiting, had finally come.
Lieutenant Hamid Zaha was several years younger than Kamani, also single and without family ties. He was taller, stockier, and had much less hair, but he had deep-set, penetrating brown eyes that called for respect. Born in Tehran to middle-class parents, he had joined the Iranian Navy straight from university and was attracted to the submarine life. He was fascinated by the power, the technology and the stealth of these underwater warships. Like his commanding officer, Zaha had served in French nuclear submarines. If he had only had a little more experience, the current position may well have been reversed and he would now be in command of the Delta. However, he had great respect for Kamani and considered it a privilege to serve as his XO on this momentous mission for the glory of Islam and Allah. His beliefs and hatreds followed those of Kamani’s. He dearly wanted to see the destruction of the infidel and a Fundamentalist Islamic Federation in total control of all Middle Eastern regions. The call had been taken up and he could not wait to fulfil what he thought to be his rightful destiny.
After week four, the submarine had crept slowly south through what seemed an endless ocean, at speeds between five to seven knots and at depths of 500 to 600 feet. Yet they were almost to the Antarctic Circle. They had not surfaced once or raised the periscope; navigation had been purely by the vessel’s inertial navigation system (SINS), providing the submarine with a continuous and accurate picture of its position as it passed well east of the Hawaiian Islands and French Polynesia and then on down into the vastness of the empty southern Pacific, west of South America.
During the long, slow journey down the Pacific, Asad Kamani and Hamid Zaha had made good use of their time, quietly observing the myriad of technical activities on board K449, absorbing everything they could under the guidance of Captain Grosky. They carefully studied the operational systems and the day-to-day running of the vessel until they knew almost all there was to know about the individual idiosyncrasies common to every submarine.
Sitting together on their bunks, Zaha voiced concerns. “The Russian crew are very efficient; I worry when we take control the new crew won’t be as good. If we are to succeed, we all need to be at our best.”
“Probably not at first,” Kamani replied. “They will not have spent time together in this class of boat. But do not worry, Hamid, all are handpicked and highly experienced, having operated in French, Chinese and in some cases, American nuclear subs. We will use the time we have during our journey to make them efficient. They will cope well. Remember, it is our first command of a nuclear boat. Our superiors have confidence in us; therefore, we should also have confidence in our crew.”
“This Delta is old. I fear if we are hunted, it will be by state-of-the-art enemy boats.”
“Only if they are aware of us and our mission. Stealth is paramount, swiftly striking the target close in, then disappearing quickly back into the depths. You surprise me, Hamid. I find no fault in any of the systems; the sonar is excellent and in my opinion the refit has made her all but new and capable of holding her own in any situation. You had better believe that, Hamid. We are on a mission for Allah and cannot fail.”
“Russian nuclear sub propulsion systems have a history of breaking down with disastrous consequences, as you well know, and we have a long way to go.”
“You worry too much,” shot Kamani, seemingly irritated by his number two. “I’ve been keeping a close watch on the daily reports from the engineer. Everything is in order.”
Zaha nodded and dropped the subject. “Then all we can hope for is that this boat and the freighter carrying the warhead reach the RV safely and we go on to successfully complete our mission — Allahu Akbar!”
Both men lapsed into silence, returning to their technical manuals.
Now almost at the Antarctic Circle, relatively safe deep in the southern Pacific and ready to turn due east, they were over what Captain Grosky perceived to be the most dangerous part of the journey. He was glad they had not encountered hostile submarines, but would keep the 12 USET-80 torpedoes stored and ready to be fired in the four 21-inch forward tubes. He looked up from the map table and around the control room, taking in the many computer screens and consuls and felt reassured listening to the almost inaudible hum of the 52,000-hp nuclear propulsion system. The two VM-4 Pressurized Water Reactors (PWR) gave unending power for all the Delta’s systems and drove the 10,600 ton sleek hull silently through the depths at a maximum speed of twenty-five knots. It was virtually undetectable under ten knots. From the sonar centre alongside the control, he listened to the subdued voices of the operators as they monitored the updated active/passive sonar suite. Sonar was their eyes and ears, and to him one of the most important parts of the boat. He thought about the SS-N-18 ‘Stingray’, liquid-propelled ballistic missiles (SLBM) sitting snugly in four of the sixteen tubes towards the stern and wondered when the Korean admiral would order the test firing. With these thoughts, he turned to the helmsman. “Come left 90 degrees, steer course two-seven-zero. Make your depth 400. Make your speed ten…”
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Light drizzle fell as Frank Ryder led the team in single-file through the dense forest heading northwest. Several hours had passed since leaving Sinhung. Travelling through the night with only brief stops, dawn broke and it was time for a full rest. He would have preferred to continue, but worried that Grace might falter in keeping up with the gruelling pace. They had moved relatively swiftly through the darkness, covering some fifteen klicks. Fortunately, the valleys they followed pointed roughly in the direction they were headed, avoiding the necessity of climbing the often steep slopes to either side. This area of mountains was remote and seemingly uninhabited; he hoped it would stay that way. If they were being pursued, searchers would have to cover a very wide, rugged area and he counted upon it being more directly to the north or better still, to the south.
Eventually they reached a rocky outcrop that housed a cave big enough for all to rest under cover until the late afternoon. Then it would be time to move out again. After checking that all was clear inside, they made camp, thankful to be out of the rain. Bom took watch and the rest settled in. Soon they had a small fire burning and they tucked into rations, boiling a pot full of water from a nearby stream.
Grace could not eat. She was totally exhausted after the forced march. She looked all done in. Ryder could almost feel her pain, but knew there was no turning back now.
He moved to her side. “I know this is tough, but a lot of people are depending on us. Without you, this whole thing will fail.”
She nodded, running her hand through matted hair.
He encouraged her to eat a little rice and meat, which she reluctantly did.
“Get some sleep, you’ll feel better later,” he said when she’d finished.
Without another word she curled up by the wall closest to the fire and fell into a fitful sleep.
“What’s our position, boss?” Chol asked, finishing a strip of dried goat meat.
“About five klicks southeast of a place called Hagaru-ri. A small town by a lake,” Ryder replied. A town of low-rise, mainly concrete buildings, bitterly remembered by the Americans for the fierce fighting that took place around it during the Korean War.
“How far is that from where we’re heading?”
Ryder reached for the map and spread it. “Sixty klicks. A little luck and we should make it in three days or less.”
“Do we go through this Hagaru-ri?” asked Chol.
“I’d prefer to avoid it, but it’d be a big detour if we don’t.”
“Can we?” shot Song.
“Maybe, if we take the lake instead,” replied Frank, thinking again about Grace. A boat ride would at least give her some respite from the relentless pace he had set. “It’s about twelve klicks long. I suggest we hijack a boat and go as far north as we can. Doing this will reduce travel time by at least a day.”
“And if we can’t find a boat?” Chol questioned.
“Then we’ve no choice but to go through.”
“The Koreans must use the lake for trade; there has to be boats,” said Chol.
Ryder glanced at each of the others. “Okay, it looks like a boat, but we’ll assess the situation when we get there. Change out of those uniforms; they might raise suspicion if we encounter anyone in this wilderness. Our peasant gear is better anyway. Keep them, though; they’ll be useful if we find a base.”
They agreed to the watch. Ryder then reminded the men to shave as best they could; he did not want the team drawing attention unnecessarily. Most males encountered so far were clean-shaven.
The men changed back into peasant gear and packed the uniforms into the sacks before finally turning in.
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The captain of the Maru Blue lowered his binoculars and handed them to Ali bin Rashid, pointing to the white mountain rising out of the ocean on the horizon.
“Heard Island… And that my friend is ‘Big Ben’ directly ahead,” he said in soft tones.
“Very impressive,” the al-Qaeda operative replied, scanning the island’s highest mountain, Mawson Peak — an active volcano. “How soon will we arrive?”
“Three hours, then we will drop anchor in Atlas Cove.”
Rashid smiled and handed the binoculars back to Captain Moradi.
“Heard Island,” offered the captain, “was named after Captain John Heard, an American who sighted the pinpoint of land in 1853.”
“The infidels are everywhere,” snarled Rashid. “Where did you learn this?”
“It is my job to know everything about the oceans.”
“Tell me more about this little island.”
“It is one of the remotest islands in the southern Indian Ocean. That’s why it was chosen. Atlas Cove is a sheltered inlet at the northwestern side. It was here that most of the scientific stations were set-up. The island is officially Australian territory.”
“Are we likely to encounter anyone?”
The captain laughed. “No, all scientific research was abandoned late last century. It is now only inhabited by sea mammals and birds. The remote location precludes it from regular shipping lanes and from being overflown by commercial airlines; also, and most important of all, away from the all-seeing eyes of satellites.” He hated the Americans with a passion since the time they murdered his grandfather during the attempted rescue of the embassy hostages in Tehran back in 1979. He did not hesitate to join al-Qaeda when they came to Iran to seek recruits. He left the Iranian Navy, obtained a commercial captain’s licence and gave his services to the organization without question whenever and wherever required. He was able to master most seagoing vessels and find the appropriate, trustworthy crews equally fervent for the cause.
Rashid seemed assured and wanted to know the statistics of this island.
The captain obliged. “It is roughly circular, around twenty-five miles in diameter, and has over seventy percent of its surface permanently iced, some say up to 500 feet. Big Ben feeds a dozen glaciers descending from the summit, forming large ice cliffs along the coastline. Atlas Cove, fortunately for us, is fairly sheltered from the winds. It’s a godforsaken wasteland, gale-swept for most of the year and represents the tip of an underwater mountain range rising three to four miles above the ocean floor.”
Rashid nodded. “Inhospitable, to say the least. But it will serve our needs,” he said quietly before slipping back into a silent, reflective mood. As a boy from an impoverished family living in the Saudi Arabian city of Riyadh, Rashid had been encouraged by his father to follow the teachings of the puritanical Islamic preacher, Abdul Wahhab. His head was filled with the austere and deeply conservative brand of religious zealotry that had not progressed since the Middle Ages. However, as a young man, he had no ambitions to become a cleric so he joined the Saudi Arabian Army and rose against all odds to become a major in the Intelligence Corps whilst still secretly following the Wahhabi doctrine. On the surface, all seemed well. He managed the two diverse lives without too much effort, but beneath the surface he was gradually drawn into the hatred that bubbled amongst a minority officer class against the Saudi Royal Family. At first he supplied them with periphery general intelligence, increasing to specific classified information of the Saudi Army’s military movements and also those of its Western allies. Eventually it became too risky to carry on, so Rashid’s beliefs led him to leave the army and join the terrorist group al-Qaeda.
After many months of negotiation, the North Koreans had agreed to supply a warhead carrying the specific weapon required by al-Qaeda and would also act as an intermediary in obtaining a missile and a nuclear submarine for the right price. The Maru Blue had spent three days at Nampo, during which time Rashid attended several secret meetings with Korean officials to finalize details and take possession of the warhead. On the last day, in a secure underground laboratory full of technicians and military personnel, he had inspected the gleaming white warhead and watched as the contents were assembled with great care and placed securely within the cone. The outer edge was prepared for easy attachment to a missile and was then carefully stored away inside a foam and metal-lined wooden crate. It had been a much harder task to obtain the nuclear submarine and cost a great deal of money. The North Koreans had lied to the Russians, telling them they wanted to start a blue water presence in the Pacific. Rashid recalled their scepticism at the time, but the deal eventually had gone through. This had called for a total handover of the vessel to a predominantly Korean crew away from prying eyes and the return of the Russian trial crew to Vladivostok. The deal also included a full complement of live torpedoes and SLBMs. The Russian Eastern Command, in need of funds, reluctantly accepted most of the conditions, but would only provide four missiles for testing purposes. They stopped short at supplying the missiles with live warheads. This of course did not bother Rashid, as he only needed one missile anyway; the Koreans were providing the warhead. Rashid had also guessed rightly that from the Russian point of view, the quicker they fulfilled their part of the deal and banked the money, the better. Thus, for a considerable sum of money, al-Qaeda eventually purchased the perfect delivery vehicles: four Russian R-29 ([SS-N-18) Stingray submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM), a deadly warhead and a partly manned Delta III Russian nuclear submarine from which to launch it deep beneath the waves on the doorstep of the infidel’s lair.
Rashid surmised it was not improbable for the Russians to think that, with the new North Korean acquisition using an inexperienced crew, it was more than likely the Americans or British would soon sink the vessel anyway if it encroached upon their turf. No one then, apart from the Koreans, would be the wiser. Rashid, however, knew once his task was successfully completed, the submarine would be scuttled. He knew also that the ninety Iranians now crewing the Maru Blue were ready to man the submarine when the time came. As Islamic militants and sleepers, they were now about to glorify Islam, strike a fatal blow to the infidel and, if necessary, die in the process.
Eventually, the Maru Blue sailed past Rogers Head, the bleak promontory dividing Atlas Cove from Corinthian Bay to the east, and finally anchored in the cove several hundred yards from shore. Darkness had almost descended. The weather was unusually good for this time of year with light winds, intermittent rain squalls and moderate seas. The captain and, in particular, Ali bin Rashid hoped it would stay that way, at least until the transfer had been made. Both men also hoped that the submarine was not that far away. They did not relish the thought of waiting too long in these bleak, foreboding surroundings. After shutting down most of the ship’s systems, they could do nothing now but wait for the submarine to arrive.
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Ryder awoke abruptly, shaken by Chol.
“We have a problem,” he whispered, finger to lips. “Patrol!”
Immediately Ryder reached for his gun and sprang to the cave entrance. He was followed closely by Chol, Song and Grace. Joining Bom in the dense bush outside, they watched in the fading light as a twelve-man patrol traversed a clearing in the shallow valley below and headed up the slope towards them.
Ryder focused his binoculars on the patrol. “We’re lucky, no dogs,” he said calmly. “If we remain in cover here, they might pass without spotting us.”
“Not if they see this cave,” said Grace.
“Then we’ll have to pray they don’t,” hissed Ryder. “They’re too close. If we move now, they’ll see us for sure.”
“We won’t stand a chance if they do, boss,” said Chol, his soft features now taut.
Ryder’s mind raced. If the cave was spotted, then surprise would be their only choice. He whispered to the others. “If they make for the cave, we take them. Make every shot count.” He looked at Grace, who nodded determinedly, but he could see her fear. “Grace, you take the nearest two; Greg, you take the next two; Cam the next pair and Dan the following three. I’ll take the remaining three.”
With guns ready, silencers attached, the group waited.
The patrol wound its way in single-file through the tall pines and scattered bush, and was now less than a hundred yards away.
Suddenly, from between the bush and trees, a large black bear emerged with two cubs and ambled towards the cave.
The group looked aghast at the animal, then back at the oncoming patrol.
Grace was the nearest to the hulking forms. “This must be its lair!” she shot, voice low and urgent as she watched the big mother bear, now only yards away.
“Shoot it!” Ryder hissed between clenched teeth.
The bear caught their scent and rose on its hindquarters.
The patrol saw it and stopped in its tracks.
The throb of a helicopter came on the air, then suddenly flew over the ridge in a crescendo of noise. Moments later, it landed in the clearing below.
The patrol’s attention was immediately diverted, as was the bear’s. Ryder feared more troops were on their way. But he need not have worried; no one emerged from the craft. The patrol promptly turned towards it and scrambled back down the slope, much to Ryder’s relief.
The bear’s attention, however, wavered between looking up through the trees, then at the helicopter, then at the entrance to the cave. It saw the group, roared violently and lunged towards Grace.
Ryder fired at the same time she did. Both their shots hit the target; his neatly penetrated its eye and Grace’s two bullets full into the heart.
The animal crashed heavily to the ground, still alive, and Ryder quickly finished it off with two more bullets to the head.
The cubs scrambled over their mother.
Grace bent down and picked up one of the spitting cubs. “What shall we do with these?”
“Kill’em,” Ryder snapped, wanting to get away quickly.
“Do we have to?” she pleaded.
“They’ll die anyway; it’s more humane this way. They’ll either die slowly from starvation or get eaten by other animals.”
She nodded and put the cub down; the decision was his.
He raised his gun and, without hesitation, put a bullet through the head of each cub and turned away. “Let’s get the shit outta here. I want to be at that lake tomorrow, first light.”
As they headed off into the trees Ryder worried about the patrol. He hoped it had just been a part of an exercise and not specifically on the hunt for them. It could only be the latter if they had discovered the body of the goat herder, the dead truckers, or the soldiers where Grace had been detained. But Ryder knew it would have to be an extraordinary hunt to have tracked them this far from the findings. But somehow the nagging thought would not go away that the patrol was searching for them. They would need to be extra vigilant from now on.
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Captain Grosky moved towards the periscopes in K449’s control room.
“Periscope depth,” he ordered.
Minutes later he commanded, “Up periscope.” Then swivelled the peaked cap and waited impatiently for the viewer to reach eye level.
When it arrived he lowered the hand pieces, clamped his head to the viewer and swung it around.
Almost immediately, the Maru Blue came into view riding moderate waves in Atlas Cove under a leaden sky. The captain felt a sense of relief, tinged with sadness. He would now have to hand over command to the Korean admiral. “Down periscope. Go to surface.”
On the bridge of the freighter, the duty officer notified the captain as soon as K449 had broken the surface 200 yards out on the starboard beam. Within minutes Captain Moradi, together with Ali bin Rashid, watched the sleek black warship wallow in the swell as men sprang from the aft hatches and began to lower an inflatable into the water. Rope ladders secured, four men clambered down the submarine hull and were transported the short distance to the Maru Blue.
In the freighter’s wardroom, Captain Moradi and Ali bin Rashid formally welcomed Admiral Park Hyok, Captain Grosky, Captain Asad Kamani and Lieutenant Hamid Zaha on board. After introductions were made, all six sat down to enjoy Turkish coffee and sweetmeats. Of the men present, only Captain Grosky and Admiral Park were totally unaware as to the true intentions of the others. Once the small talk had finished, followed by discussions on the technical capabilities of K449 and handing over procedures cleared, both were politely dismissed and both men returned to K449 to prepare for the transfer of command and the crew to the freighter. The remaining four then got down to the real business at hand.
“The weather has been good for the last few days, but could change any time. We must fit the warhead quickly and get underway,” said Rashid.
“How will we fit it without arousing the suspicion of the Russian captain?” Captain Moradi asked.
“Simple,” replied Kamani. “We tell him we are going to test fire one of the Stingrays as part of the training procedures and we need to have a dummy warhead to obtain full simulation.”
“Anyway, it will not matter once we torpedo this crate with the Russians on board,” said Rashid.
“Agreed, but we still need his experienced technicians to fit the warhead without taking the missile out of the firing tube.”
The others nodded in agreement.
“What do we do with the Korean?” Lieutenant Zaha asked.
“Kill him,” Rashid replied. “After the formal handover, his usefulness is over. We must keep up the pretence that he will command. If we leave him with the Russians, they might well cause trouble before we go — trouble we may not be able to contain. We’ll dispose of the body once out at sea.”
There was a short silence before Rashid continued. “First light tomorrow, we begin fitting the warhead and transferring the crews if weather permits. This has to be done quickly so that we can leave as soon as possible.” He turned to Captain Kamani. “Asad, you will take full command from this point on. We will assist you wherever we can and offer you counsel should you so require.”
“Thank you Ali, I agree we must leave here with all haste.”
“What course do you intend to take, Captain?” asked Rashid.
“We will take a course due west into the Atlantic, then head north, keeping as close to the African shoreline as we dare, cross the equator into the North Atlantic -”
“Have you been in contact with the outside world coming here?” cut in the Maru Blue captain, looking urgently at Rashid.
“No. Radio silence was maintained at all times,” Captain Kamani replied before Rashid could.
“Then you are unaware that the infidels have placed a blockade on the Koreas and are patrolling all entrances into the Atlantic, including the North Pacific,” said Captain Moradi.
“That will take a lot of warships!” Kamani shot back, seemingly shocked at what he was hearing. “How do you know this?”
“The maritime authorities issued a general signal, when we were one week out from Nampo, warning that all ships on the high seas could be boarded by international inspectors at any time. Fortunately, we missed the immediate blockade, but it has been a concern,” Moradi answered.
“What do you know about the patrols?” Kamani pressed.
“Not much, only what we have picked up from media broadcasts. They have reported that American and British warships have congregated in large numbers between South Africa and the Antarctic especially, and also in Drake Passage and up off Greenland. The reason: joint exercises, but it is obvious the infidels suspect something is in the wind.”
Kamani stared at Rashid. “What could they possibly know?”
“Maybe the Russians blabbed the sale of the sub… Possibly the Koreans — who knows?”
“Who knows! Who knows!” screamed Kamani angrily, slamming his fist down hard on the table, scattering cups and plates, glaring at the al-Qaeda negotiator. “By the sound of things, the entire world knows! Our whole strategy was based on stealth and surprise. The surprise element, it would seem, has now disappeared.” Then a few moments later, in a calmer tone, he said, “It does not matter. What does matter is that our task is now going to be that much harder and infinitely more dangerous.”
“Allah will protect us; we shall succeed,” said Rashid.
“That, my friend, we have to believe,” Kamani replied quietly.
“They cannot possibly know the target,” offered Zaha, Kamani’s XO. “That is surely known only to us and a trusted few?”
“You are correct,” Rashid answered. “But we can only assume they do not know; that is why the infidel is blocking all entrances into the Atlantic and patrolling the northern Pacific. They are covering all options.”
“I accept the target is unknown to them,” said Kamani. “But if the patrols are as intense as you say, we may never have the opportunity to reach it. I am not so concerned about the surface ships, it is the submarines. America and Britain have the most advanced hunter-killers; no doubt they will be out there in great numbers too. We would be extremely vulnerable if located and attacked.”
It was Ali bin Rashid’s turn to show a little anger this time, and he spat, “We are told that you are the best, Captain Kamani. A great deal of time, money and effort has been expended on this mission in the name of Allah. If you feel it is now beyond you, then I suggest we abort and return to find someone else less fearful to accomplish the task.”
The captain shot up from his seat and both men glared across the table at one another. For a moment it looked as if the two would come to blows.
The freighter captain quickly stepped in. “Please, in the name of Allah, this is not the time to fight amongst ourselves. We are the soldiers of the Great Almighty on a paramount mission; we must direct our energies towards the destruction of the infidel if we are to live in eternal peace.”
“This man has insulted me,” spat Kamani.
“I have not questioned your bravery, only your resolve,” Rashid replied sharply. “Nothing runs easy in this world. Is it not enough that I am prepared to place my life in your hands, even under the conditions we now face? I trust your judgement, no matter how good the submarines against us are.”
Kamani sat down, seemingly satisfied with the al-Qaeda negotiator’s attempt at an apology.
No one said a word for several seconds, then Kamani spoke. “Under the circumstances, we cannot risk entering the Atlantic as planned. We will have to try another way.”
“Another way!” Zaha exclaimed. “Not back up the Pacific, under the Arctic Ocean and then through the Norwegian Basin?”
Kamani did not answer, but continued to stare at the bulkhead beyond, deep in thought.
“Not Drake Passage?” Zaha pressed. “That way would be pure suicide.”
“Strait of Magellan,” Kamani finally said.
“Where is that?” Rashid asked.
“At the bottom of South America; it cuts through Chile, Tierra del Fuego and Argentina, joining the Pacific and Atlantic some 200 miles north of Drake Passage. It is worth a try; the Americans and British may not expect a sub to attempt the 360-mile long snaking passage bisecting the Andes in the west and the Argentinean pampas in the east. In places the Strait is very narrow and dangerous, currents are a hazard, but I have been through in a French sub and know what to expect. As I said, it is worth a try, and with a little luck it could be less risky than the alternatives. It will mean retracing our route here back along the Antarctic Circle for several thousand miles.”
“That is not too much of a setback if it means we can outwit the infidels,” said Rashid.
“I agree,” said the freighter captain. “But we can still expect a certain amount of warship activity with Drake Passage not that far to the south.”
“To a far lesser extent than in the Passage,” Kamani shot back. “Every mile of that 600 between the tip of South America and Antarctica will be covered, if what you say is true. However, there is a good chance warships will not be patrolling the mouth of the Strait. Once we clear it into the Atlantic we will head north slowly for 300 to 400 yards, hugging the coastline, losing ourselves amongst the noisy commercial inshore traffic, fish shoals, turbulent water and changing depths right up to the Caribbean. Then we shall head to the target as planned.”
The others nodded in agreement.
“We are in your hands, Captain Kamani,” said Ali bin Rashid. “Allah be praised.”
The meeting broke up and the four men retired to their quarters.
Several hours later, what passed for dawn in these lower regions broke over the barren landscape of Atlas Cove. The warhead was carefully unloaded from the freighter’s cargo hold, craned down to the deck of the submarine and placed next to the open hatch of the silo housing a Stingray missile. Fortunately, the weather held, allowing the operation to take place without concern, except for Captain Grosky, who worried his orders had not included the fixing of a warhead to one of the missiles. However, after Captain Kamani told him the warhead was a dummy to obtain a true balance when the missile was test-fired, he did finally relent and order his technicians to attach the warhead.
Eventually the warhead was fitted, the missile hatch closed and the Islamic crew fully transferred to the re-provisioned submarine. Without wasting more time, the formal transfer of command to Admiral Park took place on deck. Captain Grosky took command of the Maru Blue and shortly thereafter, K449 sailed out of Atlas Cove under the tentative command of Admiral Park. Captain Kamani was glad to be underway, but surprisingly regretted the two tasks that had to be done before heading due east into the vastness of the southern seas.
Four miles out from the Cove, Admiral Park was summarily dispatched and his body thrown overboard. Kamani ordered K449 to be taken below the surface to periscope depth and then to stop all engines. Here, they would await the arrival of the Maru Blue and sink her in deep water with all hands. No evidence must be left of what had taken place over the last twenty-four hours.
After a wait of almost two hours, sonar reported contact.
“Up periscope.” The familiar hiss of hydraulics faded and seconds later Kamani watched as the Maru Blue came into view. To make sure she went to the bottom, he had decided to deploy two torpedoes. “Stand by tubes one and two.”
This was to be Kamani’s first kill as a submarine commander and he felt a thrill, tempered, however, with the knowledge that he was about to destroy a man he had come to like and respect during the long journey down through the Pacific. It was tragic that Captain Grosky and his crew had to die this way, but Kamani was left with no choice.
“Fire One!”
“Tube one fired.”
“Fire Two!”
“Tube two fired.”
K449 shuddered as the first USET 80 active/passive homing torpedo shot from its twenty-one-inch tube, packing 660lbs of lethal explosive, then again on the second.
The freighter was doomed. Two minutes later, the two torpedoes smashed into the Maru Blue within seconds of one another. The resultant impact and explosion almost split her in two, allowing tons of icy seawater to surge through the huge jagged gap, flooding the holds with such tremendous force that the ill-fated ship ploughed straight to the bottom.
Captain Kamani continued to watch the cold, grey, empty rolling waves for survivors and was relieved when there were none; he had no wish to surface. It was unlikely anyone could survive for very long in these freezing Antarctic conditions anyway.
“Down periscope. Left standard rudder. Steer two-four-zero. Make your depth 500. All ahead flank speed.”
* * *
Captain Vasily Ivanovitch Denko, commander of the Russian Akula II-class nuclear attack submarine K267, could not believe his eyes as he watched the Maru Blue through the periscope. He turned to his XO. “The freighter has been hit and is sinking!” he exclaimed incredulously, stepping back to allow his XO to take a look in time to see it sink beneath the waves.
“My God,” shot Lieutenant Sergio Alexander Nanovich, staggered at what he had just witnessed. “Torpedo?”
“Has to be, no planes this far afield.”
“What the hell was an old rust-bucket like that doing rendezvousing with K449?”
“Grosky’s orders were to hand over full command to the Korean admiral once here at the island,” replied the captain. “It must be the vessel that brought provisions and a Korean crew and was taking the Russian crew back. One thing is for certain: that freighter could only have been sunk by K449. No other sub would be in these remote parts.” He slammed his hand hard against the periscope shaft. “Those Koreans are fucking treacherous, murderous bastards… Sergio, get an urgent signal off to command; tell them what has happened and we will await further orders.”
The XO raised eyebrows in surprise before scurrying off, shocked again by not having been made fully aware of the captain’s orders.
Captain Denko, a short, stocky, bull of a man with dark, brooding features, ordered the helmsman to steer a course that would track the Russian submarine; he now firmly believed K449 was crewed by the North Koreans. Regarded as one of the better submarine commanders and a veteran of skirmishes with the Americans in the Pacific, Denko’s orders had been to discreetly track K449 on leaving Rybachiy and report on the Delta III-class submarine’s sea trials under the direction of Admiral Park Hyok and the command of Captain Grosky. Most importantly he was to monitor and report on the result of any missile testing that took place. He had patiently followed K449 right down the Pacific to Heard Island, making sure he kept a respectable distance away in its wake where it would be difficult for Grosky to detect him.
The Akula (Shark), which he had commanded for the past five years, was considered the fastest and quietest of all Russian nuclear attack submarines. It was virtually impossible to detect at speeds up to ten knots. With a crew of seventy and driven by a Pressurized Water Reactor, the vessel could reach an underwater speed of up to thirty-five knots. Her 370-foot long steel hull had a displacement of 10,000 tons submerged. Although Denko had never gone beyond a depth of 1,000 feet, the specifications stated 1,700 feet as the maximum. K267 carried twenty-four twenty-one inch, heavy torpedoes and twelve cruise missiles. Her sonar suite was capable of detecting vessels forty-five nautical miles, or more, away.
Within the hour, new orders came through: sink K449.
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Thankfully it did not rain during the night march towards the lake. The group, led by Ryder, travelled easily through what appeared to be uninhabited countryside under a full moon. He kept up a steady pace on a northwesterly course, keeping to the valleys, avoiding the steep slopes.
After several miles of wooded terrain broken by grassy knolls and rocky outcrops, they arrived on the outskirts of Hagaru-ri. The sun began to rise above the horizon as they reached the southern end of the lake and surveyed the main highway into the town. Hazy early morning light progressively bathed the western shoreline about a mile away on the other side of the serene waters. Only a handful of boats could be seen out in the distance, along with a few boats lining the shore below. All seemed to be small sail boats and not in the best of repair. Slowly shifting his binoculars to the left, Ryder scanned the area of wharfs about half a mile distant and settled on a small group of motor-driven vessels.
“Look like steam boats down there,” he said, handing the binoculars to Song.
He ran the lenses over the wharfs. “I agree — ramshackle lot — seen better days,” he replied.
Ryder took the binoculars and looked again at the boats. He swung the lenses towards the highway below, which ran almost parallel to a river in full flood flowing from the lake. After focusing on the crowds of people milling about on the highway, he let the binoculars drop and turned to Song.
“Forget the town,” he snapped. “We’ll take a sail. At those wharfs, we could find ourselves trapped if things go wrong. If those boats are coal driven, it’ll take time to fire up — time we don’t have. Sail presents less risk.”
A short silence followed, then Chol spoke. “A sail boat without wind could also be a problem if we get stuck out there,” he said, motioning towards the lake.
“Wind is never far away in the mountains,” Bom chimed in. “The wind, even now, is freshening. I doubt it will prove a problem.”
Ryder looked in turn at the others; they agreed with Bom.
“So be it. We’ll rest up here until nightfall, then take one of those boats moored below.”
They found cover amongst the bush, ate some rations and settled down, easing their aching bodies. Bom took the first watch whilst Song and Chol grabbed what sleep they could.
After he’d eaten, Ryder — still yearning for a smoke — sat mulling over what lay ahead. He finally gave away these thoughts and let his mind wander to Grace sitting silently next to him. He was intrigued by her stoicism and wondered out of growing interest what drove her.
“Seymour is not Korean. You married to a Westerner?”
She turned to him, seemingly surprised at the question. “I’m not sure if that is any of your business, Mr Ryder. Why the sudden interest?”
“Mr Ryder,” maybe she was still angry at him for killing the goat herder and the bear cubs. He gave a boyish grin, strands of dark hair falling across his forehead. “No reason. We’re all in this together and what we’re doing here is highly dangerous. I’m just curious to find out what motivated you to volunteer… Also, I’d prefer it if you called me Frank.” He was christened “Francis,” a name he hated and used only when legally required.
She stared into the bush and then, after a short while, quietly said, “No, I’m not married. My parents changed their name by deed poll before I was born. And I did not volunteer. My ethnic background and qualifications precluded any choice really.”
He sympathised. “You born in England?”
“Yes.”
“Parents still alive?”
“My mother is. We live in Oxford. Father died last year from cancer.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be; he had a good, long life; he was a kind and gentle man.” She turned away.
He could see a glint of tears and changed the subject. “How long have you been a military virologist?”
Wiping her eyes gracefully with the palms of her hands, she said, “Since leaving university. I had a fascination for microbes and contagious diseases. The army paid for med school and uni. I felt I owed them. The army gave me the freedom to experiment with the best equipment.”
“Dangerous vocation, dealing with deadly germs day in and day out.”
“Less dangerous than yours. At least we get to control every situation.”
She had a point.
Her look softened, almond pools of liquid brown fixed upon him. “Look, Frank; I’ve not really had a chance to thank you for getting me out of that dreadful place.”
“Hey, forget it. It was not your fault. Besides, we couldn’t leave you to their tender mercies, now could we? Without you checking out any bugs we might find, all this could be for nothing.” He meant it too; no way would he be happy with that responsibility.
“Anyway, I needed to thank you.” Then she changed the subject: “Do you think we’ll find what we are looking for?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. But to be honest I hope we don’t, not because of the risks we have to take to find them, but it could mean the commies may not possess a superbug after all.”
She nodded and stared back into the bush. “I hope it turns out that way. How soon to the search area?”
“Two, three days, depending on the terrain and provided we keep out of trouble. If the wind on the lake is favourable, it could lessen that by a day,” he replied optimistically.
A short silence followed, then she asked, “What makes you do this kind of thing — constantly risking your life? How do you cope with the fear?”
He wanted to say, “Desperation and needing a challenge” to the first part, and to the second: “You don’t. It’s a never-ending battle to conquer fear, especially when there is nothing between you and the abyss.” Instead he said, “All part of the job for the ‘Queen’s shilling’. You must’ve experienced it yourself when entering a ‘hot zone’?”
“True, but only mildly with the knowledge of all the ‘safeguards’. This is the first time for me experiencing fear of the unknown in a hostile environment.”
“You’ll get used to it.” She would have to if they were to succeed.
“You a Londoner, Frank?”
Caught off guard, he shot, “Brixton,” surprising himself. Why did he divulge that? Not many knew where he was from, then again, not many had asked. He preferred to keep that part of his life private; it brought back too many painful memories of the tough life experienced in and around that borough. When his father walked out on him at nine, never to be seen again, and his mother spent most of her time enjoying herself with other men, he virtually had to fend for himself in the drug and alcohol-fuelled violence of life on the streets. “You guessed, no doubt, from the accent?” he grinned. Although he’d lost most of the south London intonation over the years, it was still slightly there.
“Are you married, Frank?”
Was she playing his game? “Eh… No.” He had been, though, to a really nice girl. But the army got in the way. They had both been too young and he had to admit he was somewhat selfish, as most young men were at eighteen. The break-up and divorce had been traumatic; thank God no children were involved.
She gave him a weak smile and silence descended.
It was time to get some sleep. Making themselves as comfortable as possible in the confined area of bush cover, they both eventually succumbed.
As twilight descended, Ryder and his little group broke camp and made their way down the hillside towards the sail boats moored alongside a narrow timber jetty. Under a clear star-studded sky, the single file gingerly negotiated the shale-covered ground. The group was thankful that a moderate wind now prevailed as they eventually made the half-mile distance to the lake shoreline without incident. They could make out huts in the distance, but as far as they could see the area was empty of people. Making their way along the dilapidated jetty, they commandeered the vessel at the end — a very old, fifty-foot long, two-masted, timber-hulled craft that stunk of fish and pitch. On board they quietly set the sails — a large grey, four-cornered lugsail on the front mast and a smaller one on the rear. The deck was completely open with only a small square wheelhouse in the centre capable of holding four people at a time; the rest was littered with nets, tarpaulins and fish boxes. Once they were underway, Bom and Chol took charge, since they had experience in such lugger-style craft.
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K267 cruised at fifteen knots, 400 feet below the surface of the Indian Ocean, along latitude 35 degrees south, heading westward. In the control room, Captain Denko monitored the gauges and computers around him. He was furious that he had lost K449. He could only assume they had dropped abruptly through a thermocline layer and changed course rapidly, leaving him to guess which course they had taken. One moment they were there, the next K449 had simply vanished. Passive had picked up nothing in the last twenty-four hours and he feared he had guessed wrong. His dilemma: should he continue on into the Atlantic searching or should he return to base? The latter did not appeal to him; therefore he decided to take the risk. It was good they had provisioned well, but the men would now have to go on half-rations to last the extended mission up into the Atlantic and eventually to Murmansk.
Where the hell had K449 got to?
They were now some 600 miles away from the African continent and the Cape of Good Hope. To enter the Atlantic would be placing himself and his crew in a highly dangerous situation, especially now he had been signalled that American and British warships were heavily patrolling all entrances into that ocean. Where there were surface ships, there would certainly be submarines; the next seventy-two hours would be crucial and no doubt fraught with danger. Captain Denko would be exposing the sub to sonar detection and God knows what else if he remained out in the open much longer on the current course. If he was to successfully enter the Atlantic he would need to lose himself in coastal noise. He turned to the helmsman.
“Course three-one-five. Speed twenty knots. Make your depth three hundred.”
* * *
The sleek, black submarine sliced silently through the dark depths of the Indian Ocean, 400 feet below the surface. It ran at twenty knots, some 1500 miles south of the Cape of Good Hope. Captain Michael Curtis sat thoughtfully in the commander’s seat listening to the voices that were quietly issuing instructions around him. Glancing now and then at the rows of display screens lining the bulkheads, he was able to monitor everything taking place through the computer screens and large colour display consoles integrating all of the boat’s sensors, countermeasures, navigation and weapon systems. Dominating were the big screens for the optronic high-resolution digital colour cameras, allowing him and others on the command deck to see what was happening above and below the surface in clear and precise terms. The change from the traditional periscopes to non-hull penetrating masts installed in the sail structure took some getting used to, but now he would not be without. At thirty-nine years of age, he was the youngest captain to command a submarine of this class, the HMS Ambush — the British Navy’s state-of-the-art, nuclear-powered, Astute-class attack submarine — and commanded a crew of 110 officers and enlisted men.
Designed for stealth in deep ocean anti-submarine warfare, as well as shallow water operations, Ambush propelled by two 50,000-horsepower steam turbine engines, could obtain speeds submerged in excess of twenty-five knots. With a displacement of 7,800 tons submerged, the boat could dive to beyond 1,000 feet. At speeds up to twenty knots, the only sound heard is sea water parted by her 318-foot long titanium hull, sheathed in a sound-absorbent coating.
Captain Curtis had been ordered to break away from sea trials in the central Atlantic and patrol the waters between the African continent and Antarctica to search for a Russian Delta III-class submarine, the K449, along with an Akula-class — K267. Once spotted, he was to set them in his sights and disable. Any other Russian sub he encountered was to be reported to COMOPS for further orders. He felt good knowing he was now on full operational duty. This unexpected special deployment would be his first real independent command of this lethal war machine, which encapsulated him hundreds of feet below the surface of the ocean. He surmised that if the Russian K449 had left Rybachiy and the British Isles was the destination, the shorter route would be across the Indian Ocean, not the Pacific, thus avoiding the danger of Drake Passage. Whatever the reason for COMOPS wanting to destroy any Russian sub entering the Atlantic, he hoped Ambush would make the kill — the first for him and the first for any Royal Navy submarine since HMS Conqueror torpedoed and sunk the Argentinian cruiser General Belgrano during the Falklands war. The anticipation of possibly deploying Spearfish torpedoes against any Russian submarine attempting to enter the Atlantic filled him with a mixture of dread and excitement; dread that he might fail and excitement that at last he would be able to put all the theory into practice. This deployment, however, had the real possibility of his boat ending up at the bottom of the ocean.
Captain Curtis had been patrolling the seas above the Antarctic Circle for more than a week in a triangular search pattern where the Atlantic and Indian Oceans met. Ambush’s search speed had ranged between fifteen and twenty-five knots and had covered the triangle twice so far without so much as a whiff of any Russian. He had to use good judgement in his selection of speed — too slow and the search could seem endless or, worse still, he could miss any contact that might be on the 1,000-mile sonar periphery. Too fast would introduce more noise, which in turn would reduce the listening range. He hoped he would be close enough to hear the quarry, but be far enough away to avoid counter detection. No surface or submerged vessel could activate its sonar or radar, communicate or move without Ambush hearing. The acoustic countermeasures system guarding against torpedo attack would provide him and his crew with early warning of incoming torpedoes. It would compute a quick range and bearing response, enabling deployment of decoy devices to seduce the torpedo away from the hull. Her thirty-eight Tomahawk cruise missiles together with twenty-four Spearfish wire-guided torpedoes made his submarine attack capabilities second to none.
“Captain — sonar. Contact. Designate Sierra One. Faint signature. Submersible. Relative one-three-zero.”
“Captain, aye. Come right on bearing. Resolve ambiguity.” Captain Curtis suddenly felt a surge of anticipation at a positive hostile contact and possible chase.
HMS Ambush turned to allow sonar to confirm the bearing.
Minutes passed and there was fleeting contact once again. The computers whirred to determine the type, range and speed for the second time.
Seconds later, “Captain — sonar. Contact too weak to fully translate. Possibly Russian.”
“Captain, aye.” Curtis turned to the helmsman. “Maintain course. Make your speed twenty.”
“Helmsman, aye. Maintain course. Speed twenty knots.”
“I’ll lay money that was a Russian sub,” said the captain to his XO, Robert Talbot. Then to communications, he ordered, “Captain — comms. Relay what we have of that last sonar transmission to group, just in case no one else picked it up.”
“So let’s go get it,” the XO replied with a grin. “You may well be right; Russian subs rarely come this far south. The contact must’ve been right on the edge of the range. If it’s one we’re looking for, the bearing suggests she may be heading for the Cape and noisier coastal waters.”
“We could lose her if she goes hugging the coastline at five to ten knots. I want us closer to that last bearing. Maybe we’ll get lucky and pick it up again, this time with a positive fix.”
“And if she’s not K449 or K267, but still Russian?”
“Await orders from COMOPS,” the captain replied, fixing Talbot with steely ice-blue eyes.
“Captain — comms. Signal from COMOPS.”
“Captain — comms. Roger that. Immediate translation required.”
Talbot raised his eyebrows and side-glanced the captain. “Direct from commander of Maritime Operations. This must be important.”
Seconds later the deciphered signal came up on the captain’s personal monitor, which he quickly read before turning to the XO.
“Change of orders. We are to proceed immediately to patrol between the Strait of Magellan and the Falklands, then at our discretion patrol the South American eastern seaboard up to the equator. They want us to cover the possibility of a sub attempting passage through the Strait.” He paused, then exclaimed, “Damn! Just when we might’ve been on to something.”
“That’s the way it goes, Captain. Ours is not to wonder why,” Talbot offered, a broad smile creasing his round, open features under cropped dark hair. Slightly taller than the captain, five years his senior and equally muscular and fit, Talbot, like Curtis, had no other wish than to be in submarines. One more year as XO and he would be recommended for a command of his own. In the meantime, Curtis was glad to have him as second in command.
“Ours is but to do or die. Yes, I know, Bob. A fitting quote for us naval men at sea,” the commander grinned. He then came to a decision. “However, inform COMOPS we have a possible Russian contact and are pursuing. If negative we’ll disengage and head for the Falklands.”
“Aye, Captain,” the XO replied.
The captain turned to his helmsman.
“Right, standard rudder. Course two-seven-zero. Full ahead. Make your depth 300.”
HMS Ambush patrolled the seas for several hours where they thought the faint hostile signal might have come from. They met no further contact and Captain Curtis eventually gave the order to change course for the Falklands.
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As Ryder and his group drew out into the open waters of the lake, the sails and masts creaking, the wind dropped dramatically and reduced their speed to less than five knots. At that rate he feared it would be daybreak before they reached the top end of the lake. To make matters worse, what little wind they did have was a headwind, making it necessary to tack continuously to gain any sort of headway. Everyone, including Grace, worked hard to get every ounce of speed out of the sails. Ryder prayed the wind would not drop altogether. To be left exposed and unable to move come daylight could prove disastrous.
The hours passed as they slowly beat their way up the wide crescent-shaped lake with no sign of a freshening wind. Eventually light began to percolate over the mountains, silhouetted on the starboard side, throwing a pale orange glow across the still waters. Checking the GPS, together with the map, the group agreed that they were now within four klicks of the intended landing point. If only the wind would freshen, they could be there in less than an hour.
The sun peeked out over the mountain ridge, bathing the whole lake in a soft light, unmasking other sail boats on the water closer to the shore. Through the early morning haze, Ryder studied the boats fishing well away, busily hauling in nets and paying no attention to the lugger in the middle. He swung his binoculars back down the lake and suddenly froze.
“Steamer!”
They all turned and focused on the murky outline not far away in the distance. A dark column of smoke billowed from a tall central funnel.
Was this the result of taking the lugger or just a coincidence? Either way could mean trouble. They were about to find out. “Spread out — look busy. They’re either gonna pass close or board,” said Ryder, praying for the former. “Make sure your pistols are handy.”
They moved away to take up vantage points on the deck and tried to look busy. Ryder prepared for the worst.
The steamer kept coming. Eventually the squat, low-sided craft came up parallel to the lugger, with only yards between them. Then, to everyone’s relief, it continued on. Ryder waved as they watched the steamer draw away, the lugger bobbing in its wake on the windless lake. The steamer was loaded on deck with logs, but ominously there were also five green-uniformed, armed soldiers lounging against the logs with a man at the wheel in the small cabin, all scrutinizing the fishing boat and occupants as it passed.
But jubilation quickly disappeared when the steamer, now several hundred yards in front, suddenly began to turn and head back. There could be little doubt something had interested them and now they were probably going to board.
The knot in Ryder’s stomach tightened, but a cold calmness followed as he firmly gripped the butt of his pistol. “The bastards are going to board. Prepare yourselves.”
The others spread out amongst the pots and nets ready to dive for cover should trouble begin. Their hands gripped pistols hidden beneath their clothes. Grace, in the wheelhouse, nervously clutched the handle of her SIG tucked in a side pocket and waited. She did not want to die, but if it was her time, she would go down fighting.
The steamer approached, slued around and drew up alongside the lugger. A soldier jumped aboard, AK-47 slung over his shoulder, whilst the other soldiers looked on with curiosity. The man turned to Chol, the nearest, and asked to see ID papers. He handed them over and waited, looking calm. The soldier carefully studied the papers, looked him steadily in the eye, then handed them back. He moved to Ryder, who kept his head down when asked to show his papers, praying his disguise would work. He handed them over and confirmed he was the captain when questioned and hoped he would not have to produce proof.
Thankfully the Korean handed the papers back, turned to the wheelhouse and rested his eyes appreciatively on Grace. He looked her up and down for a long moment clearly admiring what he saw and then stepped into the small cabin.
“Papers,” he demanded, holding out a hand.
Grace handed them over. He was uncomfortably close and she could smell his pungent odour. He studied the papers, then said, “I have a cousin who lives in Sinhung. Where are you from in Sinhung?” He was fishing for a slip-up, but, thankfully, Grace had been through the town and had the place well covered from the briefings.
“Chong Road.”
“What district?”
“Second Administration.”
“You work in munitions?”
“No, the chemical factory.”
He seemed satisfied, but Grace could tell he had something else on his mind. She gripped the handle of the pistol in her pocket. Then, without warning, he reached out and fondled her breasts, then pushed her against the cabin wall, groping at the rest of her body. For a few seconds Grace froze until she felt his hands attempting to pull down her trousers. In a panic, she squeezed the trigger of the SIG. A muffled explosion filled the cabin and the soldier slumped to the deck, blood flowing from a hole in his stomach.
In the meantime, Ryder had edged his way from the bow to the wheelhouse, looked in and saw Grace, panic-stricken, backed up against the wall. Quickly entering, he saw the soldier writhing on the deck and reaching for his side holster. Ryder drew his pistol, silencer attached, and shot the man through the head, praying the solid wall at the rear of the wheelhouse prevented anyone on the steamer from seeing or hearing what had just happened.
The soldiers on the steamer shouted for their colleague to come out of the wheelhouse.
Suddenly, at that moment, the wind improved with strong gusts billowing the sails, propelling the lugger forward at such a speed that it took everyone by surprise.
In those vital few seconds, the steamer fell slightly astern. Ryder, knowing there could be no turning back now and with no time to tell the others what had happened, shot out of the wheelhouse, pistol raised and fired at the soldiers by the logs. Song, Bom and Chol, although taken by surprise, did not hesitate to follow suit and the joint fusillade took out all four men on the steamer before they knew what had hit them.
Ryder levelled his pistol as best he could in the bobbing craft at the man frozen with fear in the steamer’s wheelhouse, now more than ten yards off the lugger’s stern. He let loose almost half a clip before finally, and luckily, dropping him through the shattered wheelhouse screen. The whole episode was over in a matter of seconds.
The sail boat drew swiftly away from the steamer, cutting smoothly through the steel grey waters under a fifteen knot following wind. Ryder entered the wheelhouse, almost stumbling over the dead soldier, as he looked at Grace still in shock against the wall. He took the wheel, steadied the lugger and then turned his attention to a shivering Grace. He said nothing to her, just held her gently, understanding the trauma she had just experienced. Grace broke down and sobbed.
Bom entered the wheelhouse, removed the dead soldier’s weapons, two spare ammo clips and two hand grenades; these could come in handy later. He found a weight, secured it to the man’s leg and, with the help of Chol, promptly threw him overboard.
“Commie bastards. They think they can take anything they bloody want,” Ryder said, attempting to make light of the situation.
Grace stopped crying and moved away, her senses returning to a more stable state. “Thank you,” she said quietly, brown almond-shaped eyes fixed on Ryder. She half-smiled. “And thank God for bringing the wind at the right time. An omen, perhaps?”
He grinned. “We’ll need all the omens we can get, doc… sorry, Grace.” Then, hesitating, he put an arm around her again, pulling her towards him. She buried her head once more into his chest.
Song squeezed into the wheelhouse. “Oops. Sorry.”
Grace broke away and wiped her eyes. Ryder’s show of comfort had restored her a little.
“If the fuckers didn’t know we were here, they sure will soon once that boat is found adrift with dead men on board.”
“Count on it, Dan,” Ryder shrugged, raising his binoculars to scan the shoreline ahead. “That’s why we must get back on dry land — pronto.”
Twenty minutes later they sailed into a small bay chosen as the landing point situated in the left spur, which topped the long crescent-shaped lake. The bay looked deep enough to allow a tie-up right next to the sloping bush hillside, enabling them to disembark without getting wet and to scuttle the boat without too much effort.
Once on shore, Chol and Bom stripped off and sailed the boat naked a little way out into the bay where they took down the sails, removed all the lugger’s scuttle cocks and remained until they were certain she would sink, then swam back to where the others waited. Here they dressed and watched as the boat finally slipped quietly beneath the surface, before all struck out heading northwest into the hills on the final leg of the journey towards Pyorha-ri.
Trudging through the thick forest, Ryder could not shrug off the apprehension and worry he felt, knowing that it was more than likely the Koreans would start intensively searching the immediate area to find those who killed the men on the steamer, making their task that much more difficult and their mission less likely to succeed.
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K267 crept slowly westward at five knots, 600 feet below the surface. It was almost on the seabed, hugging the southern coastline of the African continent. At this rate of knots, amongst all the noise of commercial shipping lanes above and the turbulent water close to the rocky shoreline, Captain Denko was confident he would enter the Atlantic without detection. K267 was now rounding the Cape of Good Hope, southeast of Cape Town, some fifteen miles off Cape Agulhas, Africa’s southernmost point; another twenty-four hours at current speed and they would be into the Atlantic. In this part of the globe he at least need not worry about seabed acoustic monitors registering engine sounds or cavitation, only of hostile subs lurking in the area. If he had to run for it, he knew his sub, having a maximum speed of thirty-five knots, could outrun and dive deeper than any of the American or British subs. The captain moved away from the chart table and sat in the command seat fronting the array of screens and monitors. He felt a little fatigued; tension was beginning to take its toll. Over the last forty-eight hours he had not slept well, taking only catnaps whenever he could, resigning himself to the fact he probably would not get much sleep until they were well into the Atlantic. He planned to look for K449 along the western seaboard of the African continent until reaching the Cape Verde Islands, then head due west, following roughly the line of latitude 15 degrees north, until reaching the Caribbean where he would head northeastwards to the naval yards at Murmansk.
“Captain — sonar. Contact bearing two-eight-nine. Speed twenty knots. Range five miles. Course two-eight-zero. Checking profile.”
Range is called in nautical miles. One nautical mile is equivalent to 1.15 statute miles.
Denko glanced at his XO, then at the bank of screens displaying tracking data of a submarine up ahead.
“Not concerned about being detected then,” said the captain.
“Not at that speed,” replied the XO, Lieutenant Sergio Alexander Nanovich, a slim, boyish-looking man with dark penetrating eyes, sallow skin and taller than his captain.
“Captain — sonar. Profile reading. Los Angeles-class SSN seven-two-zero.”
“Captain, aye. Reduce speed to three knots. Maintain course. Keep her trim.”
“Aye, sir.” The helmsman then repeated the order.
“The American will not hear us in this noise, not at the speed we’re going,” said Captain Denko.
“They might if they go active.”
“Possibly,” the captain conceded. “Then we get a positive fix on them too.”
“Captain — sonar. Towed array deployed?”
“Captain — sonar. Negative.”
“Unusual,” voiced the XO. “Too close to land.”
Captain Denko nodded agreement.
“Contact. Bearing one-one-two. Speed eighteen knots. Range five miles.”
“Not another!” the XO exclaimed, concern on his face.
“Course?” shot the captain.
“Two-eight-six,” sonar came back.
“Heading straight for us,” said the XO, even more concerned.
“Captain — sonar. Profile translation,” the captain called calmly.
Seconds later, “Captain — sonar. Seawolf-class. SSN-twenty- one.”
“One ahead and now one on our tail. Obvious they haven’t heard us yet. This should be interesting to say the least, Lieutenant,” said the captain.
“Very,” the XO replied, concern on his features.
“Captain — sonar. Designate forward contact: Hostile One; stern contact: Hostile Two.”
“Sonar, aye.”
Both officers then focused on the tracking screens.
“Captain — sonar. Hostile One has reduced speed to ten knots. Range two miles. Course and bearing unchanged. Hostile Two, speed now twelve knots. Range four miles. Course unchanged.”
“She’ll be up our arse soon,” said the XO.
Tension was beginning to mount; those in the control room were now fully aware of the danger.
The captain kept his focus on the screens.
“Captain — weapons. Prepare for action, all tubes.”
“Weapons, aye.”
Down in the torpedo room, the SET-73’s were readied in the four forward tubes.
Captain Denko contemplated his options. He could make a dash for deeper waters and try to lose himself in the depths and thermoclines; he could stop engines altogether and wait on the seabed until all clear; or he could use the present situation to his own advantage. He discounted the first on the grounds that there could be many more American and British submarines further out and he could easily find himself boxed in with nowhere to go. To lie in wait was feasible, but it could be days, even weeks, before it was safe to move if the two subs close by were anything to go by, indicating that the area was infested with submarines. Starting up the engines again would more than likely alert some sharp sonar operator to their presence amongst all the other shoreline sounds and he could well find himself assailed by more than the two currently snooping about in the vicinity. That left only the third alternative to consider — he turned to the XO.
“Lieutenant, we’ll use this situation to our advantage, but it will need cool heads and precision.” He paused to let what he said sink in. “As Hostile One is not deploying a towed array and both subs seem to be unaware of our presence, I intend to slip into the wake of Hostile One, as close as we can get, to lose ourselves in the back scatter.”
“Increasing speed to get into the blind spot will leave us exposed,” replied the XO anxiously.
“Not if it’s done gradually and, as I said, with precision. Both subs are following one another; their courses are almost identical. Once we get into line and in behind Hostile One, we will merge as one on Hostile Two’s sonar.”
“When will we break away?”
“When it’s safe to do so or should the American turn and head for deeper water. Whatever happens, we must stay close inshore.”
“Very well, Captain,” said the XO, his adrenaline surging.
Captain Denko ordered the helmsman to adjust course to come in line with that of the American submarine and to increase speed sufficiently to catch up with Hostile One in a slow and precise manner, finishing, “Keep a tight line astern and keep as close as you can get in the wake. Our lives will depend on it.”
For the next two hours, K267 inched its way into Hostile One’s wake without incident and then sat there in 400 feet of water following the unsuspecting American submarine along the African coastline at speeds varying between fifteen to twenty knots. Hostile Two trailed some four miles astern, with only his fellow countryman up front showing on the sonar screens.
Twenty-four hours later, Hostile One suddenly veered west into deeper water, followed by Hostile Two; K267 maintained her course, reducing speed to less than five knots in the protection of the noisy African shoreline off Cape Columbine, a hundred miles north of Cape Town. The two American submarines gathered speed as they penetrated the wider ocean, unaware that they had been instrumental in assisting the Russian submarine to enter into the Atlantic undetected.
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After eight hours of almost non-stop trekking at a steady pace, Ryder led his exhausted band into a shallow scrub-filled hollow surrounded by trees. Darkness fell in the small, narrow valley more than twenty klicks from the lake. Since the morning, they had traversed undulating tree and scrub-covered terrain, broken by steep valleys, ravines and narrow ridges. There was no sign of human presence, apart from a small convoy of army vehicles seen travelling along a dirt road just north of the lake. This reinforced the fear that they were being hunted and the hunters may well know the direction they were taking. If correct, their mission would now be doubly dangerous; extra vigilance was now imperative.
They quickly settled into the hollow and formed a makeshift brush shelter amongst the tangled scrub. Ryder insisted on no fire; rations were to be eaten cold. Fortunately, the good weather held and the summer temperatures meant that they would not freeze during the night. With Chol on first watch, the rest bunched together, unable to sleep until the adrenaline began to subside.
Ryder looked over at the captain; Grace had kept up well. He could see her exhaustion and felt sorry for her. He could not deny the spunk of the lady.
“You okay?” he asked with genuine concern.
She attempted a smile. “I ache all over and my feet feel like lead,” she said wearily, running her fingers through matted hair. “Believe me, a shower and a good night’s sleep would go down very well.”
“No shower, but go for the sleep. We’ll rest up at least until early morning.”
Grace managed a grin. “Thanks, boss.”
They finished eating in silence and then, one by one, exhausted bodies succumbed to sleep.
Night passed without a hitch and they awoke refreshed to the sound of a dawn chorus as the sun rose in a clear sky. After a quick breakfast of dried meat and water, Ryder checked the GPS and confirmed what he and the rest had suspected: they were now on the southern fringe of the search area. Today, the search pattern would begin. The sixteen-klick square grid, predefined on the map and subdivided into smaller eight-klick square grids, would be systematically searched grid by grid.
“Okay, it’s confirmed; we’re on the southeastern fringe of the search box so we start as of now,” he declared with a sense of relief. Now they could get on with what they had come to do.
As planned, they split into two groups — one with Song and Chol, the other Ryder, Bom and Seymour. He wanted to keep an eye on the doc himself. If something happened to her, it would put the whole operation in serious jeopardy. Separate searching covered more area in less time and should something happen to take one group out, it was possible the other could carry on. At the end of each day, the two groups would meet at prearranged coordinates within the search grid to share and act on what they had found.
Shortly after all signs of their presence in the hollow were removed, Ryder gave the order to move out. Both groups promptly headed away in opposite directions along the valley and up into the tree-lined hills.
Bom went up alongside Ryder. “That convoy we saw back there, boss; not a good sign.”
“Maybe an exercise of some sort? Seen nothing since,” he said, hiding concern. It did reinforce his worry that the commies were more than likely hunting them. Their vulnerability weighed heavily.
“If it’s us they’re looking for, Frank, a convoy that size in this wilderness would suggest they know which direction we’re heading,” Bom pressed, outwardly calm, but Ryder could sense his nervousness.
“They don’t know who we are or why we’re here; that gives us an advantage to stay one step ahead unless they get lucky,” he said, more to reassure himself than Bom. “Stay extra alert.”
They lapsed into silence and moved in single file into the trees. The mountain air felt fresh and clean, and Ryder, although apprehensive, felt a strong feeling of anticipation knowing they had now begun the search in earnest.
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In the control room of K449, Captain Kamani looked up from the chart table and turned to his XO.
“Another hour and we will enter the Strait. Cape Pilar is ten miles on bearing zero-six-four.” He swung to the helmsman. “Maintain present course. Reduce speed to seven knots. Make your depth 400 feet.”
After twelve uneventful days slicing eastward through the cold depths of the southeast Pacific Basin from Heard Island, K449 had all but reached her destination. Following latitude 60 degrees south along the Pacific Antarctic Ridge at a maximum speed of twenty-five knots and at a constant depth of 600 feet, the Strait of Magellan lay not far ahead to the northeast. He had not worried much about detection in the remote southern waters, on a course that had taken them part-way near and almost parallel to the Antarctic continent’s coastline. However, when they were within 200 miles of Drake Passage, he’d altered course to head northeast directly towards the Strait, reducing speed to ten knots in case American submarines had ventured well west of the Passage. During the long journey, both he and his crew had used the time to hone up on skills necessary to run the sleek, black warship competently and with a high degree of confidence.
“Captain — sonar. Contact bearing zero-four-five. Course one-two-five. Range eight miles. Speed twenty-five knots.”
“At the entrance to the Strait!” shot the XO.
“Profile translation,” called Captain Kamani, voice calm.
Seconds later, “Los Angeles-class, SSN seven-two-three.”
“She will hear us if we go through,” the XO said anxiously.
“Reduce speed to four knots. Maintain course,” ordered the captain. “The Americans are taking no chances patrolling this far up from Drake Passage and seem not to care who hears.”
“Obviously, at that speed. Thanks to Allah, she is travelling fast enough to hear. What now?”
“Maintain present course and speed on into the Strait. I am confident she will not hear us this close in.”
“Unless she switches to active.”
“Then we must rely on Allah to protect us,” said Captain Kamani abruptly, returning to his charts.
The American submarine barrelled across K449’s path only seven miles ahead and three miles out from Cape Pilar in the noisy coastal waters, 400 feet below the surface, seemingly oblivious to the Russian submarine off her starboard bow. K449 continued slowly ahead at the same depth, trusting she was safe in the turbulence of the shoreline currents.
“Captain — sonar. Contact course now two-zero-two. Bearing zero-five-zero. Speed unchanged.”
Kamani and his executive officer together looked up urgently at the tracking screens.
“She’s turned and coming straight at us!” the XO cried.
Captain Kamani remained calm, mind calculating the level of evasive action. The American would be on them in less than fifteen minutes if both vessels maintained their present course and speed. He dared not increase speed for fear of detection, and to stand and fight was out of the question.
He came to a decision, “Stop all engines, lay to the seabed. Prepare for silent ship.”
K449 immediately angled down through the water at 15 degrees to the horizontal gliding silently in free fall until coming to rest on the ocean floor some 600 feet below the surface. Shortly after, as they waited silently on the seabed, the American submarine cruised past, 200 feet overhead; the menacing sound of its propeller turbulence filling the occupants of K449 with dread.
“Captain — sonar. Contact course changed to two-nine-two. Bearing two-eight-zero. Speed unchanged.”
“Captain, aye.”
“Allah be praised, the infidels have not gone active — otherwise we would probably be cooked fish by now,” said Lieutenant Zaha with a forced grin, sweat glistening on his forehead.
The captain ignored the XO’s attempt to ease the tension; his mind was on other things. “This course reversal indicates they are backtracking, which means the mouth of the Strait is being closely patrolled back and forth or possibly in a triangular pattern into the mouth. Either way it is going to be very dangerous now to attempt entry, even at a snail’s pace,” he concluded, disappointment in his voice.
“We have to try,” said the XO, voice taut. “Otherwise, all we have achieved so far will have been a waste of time and our mission for the glory of Islam will be a total failure.”
“Lieutenant, do not think for one moment that I intend to give up because of this setback. We have not come all this way to be stopped by a single American submarine,” shot Kamani, anger now in his words. “We will still go through the Magellan, but not the way we intended.”
The XO looked at his captain in surprise.
The captain turned back to the charts. “Look at this,” he said, anger diminished. He ran a finger down the detailed maritime map covering the southern Chilean coastline with its myriad of big and small islands, inlets and channels, and tapped the end of his finger on a point halfway down the chart. “I have been looking closely since we left the island for an alternative way through just in case. This waterway here, called the Cockburn Channel, provides that alternative. The stretch is deep according to the chart, almost 1,600 feet, narrow I concede, but it connects midway into the Magellan and is a much shorter route. I believe we can navigate safely through into the broader reaches of the Strait here.” He stabbed a finger where the narrow channel met the broader central reaches of the Magellan Strait. “We can be through in less than ten hours at five to six knots.”
“How wide is the channel?”
“The widest entry point is here.” Kamani pointed to the small group of islands at the entrance to the channel. “One thousand feet between this island, Penin, and the one next to it, Brecknock. Once through, the channel broadens out, averaging three to four miles across, as you can see.”
“You are right, Captain. The main channel looks only marginally narrower than the western stretch of the Magellan. Why did we not observe this before?”
“Simply because I had no idea it existed until looking at the collection of quality maritime charts we carry. This whole southern area is one mass of islands, inlets and channels; only a captain familiar with this part of the world would know of its existence.”
The two men lapsed into silence as both poured over the chart, noting all information necessary to negotiate their way through the Cockburn Channel.
Eventually the captain looked up.
“Captain — sonar. What is the position of the American sub?”
“Captain — sonar. Contact bearing three-one-five. Speed twenty-five knots. Range fifteen miles. Course three-two-zero.”
Kamani turned to his XO and said, “She’s heading fast away. Soon the infidel will be well to the north and unlikely to bother us again. It is time to move south. Start engines.” Then to the helmsman, he ordered, “Course one-one-two. Speed ten knots. Make your depth 400.”
“Aye, sir,” then repeated the order.
Shortly, K449 rose slowly up from the sea floor, turned 130 degrees in a wide sweep, and headed south for the Cockburn Channel.
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Ryder, Bom and Captain Seymour made their way at a steady pace through the rough terrain; the sun rising and penetrating through the conifers and birch cast a pale watery light over the forested landscape. They were now in the second day of combing this remote central mountain region east of Pyorha-ri, but so far all they had encountered was deserted forest. Grace was beginning to feel the strain of the search, engaging muscles she never knew she had. Her thighs and buttocks were starting to ache as never before, as she moved over the undulating, uneven ground. She hoped they would soon find what they were looking for. Chol and Song, searching further to the east, had also found nothing. Although gruelling and strenuous on the body, no stone was left unturned in their search. Fortunately, the weather held. The absence of military activity in the area also helped to reduce everyone’s fears that hunters were searching for them. If today’s search proved unsuccessful, they would have to move on and set up a new grid further west towards Pyorha-ri. Ryder seriously began to worry now. How long could the doc keep this up?
In the late afternoon, under low cloud cover, the group crested a narrow ridge and suddenly froze. Below them, at the bottom of a steep slope, they could see several ragged people milling about in a flat clearing less than forty yards away. A closer look revealed that they were loading logs onto a wagon drawn by two mules. Three uniformed guards stood close by watching, rifles slung over their shoulders, and frequently kicking individuals in the group whenever they stumbled or fell. They watched in horror at the brutality so unexpected in such isolated surroundings. Who were these poor wretches?
After a few minutes, Ryder signalled to continue on, thankful that no dogs were with the guards.
They carefully edged along the rim of the ridge.
Suddenly, Grace tripped on a partly concealed tree root, lost balance and crashed heavily halfway down the slope, alerting those below.
Two guards quickly turned to see what was happening, ran up the slope brandishing rifles and within seconds had reached the struggling Grace.
Reacting swiftly, Ryder and Bom reached for pistols, aimed and fired, instantly killing the two guards on the slope. Bom took out the remaining guard still in the clearing.
Scrambling down the slope, Ryder was relieved to find Grace uninjured and only slightly dazed from the fall. She quickly rallied and followed the other two down to the valley floor.
When they reached the emaciated group, Bom asked the ragged loggers who they were, noting three of the seven were women — two of whom were unable to stand. One of the men spoke frantically, but his accent was a thick, northern dialect. Neither Ryder nor Grace could understand a word he said. Fortunately, Bom did and he turned away looking shaken.
“They want us to shoot them,” he said quietly.
“Shoot them!” Ryder exclaimed. “Jesus Christ! What the hell is going down here?”
“They say they’ll be tortured and left to die slowly for the death of these guards.”
“Where’re they from?”
“Labour compound, five klicks north of here — Camp 19.”
“You mean like a Russian gulag?” Grace shot.
“Sounds worse,” Bom replied.
As they spoke, Grace tended to the two injured women. “These women are totally exhausted and badly beaten. They are near death,” she said sadly, comforting the worst of the two.
The strongest looking of the four men spoke in a listless tone. Bom translated. “He says he’s the detachment leader.”
“Ask him why these women are in such a terrible state,” snapped Ryder, shocked at what he was seeing.
Bom did and replied. “The camp is full of women and children; these three are of many regularly abused by the camp officers, get little sleep and have had recent abortions. They were of no further use. Logging work normally finishes them off. He says inmates are used as human guinea pigs; they’re treated like animals.”
Thoughts flashed through Ryder’s mind on aspects he had learned from SIS files about North Korean gulags; the brutality, the depravity and dehumanization of the inmates. Over 400,000 men, women and children suffered daily, simply because they could not accept the harsh doctrine of Kim Jong Un’s dictatorial regime. Entire families, including children, were incarcerated and punished for one member’s indiscretion, even for the most simplest of political statements against the regime or on the basis of denunciation by those who sought revenge on innocent individuals. There were no human rights whatsoever in the thirty or so gulags scattered in the more remote northern regions. The beating and killing of inmates was not only tolerated but encouraged and even rewarded. These prison camps were throwbacks to those run last century by the Stalinist and Maoist communist regimes. They were used to eradicate political dissidents, whilst providing continuous cheap labour to manufacture goods and to mine for minerals. Kim Jong Un, like his father, Kim Jong Il, gloried in this heinous past.
“Why’s he there?” asked Ryder, anger showing.
Bom put the question and gave the answer. “Political detainee once held high-rank in the government’s electronic communications division. For various reasons he did not come up to expectations.”
“They’re being systematically starved,” Grace said, voice quivering. “Do we have any food to spare?”
“No,” Ryder shot back. “We need food ourselves.”
“I have enough,” Grace quickly replied, sadness in her voice as she looked down on the skeletal body of the worst of the two women. “This woman needs nourishment immediately,” and she reached into her pack offering what was left of her rations, but all the woman could do was look at it with glazed, unseeing eyes.
Ryder said nothing; the women had not the strength to eat what was offered.
The Korean spoke and Bom translated. “They only eat the daily corn cake with water, together with dead rats eaten raw and anything else edible that comes their way. He says not to waste food on them, they want to die with our help.”
Appalled at the desperation of these poor people, Ryder asked, “Where is the camp?”
Bom put the question and came back shortly with a look of surprise. “He wants to know who we are and won’t tell us unless we agree to end their misery.”
Ryder was taken aback by the reply, but knew they would have to kill them anyway; no one could remain alive to tell of their presence.
“Tell him we’re British and here to help rid his country of the dictator.” He paused and looked the man straight in the eye. “Tell him also we’ll do as he asks.”
Bom did. The man bowed his head and shortly looked up again. His eyes filled with tears as he spoke.
Bom quickly translated and there was a real edge to his voice now. “He says the camp is very small compared to the others. It houses around 1,500 inmates, mainly political and of the Christian faith. Apparently the regime hates that faith more than any other.” He turned to Grace, then back to Ryder. “He also states that the inmates are primarily used to test biological and chemical agents.”
Ryder and Grace threw an urgent, hopeful glance at one another. In the silence that ensued only the sounds of the forest and the jingling of the mules’ harness could be heard.
“What type of testing?” shot Grace. She was all business now.
Bom asked, conveying the answer. “He doesn’t know. Says many are deformed and disfigured by the experiments and often die slowly. Some die quickly. Others are just beaten to death.”
“Do they carry out the testing in the camp?” Grace pressed.
Bom asked and quickly replied, “No; the inmates are taken somewhere outside the camp.”
“Does he know where?” Ryder pushed, his anticipation growing.
“No,” replied Bom.
“How long are inmates away from the camp?”
“Some a long time, others no more than a few days. Some only a few hours and some never return,” Bom came back.
“That could mean lab facilities are close to the camp — the one we’re looking for,” said Grace, staring intently at Ryder.
“Let’s just hope it is,” he replied with a sense of relief. “Can he tell us anything more about where the inmates are taken, how they are taken and at what intervals?”
Bom asked and translated the reply. “Inmates who’ve been there and survived say they are taken into an underground facility somewhere in the surrounding hills. Some are transported by truck, others by mule-drawn cart, but most are marched. The frequency is maybe two or three times a month and only in darkness.”
Ryder knew there was nothing more to be gained hanging around any longer. “We’re done here,” he said, looking with sorrow at the group of quietly sobbing men and women. “Greg, hand him your pistol. We can only give him a few minutes.” He and Grace then walked a discreet distance away and waited.
Grace buried her head in Ryder’s shoulder and he comforted her. She did not want to watch. Several short ‘phuts’ from the suppressed pistol told them it was over. The Korean killed his six companions in quick succession and then turned the gun on himself.
Bom retrieved the pistol from the forest floor.
“Let’s bury them and those bastards,” Ryder said, nodding towards the dead soldiers. “We don’t want them to be found in a hurry.” Fortunately, the ground was soft and the two men quickly dug shallow graves amongst the trees and scattered leaves and branches over the freshly dug soil. They then led the mules and cart into the denser part of the wood, unharnessed the animals and shooed them away.
When they were satisfied the area showed little sign of what had happened, Ryder, Grace and Bom hurried away from the clearing and headed towards the next rendezvous point with the others. Shaken by the whole episode, they hoped maybe they were finally on the brink of discovering the bio-lab they had come all this way to find.
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Hugging the rugged south Chilean coastline in the shoals, 150 nautical miles and fifteen hours later, K449 cautiously approached the narrow stretch of water between Penin and Brecknock Islands at the western end of the sixty-mile long, gently curving, doglegged Cockburn Channel. It was deemed necessary from here on in to make way at periscope depth to see where they were going and to lessen the use of active sonar to detect underwater objects in their path. Since his encounter with the American submarine, Captain Kamani worried that even in these back channels and waterways, enemy submarines could be lurking. He worried too that American military satellite coverage may even exist in these more remote regions to detect the wake of the periscope as it sliced through the cold, grey waters. However, the likelihood of submarines outweighed the presence of satellites.
“Proceed to periscope depth,” he ordered.
Minutes later, “Up periscope.”
The hiss of hydraulics faded and the viewer came to eye level. Captain Kamani lowered the bar grips and looked through the lens for the first time on leaving Heard Island.
Morning sunshine bathed the green slopes of the two islands to the fore and beyond them the white-capped mountains filled the lens in a blue grey-haze as they rose majestically out from the sea. This was indeed a stark and beautiful land, lost in splendid isolation and a far cry from the brown desert regions where he was born.
“Come left 2 degrees. Reduce speed to five knots. Keep her trim,” said the captain as he lined up K449 to go through the centre of the narrow channel between the islands. He was thankful he had more than 400 feet of water below him and would have much more once he was through.
Fifteen minutes later, they came out of the 1,000-foot wide stretch of water into the main Cockburn Channel without a hitch and continued on a westward course at periscope depth, increasing speed to ten knots. Before them, the channel widened to three miles or so. Steep slopes of the surrounding mountains formed a corridor dominating the scene, plunging straight down to the channel floor some 1,400 feet below the water’s surface. The charts gave no indication of dangerous land formations below the surface, but nevertheless Captain Kamani was taking no chances. He ordered intermittent use of active sonar to ensure no underwater rocky outcrops lay in their path. The deep waters created a confusion of currents, strong and treacherous, and course corrections had to be continuously made. Both the captain and his XO shared the periscope making sure they kept to the middle of the channel at all times. However, as they progressed down the stretch of water, becoming more accustomed to the tidal currents, they allowed themselves to relax a little and even enjoy, to a certain extent, what they could see of this foreign land through the periscope lens.
Several hours later, after bisecting the southern Andes, K449 reached the dogleg three quarters of the way through the Cockburn Channel. Captain Kamani ordered left full rudder to proceed on a northerly course into a broadening stretch of steel-grey waters as the evening shadows began to dim the horizon. The lens displayed fading sunlight, illuminating the snow-capped peaks of Mount Hurt on the starboard side and Mount Vernal to port. Once past these craggy sentinels, K449 would enter the much broader reaches of the central Magellan Strait.
Three hours later they entered the Strait from the south, opposite the Brunswick Peninsular some twenty miles in the distance, with the large Dawson Island one mile to starboard. Here at the bottom point of the Magellan’s own dogleg, where the narrower arm to the Pacific joined the much broader arm stretching northeast, K449 turned into the broader arm that led to the Atlantic. The Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan discovered the Strait in 1520. Once a popular trade route for sailing ships from the Atlantic into the Pacific as an alternative to navigating the dangerous waters around Cape Horn, it was now used mostly by scientific expeditions and tourist cruisers.
After sharing time between the Magellan maritime charts and the periscope, Captain Kamani and Lieutenant Zaha now studied the charts together.
“One hundred and eighty miles to the Atlantic,” said the captain. “At fifteen knots, we should be there in less than twelve hours.”
“The narrows here could be a problem,” said the lieutenant, pointing to a neck one mile wide and six miles long, two-thirds the way up the Strait between broad stretches of water. These were named St Phillip Bay and De Lomas Bay, the latter being at the mouth leading into the Atlantic.
“Better than when we entered the Cockburn Channel,” said the captain.
“I agree, but the chart indicates depths of only around 200 feet.”
“Lieutenant, we have no alternative but to go through,” Kamani said sharply. “Our problem will be entering the Atlantic in about the same depth of water.”
The XO shrugged. “That depth could expose us to anyone on shore; the eastern end is far more populated than the more remote west. The map indicates it is the closest point to the mainland from the island of Tierra del Fuego. Ferries must operate here and ferries mean people.”
The captain replied with finality. “We’re going through.”
The lieutenant nodded acceptance and looked back down at the chart.
“There is a large township here,” Zaha said, pointing to a position halfway up the northeast arm on the western side.
“Punta Arenas,” shot the captain. “The most southerly city in the world; population: about 150,000.”
“Could mean surface activity.”
“Probably; the Strait is twenty miles across at that point. We will stick to the centre. When we pass, it will be in darkness. I doubt if there will be any activity at that time.”
“Deep water runs out at that point too,” shot Zaha. “Depths range from 600 feet to 150 at the mouth.”
“Let us hope an American sub is not waiting at the mouth. 150 does not leave much cover and even less to manoeuvre.”
The two men lapsed into silence as they continued to study the chart, then a few minutes later, the captain rubbed both eyes with the heel of his hands and said, “I will rest now; wake me when we reach the city.”
In a little over three hours, Kamani was back in the control room. He was rested as much as a man could be after a series of catnaps. He ordered the periscope up. In the distance, on the port beam, he could see the twinkling lights of Punta Arenas above the moonlit surface of the Strait. He then swung the scope 360 degrees slowly, the lens displaying land and sea in shades of darkness caught by the light of the full moon. He concluded that all was clear with nothing impeding their path. In approximately eight hours, they would be in the Atlantic.
Through the wide stretch they cruised at fifteen knots, fifty feet below the surface, on past Elizabeth Island, sweeping right into a narrow seven-mile wide channel that ran for some fifteen miles, before broadening out once again into St Phillip Bay. Here in this much more open expanse of water, Captain Kamani increased speed to twenty knots, heading direct for the narrowest part of the entire Strait twenty-eight miles dead ahead.
At the increased speed, K449 soon reached the one-mile strip of water separating Chile from Tierra del Fuego, reduced rate of knots to seven and promptly entered the narrow channel on a middle course. Dawn had all but broken as Captain Kamani ordered the periscope down and prepared to wait out the six-mile run.
“Captain — sonar. Go active.”
“Aye, sonar.”
The hollow pinging sound of the sonar, seeking underwater obstacles that may be in their path, rose above the quiet murmurings of the crew as they went about their business guiding K449 down the 150 to 200-foot deep channel.
Then, when they were one third along the narrows,
“Surface contact. Bearing zero-four-five. Range five miles. Speed fifteen knots.”
Captain Kamani leapt from the command seat.
“Up periscope.”
Seconds later he had eye to the viewer and in the cold light of a clear dawn, he observed a cruise liner, lights ablaze, coming straight at him down the centre of the channel from around the starboard headland. He guessed it to be 40,000 tons, or more, with a probable draft in excess of forty feet. That kind of depth would create a major underwater surge, sufficient to do them damage if the ship came too close in this relatively narrow channel. He quickly calculated they had less than ten minutes to get out of the way.
“Left 3 degrees. Increase speed to ten knots. Take her down one hundred.”
“Aye, sir,” said the helmsman, then repeated the order.
K449 responded immediately and began to descend on the course change.
Two minutes later the helmsman called, “Seabed rising. One hundred… Seventy-five… Fifty.”
“Level off!” Kamani ordered urgently.
They were now so close to the shoreline the seabed was rapidly rising to meet it.
“Captain — sonar. Contact course two-two-five. Speed unchanged. Range 1,000 yards and closing.”
“Captain, aye,” acknowledged Kamani, now seriously concerned that the liner had changed course to come closer to the shoreline that he was running parallel with. If the liner kept on coming, it would effectively squeeze him up against the shore. He calculated there would be less than 500 feet between them if the liner remained on its present course, and he could get no closer to the shore at the time that they were passing.
“Come to periscope depth — all haste. Rise with the seabed. Keep your depth ten feet clear. Maintain periscope depth.”
One minute later, “Up periscope.”
“Captain — sonar. Contact course unchanged. Speed unchanged. Range 500 yards.”
The periscope hissed into position; Kamani grabbed at the cross grips and hurriedly looked through the viewer, heart leaping upon seeing the big liner fill the lens; it was almost upon them. They were now so close into the shoreline with no more room to manoeuvre in the 1,500 feet that separated the two vessels. If he did not react immediately to the danger, K449 would effectively be crushed against the steeply rising channel bed.
“Flank speed!” he all but screamed, praying the seabed rose evenly and had no uncharted obstacles along its course.
K449 surged forward at full speed like a startled fish, her hull scraping the seabed in the frantic effort to escape the fast narrowing confines, wobbling sharply as the underwater turbulence of both ships met when the liner passed only 200 feet away to starboard.
They made it to safety, but only by the smallest of margins.
“Reduce speed to ten knots,” ordered a relieved Captain Kamani once out of the narrow channel and into De Lomas Bay. “All sections check and report on damage.”
Those on the bridge of the cruise liner had noticed the sudden surge of water forming a bow wave to starboard for no apparent reason. The duty officer duly logged it and continued his watch, wondering if perhaps that could have been a sub, but immediately discounted it on the grounds that it was unlikely for one to be here in the Strait and so close to the shore.
Soon reports came back to Captain Kamani that no damage had occurred to K449 and all was intact, apart from superficial damage to the hull, which in no way weakened its structural integrity according to the monitoring equipment. The captain was again relieved and thanked Allah for their good fortune. However, he would have preferred a visual check of the hull, but there was no time for that. He worried too that someone on the liner may have seen the swell caused by the sudden burst of underwater speed so close to the surface.
De Lomas Bay was the last stretch of water before entering the Atlantic forty miles eastwards through the seventeen mile wide mouth between Point Catalina on the south side and Point Dungeness on the north. According to the charts, water depth there ranged from between 150 to 200 feet. If the mouth was patrolled, and Kamani had no reason to believe otherwise based on what they had experienced at the other end, they could expect a passage fraught with danger and this time there would be no alternative route to take.
“We will go in as close as we can to the northern shore and creep around this head at no more than five knots,” said the captain to his XO, running his finger over the chart and placing it down on Dungeness Point. “And pray to Allah we get lost in shore noise to anyone listening.”
Four hours later, K449 arrived without mishap at Dungeness Point and edged slowly around the headland, two miles offshore, heading north into the Atlantic and keeping as close as she dared to the coastline. Once well away from the mouth, a sense of profound relief overcame Captain Kamani and his crew, knowing that they had come through the Magellan Strait and into the Atlantic Ocean unscathed. They gave thanks to Allah for deliverance and the heightened opportunity now to strike at the very heart of the infidel for the glory of Islam.
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From a well-concealed vantage point overlooking gulag Camp 19, Ryder focused his binoculars on the oblong-shaped camp below, enclosed by a double line of five-yard high mesh fencing topped with barbed-wire. From what he could make out, the compound covered a very large area surrounded by dense forest. The smell of sewage and wood smoke hung heavily in the air. Lines of single-storey rectangular army-style barracks were laid out in a regular pattern for as far as the eye could see. To the left, on the shorter western end immediately below them stood the main gate, the administration buildings and what Ryder assumed to be a large hall. In the early evening light, from their elevated position, they could clearly make out inmates milling around the timber huts, guards at the entrance and a group of fifteen to twenty inmates being herded into the hall. One of them had been set upon by several guards and was being beaten mercilessly.
“Jesus!” spat Chol. “Those fuckers are animals.”
The others murmured in agreement, except Grace, who could not bring herself to watch.
“Could that group be going out tonight?” Bom questioned.
“Maybe,” Ryder answered. “If they do, we’ll follow. In the meantime, we wait.”
“Risky — could be hours, even days,” said Chol.
“We have no choice. We must stay close and hope that group leaves tonight.”
“Greg’s right, boss, we can’t afford to hang around,” pressed Song.
“We wait,” Ryder snapped, hoping like hell it would be short-lived. Food was low and it would present a high risk of discovery to wait too long.
As light began to fade, they watched the camp inmates settle in for the night. They had a clear view of the entrance and the detention centre, and could observe all movements in that particular area, especially the side of the centre where the inmates entered and left. Dusk soon settled over the gulag, bathed by a near-full moon and pools of yellow light from flood lamps. It was warm with a gentle breeze ruffling the trees. Ryder stood first watch whilst the others tried to get what rest they could.
One hour into the watch the doors to the centre suddenly opened, spilling out yellow light and a group of thirty inmates. They were made to line up in two columns not far from the entrance. Relief washed over Ryder. He awoke the others and they quickly gathered up their belongings and followed him down the slope.
Once at the bottom, concealed in the bush near the gulag entrance, they silently waited to see what would happen next. The two lines of inmates had not moved since coming out of the detention centre; they just stood obediently to attention under the lights and watchful eyes of the guards. Could this be a punishment of some kind? Or maybe an exercise for the sadistic pleasure of the guards? Ryder hoped and prayed it was to move them out of the compound to a lab somewhere in the surrounding hills.
A frail woman collapsed in the front line. The man behind bent down to help and was brutally beaten for his compassion. The woman, too, suffered the boot severely as she lay on the ground. Ryder and the others winced at the severity of the beatings. It ended when an officer emerged from the nearby administration building, barked orders and the two lines marched out through the gates. The woman was left where she lay.
Could they be heading for some subterranean laboratory? The location at least was in the right area, according to the briefing. The odds of two bio-labs, separately established in the same vicinity, seemed unlikely. Was their luck holding?
The group stealthily followed in the thick bush, keeping a safe distance from the two columns flanked on both sides by guards. Song led the group whilst Ryder remained at the rear to ensure Grace kept up in the darkness and did not fall foul of unseen obstacles. She had endured much in the way of danger, privation and gruelling activity since landing on the beach with hardly a complaint and, as each day passed, his admiration for her tenacity and courage grew. No matter how much he felt protective towards her, she could soon be on her own facing a far greater danger than he could possibly imagine.
After roughly four miles, the columns suddenly turned onto a spur road hidden by trees that formed a tunnel along a short but shallow valley before coming to an abrupt halt in front of a sheer rock wall.
The group ventured as close as they dared and in the soft moonlight filtering through the tree canopy they could just make out arched wooden doors set in the rock face about four yards wide and six yards high. They waited to see what would happen next.
“Can this be it?” Chol whispered, his rounded features taut and focused intently on the doors.
“Trees block the sats — the cunning bastards,” Bom spat.
Less than a minute later, a door inset into the larger one opened and a uniformed man stepped out and went over to the officer in charge. A few quick words were exchanged and he raised an arm.
The two doors slowly slid open. Once they had fully parted, the two columns were marched through.
From where they hid, Ryder could see from the yellow light within the entrance cavern a series of small huts, which he guessed were the guard house facilities. Beyond these, a narrow passage led down to what appeared to be a further set of double doors in the distance. The front doors began to close. Ryder decided it was too risky to hang around so close to this entry, so he quietly led his team deeper in amongst the trees to be swallowed up by the blackness of the forest.
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K449 had gingerly edged her way 1,200 miles northward up the Argentina coastline without incident at around ten knots and at a depth of 500 feet. Keeping as close to the shore as possible, they hid in its busy sea lanes and the cacophony of coastal noises. The Russian Delta III submarine followed a course Captain Kamani hoped would take them undetected, right up to the North Atlantic. The crew were now fully conversant with all of the submarine’s operational and weaponry systems. It took endless hours of training and practice, but the repetition of daily routine was beginning to tell, fostering boredom, despite each day bringing them closer to the glory of Islam and to the glory of Allah.
Captain Asad Kamani and his XO, Lieutenant Hamid Zaha, were totally focused on the running of the ship and on the task ahead. The elation at entering the Atlantic without detection had been a great boost to morale, proving that Allah was providing protection. Both men were hunched over the chart table studying detailed maps of the South American eastern seaboard, North Atlantic and the Caribbean Sea.
“Unless something unforeseen happens, we keep to the plan,” said the captain. “We stay close in all the way; follow the Brazilian coastline until reaching the Windward Islands. Then we shall turn north, keeping to the west of these islands, track along the Puerto Rico Trench, then head north to the release point. Once released, the Stingray will take less than five minutes to reach the target, leaving insufficient time for the infidel to intercept.”
The lieutenant looked up. “The continental shelf slopes sharply away at those coordinates, 600 feet to 6,000. That’s a big drop. I still think we should make our escape in the noisy coastal waters; we will be extremely vulnerable out in the deep.”
“Lieutenant, Allah will protect us. We have been through this many times. The coordinates were chosen so that we could, if necessary, go deep immediately after release and hug the ocean floor along the shelf. The sheer background of rock will confuse enemy sonar and protect us on our run back to the rendezvous.”
Kamani prayed inwardly that he was right, hoping, too, that the Libyan freighter acquired specifically for this one operation would be at the RV. Here, after scuttling K449 in deep water, he and the crew would be transferred and bound for Africa.
“Remember, Lieutenant,” Kamani continued, “we will be in deep water for over 1,400 miles from the Leewards. But I take your point; we need to be extremely careful. It is essential we get away from the release area as quickly as possible. Following the shelf line will allow us to do that before enemy subs invade the area.”
The lieutenant nodded reluctant acceptance and said, “At the current speed it will take thirty-five days to reach the coordinates; the men are becoming restless. They had not expected such a long journey. All ship systems have been thoroughly mastered; we are as ready at this point as we ever will be.” He paused for a reaction; none came, so he pressed on. “As we have not encountered the enemy since leaving the Strait, I respectfully suggest that we consider increasing speed. An increase to fifteen knots would take off ten days.”
Captain Kamani glanced around the control room, taking in each man as he went quietly about his duties. He understood clearly what his XO was saying; he too felt impatient at the time it was taking to strike at the infidel. Perhaps he was being a little too cautious. If they had been allowed to follow their original plan, glory would have been theirs by now. He let the lieutenant’s suggestion hang in the air before deciding if the slightly higher risk of detection by increasing speed in these noisy coastal waters was worth it to make the strike earlier.
After a minute or two of consideration, he turned to the XO. “I agree, Lieutenant.” Then to the helmsman, he commanded, “Maintain course and depth. Increase speed to fifteen knots.”
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The day after they discovered the mountain entrance, Ryder was awakened by Chol mid-morning, following a good night’s sleep, which he had badly needed to quell the mind-numbing fatigue. The group had made camp about a mile from the entrance in a short, concealed gully with steep sides, protected on both ends by dense bush. It was just narrow enough to defend and escape should they be discovered. Each of the others tried to get as much rest as they possibly could; all knew the next phase of the mission would be the most testing and the most dangerous — particularly for Grace. The weather was overcast but warm and they hoped for some rain to top up their water supplies, which were now getting low.
“How’re we going in — through the front door?” Song asked as he ate a handful of rice.
“The entrance cavern looked like an airlock. Even if we get through the front, I doubt we’ll get through the back doors. As I see it: to try and fight our way in is not a viable option,” Chol answered, sucking on a strip of dried meat.
“As inmates then?” questioned Bom.
“Could be weeks before the next batch arrives,” said Chol. “Setting up near the entrance, or somewhere along the road, would increase the chances of discovery.”
“How would we get into the columns without the guards knowing?” Bom asked. “You saw the head count at the camp and the recount at the entrance.”
“Create a diversion; distract the guards and scatter the inmates. In the confusion we move in as inmates,” said Song.
“That would mean killing five innocents,” said Grace, looking intently at the Korean.
“Unfortunately,” he replied. “But the lives of five who probably want to die anyway — like the loggers — are, I reckon, a small price to pay to avoid the possible consequences.”
For a second it looked as if she were going to challenge Song’s easy disregard for human life, but she didn’t.
Ryder agreed with Song, but decided to say nothing. He moved on. “As inmates, once inside, we probably won’t get the chance to escape before they use us as their guinea pigs. We may even get jabbed as soon as we enter — Grace?” He looked at the doctor for confirmation.
“More likely separated into groups relating to age, gender, blood type, etc,” she quickly answered. “Then a stand-down period to decide what test regime is appropriate for each individual. That could take days, even weeks; much like we do with monkeys. If we’re isolated in monitored cells, it will be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to get out without alerting somebody. If we cannot escape, I dread to think how we’ll end up. Probably get searched in there too. Not a good idea to enter as an inmate in my opinion.”
Ryder glanced at the others. “You agree?”
They did.
“Okay, we look for another way in. Any ideas?”
Song reacted first. “Vent outlets? Air intakes?”
“The American sats picked up nothing — infra-red, ultra-sonic, heat probes… all negative,” said Bom.
“That may be, but we now know an underground facility exists; it has to have air intakes,” said Ryder, beginning to appreciate the magnitude of what they were contemplating. He felt a surge of fear. Now at the sharp end, he knew to keep cool. Fear could be the worst enemy if he let it, which could mean the difference between success or failure, life or death. Grace spoke and suddenly the surge was gone as quickly as it came.
“Any hot zone would have to include specialist air-con equipment — self-contained, not connected to any main system. We need to avoid intakes that lead directly into the specialist system for obvious reasons.”
“Be hard pressed to tell the difference,” said Ryder.
“More likely to be small,” Grace shot back, gaining her stride. “The main system would have fairly large intakes at a guess.”
“And probably large fans inside as well,” added Chol.
“I agree,” said Grace.
Silence prevailed, broken by Song. “Maybe we could hi-jack a supply truck and bluff our way in?”
“Could wait a long time for the right vehicle to show,” Ryder countered. “And we won’t know if it’s going to the camp or lab, unless we take it on the spur. That could be risky,” he paused and looked at the others in turn before reaching a decision. “We’ll search for vents and hope to get lucky.”
“Assuming we find a way in, what’s the MO?” Chol asked.
“Greg, Dan and myself will go in with Grace to watch her back. Cam, you wait at the point of entry.”
“And if something goes wrong?” Chol ventured.
“Wait forty-eight hours, then make your way back to the RV.”
Silence for a few moments, then Ryder looked steadily at Grace; she seemed deep in thought.
“Do we have a problem?”
Grace gave a slight start. “Not sure. Contemplating what we might find.”
“The virus?”
She nodded and fixed Ryder with a fearful look. “I’m hoping it’s not what I suspect it might be.”
“Like what?” he asked.
All eyes fell on Grace. “Engineered smallpox,” she answered, voice slightly shaky.
“What’s that?” shot Bom.
“The human IL-4 gene fused with natural smallpox virus would create what we call a super variola, totally immune to any known vaccine and super lethal to humans. This variole, Major, as far as we know, does not exist on the planet,” she answered with an edge to her voice.
“Variola?” questioned Chol.
“Scientific and medieval Latin name for smallpox,” Grace paused, looking intently at each of the men. “To my knowledge, no one has successfully created a super virus. If they have, believe me it would be devastating if let loose on humans. Suitably weaponized Interleukin-4 smallpox would be very, very dangerous indeed to the future of mankind. If the Koreans have managed to manufacture it, then we have a real scary situation on our hands.”
“Presumably they would have some kind of vaccine?” Song asked.
“If the Koreans are developing a super pox, then they would also be working on a vaccine. To do that, they would need to experiment on a lot of people to see if it worked.”
“That would not be a problem with the number of people we saw shunted into that mountain,” cut in Bom. “The commies don’t seem to care shit about human suffering.”
Grace nodded and continued. “Briefly, in layman’s terms, when the IL-4 gene is added to a poxvirus it stimulates the production of antibodies — too many, in fact. It confuses the host’s immune system, causing a drop in white blood cells and destroying the host’s cellular immunity, which allows infection to firmly take hold, much like AIDs, only a thousand times quicker. In theory, this principle should shut down the immune system, but, as yet, at least unofficially, no one has attempted, or managed, to insert the IL-4 gene into natural smallpox virus to make a super pox.”
“Except maybe the Koreans,” said Ryder, a little lost with the technical aspect; he suspected the others were too. Nevertheless, it added to the daunting task they were about to face, in particular Grace, who would have to get close and personal with the virus if they were to establish it existed. His respect for her grew.
“That’s why we’re here — to find out,” she replied. Her calmness returned, which reflected in her voice. “Smallpox itself was officially eradicated in 1979. They had removed from nature what we doctors considered the worst human disease of all time. It is the most dangerous virus known to man and generally believed to have killed more people than any other infectious pathogen — a billion people in its last hundred years of existence alone. You can imagine the devastation should an engineered smallpox be let loose.”
Silence descended, each of the men lost in his own thoughts.
Eventually, Chol asked Grace, “What can we expect once inside?”
“In terms of layout, your guess is as good as mine, but the first thing we have to do is find where the ID tags, masks, hats, lab overalls and boots are kept.”
“We’ll wear the uniforms we have,” Ryder intervened, pointing towards the sacks. “We need to take out a female tech to get stuff for you.”
“Yes,” she replied. “Then we look for the hot zones. I suspect the testing labs will be relatively small; it may come down to only one of you accompanying me. I will be looking first for the likely lab either making the virus or testing it. Once in, I will need to focus intently on what I’m doing. Everything else I’ll leave to whoever’s my minder. Depending on what I find, we may have to go search for a vaccine too. If we have to enter a Level 4 zone, which I suspect we will, make sure you wear a space suit; your life will depend on it. Follow exactly what you learned at the briefings. Clearly understand: if you become contaminated, we will have no choice but to leave you behind.”
The men all glanced at Grace; they knew that should one of them go down, including the doctor, they must not be left behind alive to the mercy of the Koreans.
“And if we are questioned or challenged?” Song asked.
Ryder replied, “Talk your way out or discreetly eliminate the problem. We are here to give Grace every opportunity to complete her work and that’s what we’ll do, come rain or shine.”
“If we get the opportunity, do we destroy anything?” Bom asked.
“The prime objective is to get out with a vaccine for any virus we find — if one exists,” Ryder shot back, looking at Grace. “To do any real damage, explosives would be needed, which we don’t have.”
She nodded. “However, if the power and air supply can somehow be taken out, this will go a long way to halting the production of any virus.”
Silence descended once again.
“Okay, if there’s nothing else, we move out,” Ryder said finally, the scale and danger of what they were contemplating weighing heavily on his conscious.
They gathered up gear, left the gully and headed through the dense forest towards the mountain.
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“Captain — sonar. Contact, designate Sierra Two. Submerged. Faint. Stand by.”
“Captain, aye,” replied Michael Curtis, commander of HMS Ambush from his seat in the centre of the control room. Then, a little impatiently, “Range and bearing. Resolve ambiguity.”
“Captain — sonar. Sierra Two, bearing two-nine-two, direct path. Range fifty miles. Losing contact.”
“Captain, aye.” He then swore under his breath before turning to the helmsman. “Make your course two-nine-two. Speed full ahead. Depth 300.”
“Aye, sir.”
HMS Ambush immediately veered to the left towards the Brazilian coastline.
“Captain — sonar. Contact lost. Translation negative.”
“Captain, roger.”
Curtis could hardly conceal his disappointment. The first hostile contact after a week of patrolling and they had to lose it just like the one off the coast of South Africa before heading to the Falklands.
“Could be Russian; no allied subs supposedly in this area. If it is, beats me how the hell it even got this far,” said the XO, standing next to the captain. “At that range, she’s very close in; we’d be lucky to get a positive in all that coastal noise.”
“We’ll give it a try anyway,” said Curtis, somewhat sharply. “We might get lucky if we move in close and go active.”
“We’ll be vulnerable.”
“So be it. If that’s one of the Russians we’re looking for — and I’m betting it is — we have to take the risk. I have confidence in the ACs.” Curtis was referring to the submarine’s UPA-4 acoustic countermeasure system to deflect incoming torpedoes.
“We are now at the northern extreme of the patrol area,” said Talbot. “We might just be chasing a shadow.”
“Remember the orders, Bob: we are at liberty to search at our discretion and that is exactly what we’re going to do.”
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An early afternoon breeze rippled through the narrow valley. The clear blue sky allowed the sun’s rays to dance across the dense foliage that lined the steep slopes of the lower mountain. Frank Ryder and his team were now on the second day of searching for a way into the mountain, which rose massively before them, almost filling the whole horizon to their left. Nothing so far encountered had even remotely suggested an entry and they had all but given up hope of ever finding one. Food was running short and morale was low after several days in this foreign and dangerous environment. None of them wanted to enter the underground facility through the main entrance, but as each hour passed this option was looking more and more likely. Ryder worried about the captain; she had become moody and a little withdrawn since the lab was found and he wondered if the strain and privations of the operation were really beginning to tell. It was now that she needed every ounce of strength to successfully complete the task ahead; once inside, hers was the most dangerous and unforgiving. One mistake inside a Level 4 and it would be all over for her. He had totally changed his mind about this woman. She was courageous and uncomplaining. He wanted to comfort her somehow, give assurances that everything would be okay and that he would get her back to safety.
In a broad open patch of ground, a short distance ahead, Bom noticed a sudden movement amongst the tufted grass. He signalled the group to halt, pointed to the spot, then raised his silenced pistol — a hare was about to be placed in the larder. However, before he could pull the trigger, a big hawk swooped down from out of nowhere, talons bared, grabbed the hare and flew off into the trees a short way up the mountainside.
“Holy shit, look at that!” blurted Bom in amazement.
“Too slow, soldier, just too slow,” Song grinned.
“Fancy being beaten by a bird,” Chol joined in, grinning too.
“Hey, Greg, don’t tell us you’re losing it,” added Song, chuckling.
Bom shrugged off the jibes.
“Cut it!” shot Ryder, suddenly. “Down!”
All fell instantly, seeking cover wherever they could amongst the shrubs.
Ryder pointed to the other side of the clearing as a file of heavily armed soldiers emerged from the trees and headed straight towards them.
“Patrol. No dogs,” hissed Song.
“Thank God for small mercies.” Frank looked over at Grace, who appeared in pain holding her buttocks.
“You okay?”
She nodded.
“We have to move, now!” Ryder snapped, glancing desperately above him, and moments later, “Head up to where that bird flew. Let’s go! Let’s go!”
One by one they followed Ryder, keeping low, under the cover of the dense bush. They climbed the rapidly rising forest floor, hidden from view by the foliage and scattered rocky outcrops.
Grace struggled to keep up with the urgent pace and had to be helped by Song in the rear. It was obvious she had a problem with her side.
Soon they reached a rocky ledge above where the bird had flown. Here, breathless and in thick scrub, they rested. Between the trunks of the tall trees lining the slope, they could just make out the line of men now crossing the clearing below.
Suddenly the line stopped. The lead man raised his binoculars and looked straight up to where the group hid.
All, except Ryder, ducked below the ledge line. He remained still, focused on the line from behind the thickest bush; he wanted to know if, and when, they made their move.
“They seen us?” whispered Chol.
The others prepared for attack.
The hawk flew out from somewhere just below them, startling the group, adding to the adrenaline rush and diverting attention momentarily as it flew upwards through the canopy of leaves.
“If they radio out, we’re in deep shit,” said Bom.
Without looking away from the man with the binoculars, Ryder quietly ordered Chol and Bom to give cover at the far end of the ledge. “Dan, you take the other. Grace, stay with me.”
“This could be fucking tough,” Bom whispered.
Ryder nodded. “Tougher down there if you’d shot that hare. That bird did us a favour.”
The ledge was not the best of defensive positions. If the worst happened, he hoped each would save the last bullet for themselves.
The three men split and crawled away to take up defensive positions at each end of the forty-foot long ledge.
Ryder watched and waited as the lead soldier swept the binoculars back and forth along the ledge. Then, to his surprise, the man dropped binoculars to his chest, turned and moved on, followed by the rest. The tension drained away. “They’re moving out.”
The others joined him, visibly relieved.
“What the fuck interested him up here, if not us?” questioned Bom.
“Maybe a birdwatcher!” Song joked.
The rest chuckled, easing the tension even more.
“Okay, it’s over. We move shortly,” Ryder said, then looked at the captain. “What’s wrong, Grace?”
“I’m okay, just a bit sore that’s all.”
“Sore?”
“It’s nothing, I’ll manage.”
“Where? I’ll take a look.”
She threw Ryder a look that said: “Back off.”
“I said I’ll manage.”
But Ryder was not prepared to back off. “Dan had to help you make it up here. Now, if you’re in some sort of pain we need to check it out; otherwise, lady, you won’t be going into that mountain. And that will be an order.”
She gave in and reluctantly removed her backpack and then undid her trouser belt before turning over and lying on her stomach.
The men glanced at one another in surprise.
“Hey, some privacy here,” Ryder said. The others turned away.
Grace rolled down her trousers and pants to expose her buttocks.
Ryder glanced admiringly at what he saw, but winced when Grace removed a gauze patch from the side of her lower right buttock to expose an inflamed, swollen area with two pin-prick black puncture marks at the centre.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Bitten.”
“By what?”
“Snake.”
“Snake! — When?”
“Three days ago, squatting.”
“Why the hell didn’t you say?” Ryder shot.
“Too embarrassed. Didn’t want to hold things up.”
“You see it? You must’ve been right over it.”
“No; it was small, well camouflaged; I missed it amongst the leaves. Obviously not that venomous, otherwise I wouldn’t be here now,” she mumbled.
“Looks septic.”
“I’m not in any pain; it’s the stiffness that bothers me. I feel it around the lower back — real muscle tension — puts everything a little off balance… it slows me down.”
Ryder hoped she was right about the snake; they could not afford to lose her now. If it was more than mildly venomous, she would have been laid real low by now.
“Are you feeling okay? Has the swelling gone down?” he pressed, concerned more than he would have been if it had been a man.
“Yes, on both counts. The stiffness, however, will not go away.”
Ryder nodded and studied the punctures, keeping his eyes strictly on the swelling. “You still up to going into the mountain?” He prayed she was.
“I’ll be okay once the stiffness eases.”
“Can you continue the search?”
“When I can catch my breath.”
“Grace, is this why you’ve been quiet lately?” he asked softly.
“You are full of questions,” she replied. “The answer to that is yes.”
He reached into his sack and removed a fresh dressing. “I’ll clean you up, then we’ll leave.”
Ryder gently swabbed the affected spot with a little water and applied the dressing. Satisfied with his handiwork he stood and said with a grin, “Be more careful when you take a leak. You’re lucky the hit wasn’t in a more sensitive place.” He then turned to the others. “Okay, move out.”
She grimaced at his last remark — it wasn’t funny. Grace pulled up her pants and trousers and stood, somewhat coyly, but relieved she would not have to keep the problem to herself any longer. Shouldering her sack, she made her way stiffly to join the others. They were back in search mode and no time was to be lost.
As the last man left the ledge, they heard a sudden beating of wings, a screech and then saw it. The hawk still had its hare clutched firmly within its claws. It swept down from the leafy canopy, flew straight into the rock face below and vanished.
“Maybe we can have our hare after all,” said Bom, scrambling down the slope with the intention of shooting the bird and taking the hare for the larder.
Suddenly stopping in his tracks, Bom turned and stood staring at the rock overhang. Seconds later, he exclaimed, “Jesus! Hey, look what the fuck we have here!”
The others, except Grace, slid quickly down the slope.
When they reached where he stood, they too stared in amazement.
“Holy shit!” exclaimed Song. “A vent! — Big one too.”
“Jeez, I’d given up hope,” added Chol.
“Second favour from the bird,” Ryder said, relieved. “Greg, let it live to enjoy the hare. Now, let’s take a closer look at what we have here.”
They moved into the shadow of the overhang and looked up at a short, naturally formed shaft, curving upwards to meet the wall of the mountain about twelve feet back from the thick rocky edge of the outcrop. In the wall, several feet off the ground and midway along the forty-foot overhang, sat a ten-foot long by six-foot high metal grille. The bottom of the grille lined up with the outer edge of the outcrop, seen only from below and only if you were close up.
The bird of prey eyed them from its nest on a shelf at the top of the curve.
“Clever, this is definitely well hidden from the sats,” said Chol. “The infra-reds beaten too by that chunk of rock,” he pointed to the overhang. “No heat emission either, just a vent taking in air up the slope.”
“Now we know what that patrol was looking at: checking the grille right below us,” said Ryder.
“What now?” Bom asked, turning to Ryder.
“We go back to the ledge, rest up and go in at dawn.
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Almost two weeks had passed since K267, commanded by Captain Vasily Denko, rounded the Cape of Good Hope and headed north along the African continent in search of the rogue compatriot submarine K449. The journey so far had been uneventful with no sign whatsoever of any submarines as they made their way cautiously between ten and fifteen knots, at a depth of 400 feet. They had crossed the Tropic of Capricorn, headed up past the equator, and turned westwards at the Gulf of Guinea. They were now on a course parallel with the Ivory Coast, which was twenty miles off the starboard beam.
Captain Denko and his second in command, Lieutenant Sergio Alexander Nanovich, sat together in the small wardroom sipping coffee after handing control over to the duty officer.
“Where the fuck can K449 be?” asked Nanovich.
“Here in the Atlantic I hope. Otherwise we might as well head home right now.”
“You don’t suppose those bastards kept Grosky on board?”
“No; I believe he went down with that freighter and we are up against a very good foreigner and his crew.”
Nanovich shrugged. “He was a good man. The thought of him dead at the bottom of the ocean saddens me.”
“The Koreans cannot do much real damage with only four Stingrays minus warheads. What the fuck are that Korean admiral’s intentions? That’s what I would like to know.”
“Maybe to sink American or English ships, perhaps even one of our own.”
“Warheads could’ve been obtained somewhere along the line.”
“True, they did appear to be loading things at that island,” Denko agreed. “Probably provisions, but it is difficult to see how without the Americans knowing from their many eyes in the sky.”
“I guess you’re right. But the remoteness of that part of the ocean would cancel out that possibility.”
“Perhaps a carrier or maybe if she has acquired warheads — a city?” offered the XO.
“The order to destroy K449 tells me the intentions are far from good. As for the options, your guess is as good as mine. But what, Sergio, and where?”
“We know a big Battle Group is patrolling north of the Azores. Taking out a carrier would be a coup for the Koreans.”
“If you are right and the sub has warheads, and if you had one throw of the dice, what would be your target?” said Denko, more to himself than to his XO.
“The eastern seaboard — Washington or New York,” came the quick reply.
“Mmm,” Denko murmured thoughtfully, then asked, “Which course would you suggest we take then, Sergio Alexander?”
“Flip a coin, but my choice would be north to the Azores. They have torpedoes; we are only guessing they have warheads.”
Captain Denko remained silent for several seconds before speaking. “I think we should go west. A gut feeling is telling me so, although my head is telling me you are right. However, I have decided, we go west.”
With that decision, the two Russians worked out a course that would take them along the African coastline, past Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea, and up to Senegal where they would turn due west on latitude 15 degrees north and head out into the Atlantic. This course would take them south of the Cape Verdi Islands and 3,000 miles later, if all went well, they would arrive at the Windward Islands off Dominica and Martinique. Here they would turn northwest towards the Puerto Rico Trench, the Bahamas and on to the Florida coastline where Captain Denko hoped he would eventually find the elusive rogue submarine — the K449.
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As dawn broke, the padlock to the vent grille was forced and opened, creating an entrance just wide enough for Captain Seymour, Ryder, Song and Bom to scramble through. Chol then secured the black, square-patterned metal frame back into position and concealed himself in a vantage point amongst the bush under the overhang to make sure he maintained a good view through the trees to the open ground below. Here he would stay until the others returned. Grace hoped she would cope with the unknown and was under no illusion; it was her time to shine and she knew it. From the moment they had discovered the subterranean laboratory, she had been beset by an almost uncontrollable fear that hitherto had not fully manifested itself. Fear that her courage would fail once inside the mountain; fear at what she might find; fear that she would let these men down, men who risked their lives to ensure she was allowed to do her job; but most of all fear that she would not be able to face death with honour and dignity should it come. These fears played heavily on her almost to the extent that everything else was pushed aside.
Once inside the shaft, following a downward slope, the group could feel the gentle rush of air from behind and hear the faint hum of machinery from somewhere deep below. The shaft, hewn from solid rock, was curved at a radius of about six feet, enough to walk upright in single file. The three men carried silenced pistols together with AK rifles, and wore uniforms taken from the dead soldiers in Sinhung. Grace carried a pistol in holster, strapped to calf, together with a metal container to protect any vaccine phials they should find. Soon she would be in a confined hostile environment with the possibility of confronting a deadly virus. The moment of truth had finally arrived.
The further the little group proceeded into the mountain, the louder the noise of machinery became. Not long after entering through the grille, they arrived in a square chamber with large intake fans on three walls and a single door on the fourth. Ryder checked for surveillance cameras, saw none in the dim light and went to the door. Thankfully, it was not locked. They slipped through and found themselves in a short, narrow corridor with another door at the end. This door too was unlocked and led into a noisy, high domed cavern, again hewn out of solid rock. It looked to the group like the main plant area housing an array of machinery. Checking that all was clear, they edged gingerly between the throbbing machinery until reaching a small office and ablution block. Through a window to the office, they could make out two men eating and a third standing, looking at a chart on the wall. All three wore the same drab-green uniforms as themselves.
“Could be the entrance,” Song said over the noise of the machinery, nodding towards a pair of large double doors in full view of the men in the office.
Ryder acknowledged and hoped another existed. He told him and Bom to take a look whilst he and Grace hid amongst the boilers and mass of pipework. The two Koreans slunk away to return a short while later shaking their heads; no other doors, apart from storage areas and the one they had entered through.
Ryder nodded and glanced towards the office. No choice now but to take the men out if they were to leave through the double doors. He signalled this to the others and told Grace to remain hidden. The three then skirted the machinery until they were outside the office door.
Backs now hard up against the wall, pistols drawn, Ryder stepped away and kicked open the door with one violent move. All three sprang into the room.
‘Phut’, ‘phut’, ‘phut’, and the three guards died instantly, a single bullet to each of their heads.
Upon entering the changing area, the group found a uniform for the captain and then dragged the dead guards to one of the stores. Inside, Grace hurriedly changed into the uniform without concern for modesty, whilst the men concealed the bodies behind racking. Leaving the store, they made directly for the entrance doors hoping the dead men would not be found until they were safely out of the mountain.
The group entered a long corridor outside the plant room, busy with people milling between maintenance areas lining both sides. Striding confidently down the grimy corridor bathed in yellow light, they entered into a similar corridor. Here they saw, through glazed screens, small, dingy laboratories occupied by white-coated medical personnel. They were all hunched over desks, test tubes and microscopes. Grace could see from the equipment being used that they were chemical tests only. Martial music played in the background and pictures of Kim Jong Il and his son, Kim Jong Un, hung side by side on almost every wall. Grace’s first priority now was to locate the medical personnel changing areas and dress appropriately allowing her to move more freely around the laboratories.
She found what she was looking for near the end of the corridor. Grace entered the female changing area whilst the men lingered outside. A number of women occupied the big room between the lines of lockers, making it extremely difficult for Grace to break into one without attracting attention. She mingled, walking up and down the lines, awaiting an opportunity. Unfortunately, it never came; there was always someone nearby. None of the women she encountered wore any form of ID. Mouth dry, Grace felt her fear increase as she reluctantly left to join the men back in the corridor.
“We’ll have to wait,” she said quietly to Ryder.
“We don’t have the time,” he shot back, voice edgy. “We take out one your size and be done with it.” Grace understood. With no game plan and feeling somewhat trapped herself in this labyrinth of corridors, he had the right to be on edge. She eyed the flow of women passing by and reluctantly agreed.
A little later they found an unlocked, empty store off the main corridor. Ryder entered, the others remained outside. Grace nervously waited for a suitable victim. Thank God the discomfort caused by the snake bite had gone away.
She did not have long to wait. A woman, about her size and age, dressed in white medical gown, white cap and white mask dangling around her neck, came out of a lab further down and approached. With some apprehension, using the authority of her uniform, Grace pulled the woman to one side and told her she was required to enter the store to determine if the contents of a medical kit were correct. Slightly bewildered, the woman reluctantly agreed and was ushered into the store.
Minutes later, Ryder stepped out from the store and Grace entered. The woman lay dead on the floor with a broken neck. Guilt grabbed Grace, but it was quickly pushed aside as she removed the woman’s gown, cap and mask, put them on and hurried out, steeling herself for what was to come.
Boldly, she strode down to the end of the corridor in a turmoil of uncertainty, followed at a discrete distance by the other three. Her priority now: to locate the hot zones. It weighed heavily on her knowing basically that she was on her own from now on and would need to keep calm. She focused on getting out of this place alive.
The corridor led into a huge cavernous area where prisoners from the camp were being unloaded from trucks and herded into several wire cages at the rear. This was where the men were separated from the women. The cages each held ten to fifteen prisoners, had dirty mattresses strewn about the floor and buckets for bodily functions lining the back walls. This was obviously the holding area before the poor unfortunates were taken to the labs. She hung around unobtrusively with the group of medical personnel supervising the unloading, hoping to establish where the labs were located.
Ryder and the other two kept to the periphery, watching her carefully. Grace was thankful that security inside the complex appeared minimal; not one surveillance camera had been spotted so far and they had not once been challenged. It seemed the North Koreans thought the complex secure enough from hostile intrusion and the guards were there only to ensure that the prisoners were kept under control. Once the unloading was complete and all the prisoners safely inside the cages, the medical personnel began to disperse, most heading for an opening alongside the far cage. Grace followed and the others did the same.
The opening led into another corridor, shorter and narrower than the first, and in the dim yellow light she could make out the international bio-hazard sign above the double doors at the far end. The knot in her stomach tightened; this could be it: bio labs and the hot zone. She increased pace and soon reached the doors with Ryder not far behind. Those up front had gone through quickly, so this must be the entrance to bio safety Level 0.
She passed through the double doors, which opened into a large rectangular space that housed rooms on either side holding small groups of prisoners. Ignoring the personnel, she continued on purposefully, unopposed, towards the only other pair of doors at the opposite side. When through, she entered another corridor that was lined on each side by much brighter and cleaner laboratories than those first encountered and occupied by numerous medical personnel. Again pictures of Kim Jong Il and his son dotted the walls and martial music played in the background. She decided to enter a lab mid-way down to determine the kind of experiments taking place. Ryder and the others waited outside, trying hard not to look conspicuous. She entered and strolled between the work benches laden with Bunsen burners, glass phials, petri dishes and other experimental equipment. No one looked up from what they were doing and as far as she could tell from cursory observation, the experiments appeared low-level and routine. It was too risky to lean over someone’s shoulder to read notes and ask them exactly what they were doing. The walls held charts showing the process of experimenting with various pathological and virological diseases. Grace spent a few more minutes taking in what was going on, then left.
Back in the corridor, she observed a number of personnel moving between the laboratories, but only a few ventured down the corridor and entered the doors at the end. The double doors were sliding stainless-steel, operated by a wall pad — the only concession to modern technology so far encountered in this grimy subterranean complex. If a Level 4 did exist, it had to be through those doors. The question: how could she enter without the lock combination? She decided to wait and attempt to enter with the next group to go through. If that was not possible, she would linger by the key pad and memorize the numbers as they were punched in.
Signalling to Ryder and the others to follow, she made her way slowly towards the doors, engaging in animated conversation with the three men, at the same time keeping an eye on the movement of people in the corridor, praying a group would head for the doors.
Her prayers were soon answered. Three women and a man emerged from the last lab, just as Grace was passing, almost colliding with her, before heading for the sliding doors. Ryder and the other two dropped back slightly, leaving Grace to merge with the group, immersed in conversation and ignoring her presence. At the doors, all pulled up face masks and Grace did the same. She moved next to the man near the wall pad when it became clear that he intended to punch in the numbers. He did, she memorized them and the doors slid apart. Grace boldly followed them into an air-lock. The doors closed quickly, denying Ryder, Song and Bom entry. Grace, startled, looked at the concern on their faces and suddenly an overwhelming feeling of isolation gripped her. She was now truly on her own. Her mouth went dry and the knot in her stomach tightened.
Ryder cursed himself for the setback, but would go through with the next group, hoping the captain would be waiting on the other side.
For Chol, guarding the grille, it was a different story. Not long after the others had entered the mountain, a six-man patrol passed within yards of the overhang, luckily without dogs and without closely checking the grille. The hawks too were giving him some grief, dive-bombing and screeching loudly, seemingly resentful of his presence below their nest.
Stepping out of the airlock, a totally different world presented itself to Grace, more like the one she was familiar with — sterile, bright and professional-looking. No rundown third-world feel here, no rock surfaces; only flat white walls and ceilings with hardly a surface to collect dust. This was definitely a Level 1 and she was confident, yet fearful, she would find the hot zone soon, along with the dreaded viruses it would no doubt contain and thus the resultant horrors of possible experiments carried out on humans instead of monkeys.
The area contained several compact laboratories full of personnel, together with a small number of offices all leading off a central corridor. A minority of personnel wore yellow badges on their lapels. A few guards glanced at Grace and appeared somewhat conspicuous by their absence. Uncertain whether or not to wait to see if the others came through, she was in no doubt that they would attract attention — although from Grace’s point of view, without them guarding her back, she now felt very vulnerable indeed. She noticed only those wearing the badges entered another set of sliding doors at the end of the corridor and knew instinctively this was the entrance to a Level 2. She decided not to wait and take a closer look. Again the doors were lined in stainless-steel, set in a seamless frame. There was no key pad this time and she guessed the badges might be the key. This shortly proved correct when a staff member went through pointing her badge at the head of the doors. How could she get hold of one? Only two choices: steal or take by force. She hoped it would not be the latter. Subsequently, after a fruitless excursion around the laboratories to find a badge and steal it, she finally gave up; now forced to adopt the alternative. A big risk, but one she had to take. Fear increased at the prospect.
Meanwhile, Ryder, still in Level 0, worried at what was happening while waiting for his chance to enter Level 1. Observing only medical staff and very few guards here it made him think that maybe he could compromise the situation if he went through. The captain should, he reasoned, be able to handle herself having only medical staff to contend with. Reluctantly, he decided it would be better to await her return — at least for now.
Grace hung nervously around the foyer outside the female ablutions, heart pounding, until a woman wearing a badge entered. She followed, checked that no one else was around then approached her. Taking a gamble, she explained casually that she was due to enter Level 2 and had mislaid her badge; could she possibly borrow hers? The woman stared at her, first in disbelief and then with growing suspicion. Grace knew at that instant she had lost the gamble and a flood of indecision engulfed her. She had to act — and quickly.
Grace lunged out, spun the shocked woman around and clamped a hand firmly over her mouth. Bundling the struggling Korean into a cubicle, she smashed her up against the rear wall and held her in a full arm lock with all the strength she could muster. Fearing it would not be enough to throttle the woman to death, Grace, on the verge of panic, raised her leg and snatched pistol from the holster strapped to calf. The Korean managed to half-turn, but before she could overwhelm her assailant, Grace slammed the suppressor nozzle hard against the woman’s chest and shot her through the heart. Supporting the body, Grace stood for a moment trembling. She felt sick and fought hard to regain her composure. This was the second human being she had killed in a matter of days. She forced herself to become calm, plunging deep into her reserves.
When she did calm down, reality kicked in and her mind began to race: where could she hide the body? Blood was now blooming large on the Korean’s clothing; luckily none had stained her own. Grace eased the woman to the floor, removed the badge and pinned it to her own lapel. She then left the cubicle in search of a place to dump the body. Through a door on the wall opposite, she found a narrow void housing drainage and ducting. Praying no one would enter the block, she dragged the Korean from the cubical, careful not to get blood on her clothes, and managed to dump the body inside the void. Nervous tension now worked overtime on her bladder. Not knowing when she would get the next opportunity, she relieved herself in the nearest cubicle, which helped to calm her before she hurried back out, just as two other women entered. Taking a grip on herself, Grace made straight for the doors at the end of the corridor.
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“Contact! Bearing one-three-zero. Course three-one-five. Speed two-five. Range thirty miles. Translating.”
Captain Kamani and Lieutenant Zaha, in K449’s control room, looked urgently up at the sonar screen displaying the data.
“She’s heading straight for us!” exclaimed the XO, a slight edge to his voice.
“Reduce speed to five knots. Down fifteen. Take her to 600,” Kamani ordered calmly. The seabed below was at 650 feet.
K449 immediately tilted down 15 degrees to the horizontal and headed down.
“Must be American at that speed,” said the captain.
“Obviously not concerned at being heard.”
“Are we paying the penalty for the increase in speed, Lieutenant?”
“Captain — sonar. Translation positive. British Astute-class. Speed and course unchanged.”
Just then the Acoustic Intercept Alarm sounded.
“Captain — sonar. Active hit.”
“Ya Allah!” exclaimed the XO.
It was the captain’s turn to show concern this time. “God will not help us, Lieutenant. We have to help ourselves here,” he said, outwardly calm, but inwardly feeling the fear grip his chest, knowing they had just been pinged by one of the infidel’s latest hunter-killers. “We are paying, Lieutenant. Cut engines, cut engines. Free fall and lay to the bottom — all haste. Rig for silence.” He glanced urgently at the XO. “Just hope we can get there before they release a fish.”
* * *
On board Ambush, Captain Curtis and his second in command, Lieutenant Talbot, waited in the control room for the result of the active scan order. Then shortly:
“Captain — sonar. Faint contact, designate Sierra Three. Submerged. Bearing three-one-five, direct path. Range thirty miles.”
“Captain, aye. I knew it!” exclaimed Curtis. “Confirms earlier hit; proves something’s out there, Bob.”
“A whale maybe? Large shoal of fish?”
“Unlikely at the range,” Curtis replied, grinning. “I hear what you’re saying though.”
The XO smiled; fortunately, his captain had a good sense of humour.
“Captain — sonar. Translation?”
“Captain — sonar. Negative, sir. Contact lost.”
“Captain, aye,” Curtis replied, shaking off yet another disappointment. “Whatever it was has gone to ground or maybe you’re right, Bob, could be purely natural phenomena.” However, instinct told him the sonar signals were more than just coastal noises. He turned to the electronic charts on the bench monitors, followed by the XO, and both men studied maps of the South American eastern seaboard.
A short while later, the captain looked up and said, “I’ve made up my mind; we’ll remain on course, search the contact area and then move progressively up the coastline to latitude 15, north. If that was a sub we’ll nail it eventually, I’m sure.”
“That’s way up out of our search brief, Captain.”
“At our discretion — the orders were specific.” Curtis paused to collect his thoughts. “Tell me, Lieutenant, if you were intending to attack a city in the British Isles or the American eastern seaboard, coming from the South Atlantic, what would be the course you would take?”
“Hug the coastline of either Africa or South America.”
“Mmm…” Curtis murmured softly, allowing a sense of uncertainty to enter his thoughts, then said, more to himself than to his XO, “Whichever way, they would have to cross lat 15, north, somewhere near the Windwards if heading for North America. If Britain is the target, they would come from the African western seaboard, up past the Verde Islands, Canaries and Portugal.”
“Alternatively,” offered the XO, “if the sub is following this coastline, which we suspect it might, they could break off at Recife and head straight up over the narrowest part of the Atlantic towards the Verdes, then to Britain, or if America is the target, and they’re coming from Africa, roughly follow latitude 15 across the Atlantic to reach the Bahamas or the Florida coast.”
“A lot of ‘ifs’ in there, Lieutenant, including mine,” said Curtis, uncertainty taking a firmer grip. What should he do? Although he worried Britain could be the target, his instincts were telling him that America was more likely, simply because it was the most powerful nation in the world and therefore a far more prestigious target for Islamic terrorist aggression.
Captain Curtis stared at the screens surrounding him, his mind calculating as he listened to the subdued noise of the control centre. The gentle hum of machinery and men quietly going about their business for Queen and country somehow soothed his nerves. Finally he decided to gamble and turned to his XO.
“Mr Talbot, we will follow the South American coastline until we reach the Windwards. If nothing transpires before that, we’ll turn for home.”
Then, to the helmsman, “Maintain course and speed. Make your depth 400. Steady as she goes.”
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Having entered the air-lock, using the commandeered badge, Grace nervously stepped out from the other side into what was undoubtedly a Level 2 area, with a series of changing rooms lining the rear wall. She knew for certain now that beyond these rooms would lie Level 3 and Level 4 — the hot zone. Choosing an unoccupied room marked “Females Only”, she stripped completely and pulled on a sterilized white cotton jumpsuit together with a white surgical cap and a pair of cotton socks laid neatly out on a shelf. The very cleanliness of this area told Grace the North Koreans had as much healthy respect for the lethal viruses they were dealing with as the British, which reassured her of the reliability of the protection she was about to use. She hid the Sig and holster together with the metal container for vials in her discarded clothing and left the cubical.
At the end of the changing area, she stepped into a common shower-like compartment bathed in ultraviolet light and walked out through a door that led into a Level 3 area. The large rectangular room housed space suits hanging on wall hooks, together with other equipment necessary for a Level 4 entry. At the far end, beyond the stainless-steel sliding doors marked with a large biohazard symbol, she knew she would enter directly into the hot zone.
Several people were busily changing in and out of space suits and thankfully ignored her entry. Grace moved over to a quiet corner and selected one of the blue suits that looked about her size; fortunately, none had an owner’s name and all appeared to be in relatively good condition. Nevertheless, she took time to inspect the areas prone to wear — around the buttocks, the armpits, the knees — to make doubly sure no holes were evident. Satisfied, she looked for and found an air regulator, surgical gloves and tape. She slid the gloves on, then, using the tape, proceeded to seal the jumpsuit joints at her wrists and ankles. She finally struggled into the space suit, ignoring the stale odour, before strapping the regulator to her back and making her way somewhat apprehensively towards the ominous doors leading into Level 4. Pressing a wall pad, the doors parted and she entered the air-lock decontamination chamber. The doors slid closed behind her and Grace knew she had now reached the point of no return. Several seconds later, she activated another wall pad opening the inner doors. Weak at the knees, panic welling up almost uncontrollably now, Grace had to summon every ounce of her courage to move forward into the hot zone.
She stepped out into a small ante-room full of white rubber boots placed in pairs on the floor around the walls. She chose a pair her size, clambered into them and passed through a swinging door into a moderate-sized room with smooth white walls and ceiling. Curled blue air-lines hung down the centre and around the sides of the room. She plugged in the regulator and cool, dry air immediately flooded into her suit, pressurizing it with a roar, momentarily blocking out the chatter. Lining walls to the left and right were various-sized freezers, some opened, presently used by personnel carrying and storing laboratory and experimental materials. Did these freezers hold a super virus? The Koreans using them seemed very casual and somewhat less than security-minded, so possibly not. Since entering Level 2, she had yet to encounter a single guard.
Grace moved to the end of the room and turned left into a much smaller open area, which led into a long gallery lined with four glass-fronted compartments down one side. Several personnel in space suits were looking through the glass panels; she quietly mingled in and slowly made her way down the gallery.
In the first compartment, two men lay under subdued light on beds at the rear wearing only trousers. They were unmarked and appeared to be asleep. In the next, a lightly clothed woman and child cowered in one corner, their exposed flesh partly covered in waxy red blotches; large boils lined the soles of their feet and the palms of their hands. In the third compartment, a man lay naked on a central bed under a bright light, body studded from head to toes in small, bubble-like, dry blisters with hardly a gap between, some beginning to rupture and leak iridescent pus about his face and extremities. When she reached the last, Grace gasped in horror; for curled up in a foetal position on the bare concrete floor in the middle of the compartment were two naked human forms, both totally shrouded in a mass of blackened pus and scabs, skin almost stripped away from the bodies. Their eyes were severely bloodshot, intense and they stared pleadingly at the glass. Grace could not help but feel sickened and appalled at the plight of these two forms; their pain must have been beyond any that a human being could be expected to endure. From her experiments with monkeys, she could see these two unfortunate people were in the terminal stages of what appeared to be the smallpox virus as it was allowed to take its natural course without medication of any kind. She suspected these poor individuals in the four compartments were displaying the effects of the vaccine at varying dosage levels from the splicing of the human IL-4 gene into the virus DNA to create a super strain. She had undertaken similar experiments with monkeys at Porton, administering different dosage amounts of a trial vaccine simultaneously to several and testing the effect over a set period of time. If so, she guessed the two men in the first compartment had received the maximum dosage of a successful vaccine to have remained unscathed like they were and those in the fourth had received nothing at all. From the chatter she was picking up through the communication system her suspicions were soon confirmed. It took her a moment or two to recover from the shock at discovering that the North Koreans had actually created a super variola and possibly a successful vaccine to go with it. There had to be a vaccine. Almost overwhelmed by the horror of what she encountered and steeling herself to face the demon, she turned and headed back along the gallery to find the labs. The scientist in her was determined to find out how they had devised such a monster strain, then after that, to discover where the vaccine was kept.
Returning to the freezer area, Grace followed a group of personnel pushing equipment trolleys down another corridor, which she hoped would lead to a laboratory. She guessed right and entered a bright, white-tiled, rectangular room some sixty-feet long by forty wide, full of space-suited people hunched over workstations on the end of air-hoses hanging from the ceiling. Through an opening at the far end, she could see glass-fronted cages housing naked humans. This definitely was a lab of some significance. If the super strain was to be found, it must surely be found here.
Adrenaline pumping, Grace moved to one of the few empty workstations trying hard to appear as inconspicuous as possible. She pulled down an air-hose and plugged it into her regulator. She set about checking the workstation equipment and could tell straightaway it was configured for experimenting with the variola virus. She glanced sideways at the scientists working either side, her experienced eye telling her they were engaged in variola major testing. Grace prayed that the workstation was not designated to a specific person. So far she had remained unchallenged and could not believe the casualness of the security, but was thankful at the lack thereof.
Her luck held. Not long after setting up the equipment, a suited technician pushing a stainless-steel trolley stopped beside Grace, looked at her and waited. On the trolley were two plastic racks: a blue rack holding several vials of white liquid and a red rack, immersed in water, holding twelve vials of pinkish, opalescent liquid, which Grace immediately recognized as melted smallpox seed. Could it be the super virus? She trembled at the thought, curbing her fear. The vials in water kept the contents at 37 degrees centigrade after removal from a liquid nitrogen bed in a home freezer. Grace guessed the technician expected her to help herself to the vials and she did so with extreme care. She guessed again that she was expected to conduct experiments with the contents like the rest of the occupants alongside her and at the other workstations. However, her experiment would have only one aim: to determine exactly what each of the vials contained. Taking a vial from each rack and placing them in the holder alongside the electron microscope, she found herself wondering what strain the smallpox vial held: Harper, India-1, Bangladesh, Aralsk or Rahima? Or perhaps even some other unknown variola major? All, however, represented the most deadly of strains known to mankind, but an IL-4 smallpox combination would be the deadliest of them all.
Dr Grace Seymour opened the smallpox vial, held it up to the light and tipped it gently. She then stared at the variola major to ensure it had fully melted. A sense of purpose coupled with professional calmness now overcame her nervousness as she reached for a pipette, removed some of the liquid and dribbled it into a Petri dish. She then placed the dish under the electron microscope.
Peering into the scope, she examined the colour image. Instantly her expert eye recognized a genetically engineered super virus swimming before her. She examined closely the recombinant virus’s familiar DNA double-helix structure, wrapped in a membrane of grey, with shades of blue and pink along its edges. But what made the difference was the Interleukin-4 gene that she could see had been successfully spliced to the upper nucleotides, creating an extra layer of membrane, which she determined made it resistant to all known vaccines.
Staggered by what she was seeing, Grace reached for the other vial, put some into a dish and placed it under the microscope. What she viewed floating in the liquid appeared to resemble unfamiliar bacterial cells with small rings of extra plasmids, or DNA, dotted within each of the cell structures. The DNA strands were mixed in with large amounts of cytokine molecules. To Grace this presented nothing special, but she would need time she didn’t have to determine the significance of the mix. She decided there was nothing to lose by adding the liquid to the super virus dish to see what happened. This she did and minutes later was absolutely stunned. She watched the white liquid rapidly devour the super virus until none of the variola remained in the dish. To have undeniable proof of what she and many other virologists around the world had been striving for rocked Grace to the very core. How can this be? How can a seemingly simple combination of bacterial cells and cytokines provide such a powerful antidote? Where the hell did those bacterial cells come from anyway? She had no time to speculate now; her mind raced. She had to find out where this vaccine was stored, grab what she could and then get the hell out of this place as fast as her legs would carry her.
Suddenly, she was aware of somebody close by. She turned and came face-to-face with a female behind the clear plastic suit mask looking suspiciously at her.
“Where is Comrade Yu Son today?” a high-pitched, authoritative voice came through the head communication system.
Grace controlled her panic and replied calmly, gambling on the outcome. “She’s not on duty. I have just arrived here and was told to use her workstation until one is allocated.” She then quickly changed the subject in the hope of diverting the woman’s attention. “The one mil of vaccine I applied to the Interleukin smallpox sample had a very rapid effect. A lesser dosage would, in my opinion, have done the same. I am about to try to prove the theory.”
The woman kept her eyes intently on Grace for what seemed a lifetime and then bent down to look through the microscope. Seconds later, she stood up again and smiled. Relief flooded Grace’s senses.
“A very clean dish,” the woman said. “Good for you to have seen the obvious so soon. You do not have to test the theory. I have already done so and it works. All that remains now is to test it on our human subjects. I have requested four new specimens to be given lesser proportionate dosages and we will observe the effects,” she added matter-of-factly.
Dispassionate bitch, thought Grace, desperately wanting to know from her what type of bacteria was being used, but afraid to ask for fear of exposure. She was sure every virologist in the room would know the make-up of the vaccine. “I look forward to monitoring the results,” she said, sick inside.
The woman stared at Grace, then asked, “Where were you before this posting?”
Grace did not hesitate; she had done her homework for just this situation and replied confidently, “Camp 22, Haengyong. I was there for one year.” She referred to the notorious labour camp in the northeast of the country where some 55,000 prisoners, including women and children, toiled each day to produce goods for sale in foreign lands and where over twenty-five percent of the inmate population die every year from overwork, but mostly from the testing of biological and chemical agents.
The woman nodded. “And before that?”
“Chongju — two years.” This was a facility where biological agents were weaponized.
“Did you work with Professor Park Ung Gul?”
Grace’s mind raced; the woman was probing. Grace did not recall a professor of that name when running over the names of senior virologists that were shown to her.
She took a chance. “I do not recall a professor of that name when I was there. Perhaps before that?”
The woman smiled, nodding at the same time, then proceeded in a casual way to question Grace on technical aspects of the IL-4 gene and the various variola major strains until she appeared satisfied that Grace knew what she was talking about. Nodding again, the woman seemed to lose interest and began to turn away.
Grace took another big risk. “As I am new here, could you tell me where the vaccine is stored? I will return the vial on my way out.”
Turning back, the woman answered sharply, “Technicians will do that — leave it.” Then she hesitated. “On second thought, I will show you; you may be called to experiment at unusual hours when they are not here. Follow me.”
Grace unhooked the air-hose and duly obliged, unable to believe her luck. Just how much longer could it last?
In Level 0, Ryder waited anxiously. Grace had entered Level 1 over two hours ago. Hanging around the airlock was beginning to attract suspicious glances, so much so, that he and the other two men were forced to split up and leave the corridor altogether for short periods before re-entering singly at various intervals. If she wasn’t out within the next hour he decided they would go in.
Grace followed the woman along the corridor to where the freezers were kept at the entrance to Level 4. When they arrived, the virologist pointed out the large liquid nitrogen freezers in which the super virus was stored and watched as a technician lifted the circular lid of the waist-high, drum-shaped unit, emitting a cloud of white vapour, which poured down the side of the drum and onto the concrete floor. The technician carefully removed a rack of vials from a trolley and placed it inside. Less than a minute later, the lid was replaced to avoid the reservoir of nitrogen in the bottom from heating up and creating a fog-like atmosphere in the room.
“Does that hold the entire stocks of IL-4 smallpox here?” Grace asked innocently, wanting to find out if more was stored elsewhere, while glancing around to see if a furnace was nearby. There wasn’t.
“Yes, this is the only place where it is manufactured. Once it is full, the contents are sent to Chongju for weaponization,” replied the virologist, guiding Grace away.
She decided it would be futile to attempt to find a furnace and empty the contents of the freezer into it — firstly, because there were too many vials; and secondly, a furnace could be some distance away making it impossible to transport the freezer contents without discovery. Her priority now: to get out with a vaccine.
Expecting to be shown another freezer, or at least a refrigerator holding the vaccine, Grace was surprised and greatly relieved when the woman opened a door close to the air-lock and both entered a smaller workroom that housed lab testing equipment on one side and shelves containing an assortment of vials on the other, next to a stainless-steel bench and sink unit. At the sink stood a technician siphoning liquid from the racked vials into small stainless-steel tubular containers. The containers, explained the woman, held stocks of the vaccine for experimental purposes and were vacuum-designed to maintain the potency of the vaccine for up to three weeks without refrigeration. She added that this was necessary to inoculate the population in the more remote regions of the north. Manufacturing for mass use, she said, was carried out in Pyongyang. Grace eyed the six-inch long, two-inch diameter tubes and wondered just how she was going to steal one, or maybe two, and get them out. She worried too if they would have sufficient time to get back to the sub and to a refrigerator. The virologist showed her how to siphon off the liquid into the vials, excused herself, then left.
Grace went out shortly after and milled around in the freezer area with other personnel until the technician came out of the room pushing a trolley of vials. Grace sidled back into the room, took two tubes from the rack, checked that they held the vaccine and, with adrenaline pumping, left and headed straight for the exit. Unsuccessfully attempting to conceal the containers in the palms of her hands, she unplugged the air-hose and entered the small ante room. Here she removed boots and pushed the air-lock operating pad praying no one was coming through or waiting on the other side.
The air-lock decontamination doors slid open — the room was empty. She stepped in, turned on the shower with difficulty and hoped it was Lysol spraying the space suit clean. One minute later, she exited the chamber and went back into the common changing area. Thankfully only a handful of people were there, all on the far side. She clambered out of the suit, removed her gloves, tape and socks and binned them, wrapping the tubes in a surgical cap before heading for the female locker room, her heart in her mouth.
Grace entered the Level 2 decon chamber, stood under the ultraviolet light for several seconds, trembling with stress, then hurried to the locker where she quickly changed back into the uniform with the yellow badge and strapped the holster with gun back onto her calf. The vials were too big for the metal container she had brought so she placed the two tubes in breast pockets of the jacket, put on the medical smock and cap and headed for the exit.
Grace was extremely relieved to step out of the Level 2 air-lock into Level 1. She was now effectively out of the hot zone and the horror it held, but felt conspicuous without the space suit. Making straight for the Level 1 air-lock, ignoring everything else around, she arrived and mingled with others waiting to leave through the air-lock.
Suddenly, a hand rested on her shoulder and a male voice instructed her to follow him. Grace almost collapsed with panic when she turned and stared at a young man also dressed in smock and cap. She began to protest, but he gripped her firmly by the arm and guided her towards a room a short way back down the corridor. My God! Had she been discovered?
On the other side of the air-lock, Ryder could wait no longer. He decided to enter Level 1; it was time to throw caution to the wind. The door slid open, the lock emptied and he and the others moved forward together with several technicians, too busy talking to seemingly give them much attention.
Grace, entering the room, stopped short, fear spiking when she came face-to-face with the woman scientist encountered in the Level 4 lab sitting at the only desk. The man took a seat alongside her. Grace was left to stand.
The woman stared hard at Grace, then came sharply to the point. “You told me you had just arrived here, yet on checking I find that no new lab personnel have been assigned within the last month. Can you explain?”
Grace was not prepared for this and after some hesitation blurted out a story that there must be some mistake as she had been assigned here by the camp commander at Haengyong.
“His name?” she shot.
“Colonel Chang-su.”
“Strange. He does not recall sending you,” the woman replied, cold eyes fixed on Grace like a predator about to finish its victim. “What have you to say?”
Grace knew she was caught and stammered, “There must be…”
“Enough!” The woman cut her short and turned to the man. “Bring a guard.”
The man hurriedly stood and went out.
Grace, in her despair, decided to kill this wretched woman. She reached down, but suddenly stopped when the woman raised a gun from below the desk.
In the corridor, the man sent out to find a guard saw three uniformed men standing by the air-lock and called to them.
Ryder, Bom and Song froze, staring as he approached.
The man came up, briefly explained what had happened and pointed to the room. Ryder immediately realized he was talking about Grace and all three followed the man. Frank entered the room whilst the others remained outside.
He could see Grace’s relief. The woman behind the desk put down her gun and repeated what he had already been told, ending with, “Take her away and interrogate. Find out who sent her. Inform the commandant and let me know the result.”
Ryder wasn’t listening; he was weighing up whether or not to kill the woman and the man. He decided on the former; nobody should be left behind to tell. He drew his silenced pistol to lead Grace away, then turned and shot them both cleanly through the head.
As they left the room, Grace half-smiled and tapped her breast pocket, conveying all was okay — mission accomplished. Without a word, they made casually for the Level 1 air-lock and waited with others waiting to enter. Once through, they mingled with personnel in the busy corridor on the other side, keeping a reasonable distance between themselves and Grace. They cautiously exited out the far doors, past the caged prisoners and beyond into the main entrance cavern. Here trucks were discharging more prisoners amidst a cacophony of voices, revving diesels and martial music. They easily managed to pass through the ordered chaos unnoticed and entered into the corridor that led directly to the plant area.
Minutes later, they arrived at the entrance. Ryder indicated for the others to wait while he confidently pushed open the doors and boldly strode through into the vast, noisy plant cavern. He checked to see that no one was in the office or the ablutions block, then went back to the entrance. The rest of the group filed in.
Suddenly, a technician carrying a tool kit stepped out from behind a boiler directly in their path. He stopped, startled, seeing armed men only feet away.
Ryder sprang.
At that very moment the entrance doors to the plant room swung open and two guards strode in, saw immediately what was happening and reacted swiftly. One managed to discharge a single shot before both were gunned down by Song and Bom. Ryder quickly broke the technician’s neck before he could cry out.
Grace felt a searing pain shoot through her lower back. She staggered forward, trying desperately to stay on her feet, bounced off a machine control panel and collapsed to the floor. The others immediately sprang to her aid.
Ryder searched frantically for the bullet wound, whilst Bom hurried to cover the entrance. Lifting her gently, he and Song moved Grace in amongst the machinery out of view of the entrance.
“She’s taken a hit in the lower back; no exit wound visible. Bullet must be lodged inside; could be considerable internal damage.”
“Close to the spine?” asked Song with concern.
“Yeah, very close; maybe fatal if we move her.”
“Should we do that?”
“No choice. We’re not leaving her.” No way was Ryder going to leave her to the mercy of the Koreans; she had to be moved despite the risk. He prayed she would survive the journey back. “Dan, go find something to make a makeshift stretcher.”
Ryder did his best to staunch the flow of blood and make her as comfortable as possible. She was conscious, although in a state of shock. Handing him the tubes of vaccine, she managed to explain briefly what had transpired and what the tubes contained. She emphasized that the vaccine had only three weeks before potency was lost. He placed the containers in his breast pockets. It was time to get out — and fast.
Ryder and Song quickly removed the ammunition clips and grenades from the dead guards, then dumped the two, together with the technician, in the storeroom alongside the other bodies. A makeshift stretcher was quickly constructed with canvas and metal rods found amongst the machinery. Then, with Grace as comfortable as they could make her, Bom and Song carried the stretcher, following Ryder into the airshaft.
It did not take long to reach the outside. A signal to Chol saw him emerge from hiding; a smile expressing relief, changing immediately on seeing the stretcher holding Grace. The grille was hurriedly pulled out to allow the stretcher to pass through and then replaced. With Grace seriously injured, their problems had increased ten-fold, compounded by the fact that they had only three weeks before the vaccine would lose its value. Grace would not be left behind under any circumstances. Ryder would make sure she made it back to the beach with them or none would. They had to get away as quickly as possible. After Grace said she felt able to be moved, they headed south down the mountainside into the valley, followed a short distance by the resident hawks screeching at their departure.
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K449 sat silently on the seabed. The occupants, their nerves taut, waited for the sound of approaching torpedoes. The weapons officer’s finger was poised over the countermeasure button, ready to release decoys to deflect the radar energy guiding the torpedoes to the target. He also had a finger ready on the other hand to release homing torpedoes of their own when ordered.
“Captain — sonar. Contact speed and course unchanged. Range 1,000 yards and closing. Depth 400.”
“They would have released by now if they had our position,” said Lieutenant Zaha, relief showing. “Praise to Allah; we are lost in the background.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Kamani replied. “If they ping us again this close…” He trailed off, shaking his head slightly.
“The bedrock will protect us.”
“Only if there is sufficient shore noise to cover and confuse the sonars.”
“Captain — sonar. Contact range 500 yards. Course, speed and depth unchanged.”
“They’re almost on us!” Urgency came back into the XO’s voice.
Sweat glistened on the captain’s brow.
“Captain — sonar. Range 200. Speed and depth unchanged.”
“She’s on top of us!” exclaimed Zaha, fighting hard to contain his fear.
A mixture of uncertainty and sharp fear gripped the captain; should he release his own torpedoes now, whilst still holding the advantage, or wait? Tension in the control room was unbearable. Each man knew that whatever happened in the next few minutes would seal his fate.
“Captain — sonar. Contact course change to zero-four-five. Speed and depth unchanged.”
The crew listened to the screw of the British submarine churn 200 feet above them and felt the turbulence as the huge warship swept by so close. The sour smell of fear pervaded the control centre.
“She’s veering northeast! She’s missed us!” exclaimed a jubilant Lieutenant Zaha before giving thanks again to Allah.
Immense relief flooded the control room. That had been nerve shattering.
“I commend your steadfastness, Captain Kamani,” said Ali bin Rashid. “Close call. You are indeed a brave man.”
“Thank you.” Kamani considered that the statement made by the negotiator had now fully atoned for the insult delivered by him at Heard Island. He continued. “However, bear in mind, this may only be a taste of what can be expected if the infidel suspects we are here in the Atlantic.”
“And what are the chances of that?” asked Captain Moradi.
“I do not know. But it seems they were near enough to catch us on the passive, probably when we increased speed, and again when they pinged us. The fact that they are patrolling here, using Astute-class vessels, suggests they are serious in covering all their options. If that sub recorded our signature, they will know we are here and we can expect the rest of the journey to be full of danger — real danger — should they bring in the rest of the flotilla.” He turned to the XO. “From now on we inch our way to the target, keeping as close as we dare to the coastline. We remain rigged for silence and prepared for immediate action at all times.”
“Aye, Captain.”
Captain Kamani silently prayed the infidel submarine had not gained K449’s signature, for if it had, he knew there would be little chance of fulfilling the Islamic dream they had come so far to achieve. There would be no alternative but to die fighting for the glory of Islam.
Three hours later, when it was gauged that the enemy submarine was far enough away, Captain Kamani ordered the engines to be restarted and the course to be resumed.
“Captain — helm. Course zero-three-zero. Speed five knots. Make your depth 400 feet.”
K449 gently lifted off the seabed and slowly headed northwards towards the equator and the North Atlantic.
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Rain fell at dawn as the group huddled in a small cave at the base of a rock outcrop surrounded by forest. After only a short rest, Ryder’s group was now ready to continue the journey back to the coast. Frank gently turned Grace onto her stomach and replaced the dressing to her wound. The bleeding had thankfully stopped and he hoped that their basic first-aid-kits would last until they reached the submarine. He was concerned by her condition and worried it would deteriorate rapidly; she would have little rest as they continuously moved over the rough, irregular terrain. The four men took turns at carrying the stretcher. Speed was necessary if they were to reach safety before the three-week vaccine deadline.
Bom pulled Ryder aside.
“Twenty-four hours since the mountain, boss. We can expect units out in force soon. Those helicopters last night… not good.”
He agreed. But if they upped the pace, Grace may not survive.
Bom looked him straight in the eye. “She’s slowing us down, boss, and there’s still a long way to go.”
“We’re not leaving her,” Ryder shot back.
“What I’m saying is that maybe two of us should go on ahead with the vaccine and the other two follow as best they can.”
Ryder could see the sense in that, wondering why he hadn’t thought of it himself. Was his concern for Grace overriding the objective? The vaccine is what they had come for and would save a lot of lives if needed, but not if they failed to deliver.
He conceded. “You’re right; makes sense. You and Dan go.”
Bom hesitated. “Makes more sense if you go, boss. Things could get tricky forcing the pace out front. Chol and me can look out for the doc. Our job is support.”
Frank thought about it for a moment; maybe he was right. However, no time for debate; getting the vaccine back was the priority. “Okay, so be it.” He then called Song over, explained the situation and turned back to Bom. “Don’t let those commies get their hands on the doc, you understand?”
Bom nodded.
With that Ryder and Song left the cave, grateful the rain had stopped and the sun now shone. Bom and Chol, stretcher between them, followed shortly after.
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The black hull of K449 glided silently through the blue depths of the Guiana Basin and entered the eastern end of the five-mile deep Puerto Rico Trench, eighty-five miles north of the Leeward Island of Barbuda on latitude 18.30N, longitude 62W. She had crawled her way northeastwards up the coast of South America at less than seven knots, hugging the seabed wherever she could, keeping to the busy shipping lanes as close to the shore as she dared. With the mass of land always to port, she passed the Brazilian cities of Rio de Janeiro, Salvador and Recife, changing course northwest at Cape Sao Roque, before crossing the equator a few miles north of the Amazon Delta, then on up past French Guiana, Suriname and Guyana. At Trinidad and Tobago she changed course once more, tracking north past the Windward Islands of Barbados, Martinique and Guadeloupe until she reached the westward end of the Leewards.
The journey had been painfully slow for Captain Asad Kamani and his crew as they maintained a silent ship, poring over charts and listening to the incessant sound of the passive sonar. The monotony of daily routine was alleviated only by the thought of fulfilling their glorious mission and the effect of the on-off adrenaline fix, knowing they were being hunted. One wrong move and they could all end up dead at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.
In the small wardroom, Captain Kamani, Lieutenant Zaha, Ali bin Rashid and Captain Moradi sat drinking tea. A map of the Caribbean and northwest Atlantic was on the table between them.
“…Once through the 400 miles of this trench, another 1,100 will see us at the firing coordinates here,” said Kamani, finishing his description of their intended route and pointing to a position some fifty nautical miles off the North Carolina coast. He looked tired and perspiration glistened on his strong features, but his eyes displayed determination and fire.
“We have been fortunate that the British sub has not located us. Your tactics, Captain, have worked well so far,” said Rashid, pleased with Kamani’s skill and tenacity. He had been wrong about the captain; this man was truly committed and focused.
“Pray to Allah they continue,” Kamani replied. “If the infidel thought we were here, the seas around us would be crawling with warships of all kinds. We can expect to encounter patrolling subs and surface ships the closer we get to the target. From now on we cannot avoid deeper water; we will need to be extremely careful.”
“How long now before releasing the payload?” Rashid asked.
“Six days if all goes well.”
“And if something happens before that?” questioned Captain Moradi.
“The Stingray is primed and ready for launch any time. We are now already within range of the target.”
A moment’s silence passed before Kamani spoke. “We follow the trench west keeping at a depth of around 700 feet at a speed of seven to ten knots until we reach here.” He placed the tip of his finger on lat20N, long68W, just east of the Navidad Bank, the southernmost stretch of shallow water before reaching the Caicos Islands and Bahama chain. “From this point we make our way northwest up the Atlantic side of the Bahamas to San Salvador Island, then head directly north to the release point.” He paused. “We soon will be in very dangerous waters close to the infidel’s lair. Stealth will be our only ally. If we are to achieve the glory of Allah, we must run silent and we must run deep.”
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Ryder and Song, some two klicks in front of the others, heard the throb of a helicopter and dived for cover on the tree-lined ridge, just before it flew low over and on down into the narrow wooded valley they had just crossed. Once the craft was out of sight, both emerged, then froze. Less than half a klick away on the slope below, lines of troops were crossing open parts of the forest heading up towards them.
“Holy shit!” exclaimed Song, fear momentarily etched on his features.
“Just what we bloody needed,” said Ryder, forcing himself not to panic.
“Too many to take on,” said Song. “Follow this ridge; maybe they’re not looking further to the east.”
“This is the most direct route southeast. Carrying the doc, the others will come this way,” spat Ryder, scanning the valley. “We’ll be lucky to break through those lines…” He stopped short. “Oh, shit — dogs.” He pointed down the valley. “One sniff and we’re history, Dan. We have to warn the others. We must go back.”
“What’s the fucking point in that?” Song shot back defiantly. “This vaccine is more important. Why the fuck throw it all away after what we’ve been through?” Then, as if realizing what he had just blurted out, he said, in a more conciliatory tone, “Lots of people could die without this vaccine.”
Surprised at the Korean’s outburst, and angry at the insubordination, Ryder wanted to deck him, but instead quickly reconsidered the options. It was obvious they stood little to no chance of breaking through the oncoming lines. They could follow the ridge eastwards in the hope that the next valley was clear. If they got back quick enough to warn the others, they could perhaps detour inland towards the west and turn eastwards later when safe or he could go it alone. He was torn between duty and concern for the others. He made his choice.
“I’ll go back. You carry on. Follow this ridge eastwards into the next valley.”
“Too late,” Song said, pointing east over Ryder’s shoulder.
Troops were moving towards them along the ridge. Ryder’s heart sank. “Fuck! Swarming everywhere.” A tremor of fear and uncertainty engulfed him, but he quickly rallied. “No choice now, we’ll both have to go back.”
The Korean shrugged and both men hurriedly left the ridge, moving silently down amongst the thick foliage, heading back along the valley to find the others.
* * *
Chol heard the throb of helicopter motors first before he and Bom gently placed the stretcher under a bush and craned their necks to try and spot the aircraft through the trees.
Then they saw it: a Russian Mi-8. It swept low over the treetops, circled above and landed in a clearing not far from where they hid. From the grey and brown camouflaged helicopter a dozen soldiers, with two Alsatian dogs, spilled from the side and fanned out into the trees heading their way. Both men looked at one another determinedly — two against twelve was not good odds. Bom placed Grace’s pistol in her hand without a word; the way he looked at her and gently patted her arm said it all. Grace understood and smiled weakly. Taking up a position not far from the stretcher he watched and waited, his Sig P226 and AK- 47 poised and ready.
The soldiers approached, weaving through the trees, dogs straining at the leash. They came closer and closer. The dogs had to be taken out first. When a clear shot at the nearest oncoming dog and its handler presented itself, Bom quickly took aim with the P226 and fired two rounds. The first at the dog, the second at the man — both fell instantly. From the corner of his eye he saw the other dog and its handler go down too; Chol was thinking the same. Ten left. Before the remaining soldiers realized what had happened, another four died, leaving only six. Both men were grateful the odds had evened up a little. With the element of surprise now gone, the stunned soldiers dived for cover and began to frantically spray the bush and trees around with machine-gun fire. Bom stayed close to Grace; this could be the end of the road.
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The Russian Akula-II-class attack submarine, K267, arrived at the Puerto Rico Trench, 100 nautical miles northeast of Barbuda on latitude 19.22N, longitude 61W, after a long, slow crossing of the North Atlantic from the African continent. Entering the Trench 400 feet below the surface at a speed of seven knots, she maintained a due westerly course, which would take her to the western end of the Trench. Here her commander, Captain Vasily Denko, planned to change course northwestwards, to follow the Bahama chain of islands in the hope that his quarry, K449, would be doing the same if she too were in these waters.
“Not even a sniff of K449. Are we chasing an illusion, Captain?” asked Sergio Nanovich, the XO, as he and Denko stood studying charts in the control room.
“Grosky does not command, I just know it. We’re dealing with someone else,” snapped the captain, nerves a little frayed after searching halfway around the world for the Russian rogue submarine. “Our orders are to find K449 and destroy it. We will carry out those orders to the best of our ability. If a strike is intended on America’s eastern seaboard, the sub has to be somewhere in this area if coming from the south. We will find it.”
“Vasily, my friend, I wish I had your faith. I still believe they went north to attack the American Battle Group off the Azores.”
“Maybe, but it’s too late now to turn back. Have no fear, Sergio, the decision was mine.”
“The men are growing restless; short rations are beginning to tell. We have to think of returning home, and soon.”
“And we shall. If K449 is not in this part of the Atlantic, we will stay close to the American mainland, go through the Newfoundland Basin, head for Greenland, then home under the polar cap. All being well, we should make it in less than five weeks.” The captain removed the peaked cap he always wore in the control room and wiped the sweat from his forehead, and placed it firmly back on his head.
The XO nodded; he trusted his captain explicitly. However, he was unconvinced they would make it back in that time, but said nothing.
“Once through the Trench, we will be very vulnerable for the rest of the way up to Newfoundland. We will have to be vigilant at all times.” The captain reflected on past patrols in the Atlantic, particularly along America’s eastern seaboard, and the dread that had been slowly mounting began to increase once again at the thought of going so close to the American mainland.
Lieutenant Nanovich again nodded, resigning himself to the toughest and most dangerous part of the search that lay beyond the Trench.
Captain Denko ordered the helmsman to take K267 down to 600 feet and increase speed slightly to ten knots. The increase would get them back to the motherland quicker and he deemed the speed relatively safe in this almost five-mile deep stretch of water where he could lose himself in the thermoclines should it become necessary. Ocean temperatures varied with depth; a marked change occurred anywhere between 100 and 4,000 feet, dividing the warmer surface water from the colder depths. This can frustrate sonar signals; sound originating on one side of the thermocline tended to get bent, or refracted, off the layers thus providing protection from passive sonar detection. The captain was confident he could go deeper and faster than any American submarine currently in service, if such action needed to be taken.
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Ryder heard firing ahead and feared the worst, knowing Bom and Chol would be following the same route he and Song had taken. Within a short time, both reached a small clearing and were surprised to come across a bug-like helicopter squatting in the middle. Cautiously they circled the craft, keeping hidden on the wooded periphery. Ryder wanted to continue on and find the others, but he was acutely aware this helicopter could well be the ticket out.
“Can you fly this baby?” he whispered, knowing Song had flown helicopters before.
“Yeah, flew a few in Afghanistan. It’s an Mi-8 Hip-C, Russian assault helo, powered by two 1270Kw Isotov engines, max speed 160mph. Fuel tanks give it a range of around 450 miles. She looks fairly old.”
“The Russians have no qualms selling outdated aircraft to anyone who wants to buy,” Ryder whispered, Song’s insubordination forgotten.
“No guards. Can we take her?”
“Need a closer look,” said Ryder, pointing to the large passenger door on the side just behind the cockpit.
Song understood and acknowledged. Both men returned the way they had come until they were immediately to the rear of the aircraft. After making sure no one was at the tree line, they made a dash for the helicopter, praying anyone inside was not looking in the rear-view mirrors.
Within seconds, they covered the thirty yards to the craft and slunk beneath the port side; silenced pistols cocked and ready. Arriving at the door, they listened for several seconds, hearing voices.
Nodding to each other, both men emerged swiftly from under the helicopter, rose up to the open doorway not knowing what to expect, saw two heads in the cockpit seats and leapt through the door. They swept the fuselage with pistols; thankfully nobody was in the rear.
Upfront, the pilot and co-pilot turned, expecting to see their comrades. Realizing instantly that something was amiss, they reached for guns. Ryder and Song simultaneously fired, sending both men slumping over the controls, neat holes in each temple.
“Fire her up and I’ll go get the others,” Ryder snapped, worrying the soldiers he had seen on the ridge may not be that far behind. He quickly surveyed the inside of the chopper, noting boxes of ammunition and several AKs in racks before he sprang from the helicopter and made his way swiftly towards the sound of gunfire.
Song dragged the two men to the rear before strapping himself into the pilot’s seat. He checked the controls. Thankfully the aircraft was equipped with night-flying instruments, including sophisticated terrain following radar — a little out-of-date, but good enough. On the downside, the fuel was low. Would it be enough to get them back to the beach, which he estimated to be some eighty klicks or more?
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At about the same time as the two Russian submarines entered the Puerto Rico Trench, Captain Michael Curtis and his XO, Lieutenant-Commander Robert Talbot, stood intently watching data screens in the control centre of HMS Ambush as she too entered the Trench at latitude 18.25N, longitude 61W, approximately eighty nautical miles northeast of Barbuda — her depth at 300 feet and speed ten knots. They had strayed this far north on the captain’s hunch that the brief contact made at the mouth of the River Plate was in fact a Russian submarine. This hunch was spurred by similar faint intermittent contacts as they slowly moved northwards, frustrated by the inability to pinpoint the source or to obtain a positive translation. What sonar had recorded in the myriad of background noises was not really enough to call for more support, so Curtis had continued up the South American eastern and northern seaboards alone, keeping between fifty and seventy-five miles offshore, in the hope that his hunch would eventually prove right. However, doubts were now beginning to grow.
“How long since the last contact?” Curtis asked, worrying now he may have exceeded his discretionary brief, but sensing he was on the right track.
“Forty-eight hours.”
“Speed and position at the time?”
The XO referred to the computer, punching in the appropriate code. “Twelve knots; fifty nautical miles due east of St Vincent,” he paused to wait for another page to show. “Time: zero-eight hours. Sierra Eight, bearing two-two-five, very faint. Unable to record speed.”
“The bearing indicates we were ahead. The contact had to be doing less than seven.”
“Assuming a sub is out there, a course change could’ve been made; a move into deeper water. A Delta can be almost silent at ten,” offered the XO, not convinced the captain’s hunch was right.
“Possibly, but why do that? Why head for deeper water? Why risk detection?” Curtis lifted his cap and scratched his head. To go out further and deeper would definitely increase the chance of detection. All his instincts were telling him it would and that any captain worth his badge would not take the risk.
“Ten or less would still make it difficult to locate, even in deep water,” pressed the XO.
“You cannot argue, assuming a sub is out there, it would make her less vulnerable though, can you, Lieutenant?” Curtis shot back, knowing his friend and second in command had never really shared his conviction that a Russian sub would ever have chanced to make it through the net. Tempers were getting a little frayed after what could only be described as a tedious patrol so far.
“I agree, it could be more vulnerable, Captain,” conceded the XO, not wanting to exacerbate the situation, knowing his captain’s determination to continue on their current course.
Curtis nodded, satisfied.
“If you were the captain of a Russian sub in this vicinity bent on attacking an American city on the eastern seaboard, which course would you take?”
The XO thought for a moment. “Hug the coastline between the Leewards and the Trench on a northwesterly course, cross the Trench north of Puerto Rico then head northwest up the Atlantic side of the Bahamas, keeping close to the shoreline.”
“Why not the western side? North of the Dominican Republic, Haiti and Cuba?”
“Too shallow, especially the Great Bahama Bank and, to a lesser extent, the Florida Straits. To get pinged in those areas could prove fatal.”
“Exactly,” said Captain Curtis. “But I am very tempted to do the former.” However, he knew if he continued on the assumption that the rogue was out there based on the scant contacts made so far, he would be greatly exceeding his discretionary brief by coming even this far north. Curtis felt compelled to head back south or perhaps head northeast back to Faslane.
“The Americans will have adequate patrols along the eastern seaboard anyway. If the Russian gets that close, he’ll be very lucky,” said the XO in an attempt to discourage his captain from going further north.
Captain Curtis, after a few moments of thought, made up his mind and turned to the helmsman. “Steer course two-seven-zero. Speed fifteen. Make your depth 400.” He was not going to give up just yet; he would continue searching until they reached the western end of the Puerto Rico Trench. Glancing at the data screens one more time, he swung to the XO. “Lieutenant, we’re staying with it until we reach the Navidad Bank, then we head home.” He paused, awaiting a reply that never came. “I’m taking a break; you have the conn.”
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Ryder soon reached the fire-fight and quickly took in the scene from a raised earth mound behind the North Koreans’ position. He could make out clearly four green-helmeted soldiers returning fire, together with eight dead and two dogs scattered amongst the trees and rocks. From the number of dead, he was concerned that Bom, Chol and Grace were on the receiving end. Scanning the area for more North Koreans, he saw none and came to a decision: he would attempt to take out the four below and hope they were the last.
Ryder set the AK-47 rifle for a single shot operation and quickly lined up the soldier furthest away. Squeezing the trigger, he watched the soldier slump over his rifle. Moving a few yards to his left so the next target gave a clearer shot, he fired and the man too collapsed into a heap. If it was Bom and Chol returning fire, they were doing a good job pinning the last two down. Suddenly the two soldiers rolled away from their position and started to retreat straight towards where Ryder hid. He fired immediately, dropping the nearest and then swung the AK towards the other, now almost upon him, and pulled the trigger. The rifle jammed. The Korean saw him and raised his weapon, but before he could pull the trigger, Ryder lunged at him with his knife, stabbing the man through the throat and killing him instantly.
Silence descended over the wooded area and Ryder waited to see who would emerge from the undergrowth. After a few minutes, he could wait no longer and whistled a bird call he knew the others would recognize.
Bom, wedged behind a rock not far from Grace, listened to the silence. Why had they stopped firing? Were the Koreans regrouping? Had they run out of ammunition? Then he heard the call.
Bom could hardly believe his ears; the boss and Song were supposed to be miles away. Returning the call, he waited, and then it came back. He and Chol ran to where Grace lay and found the doctor as they had left her.
Ryder emerged from the undergrowth and greeted the group, relieved to see all had come through the fire-fight. He quickly told them about the helicopter, including what happened on the ridge, urging them all to move out fast.
As dusk began to engulf the forest, Chol and Bom carried the stretcher and followed Ryder back to the helicopter. He hoped like hell that nothing had happened to Song in the meantime. He couldn’t believe their luck at commandeering this aircraft, which gave renewed hope of getting the fuck out of this place and back to safety.
They had almost reached the edge of the clearing when a sudden burst of gunfire sent them to the ground. Ryder frantically searched for the source; eventually he saw a handful of soldiers between the trees bearing down.
Alerted by the gunfire, Song instantly gunned the helicopter into life. As the blades began to whirl, he gradually opened the throttle and held it ready for immediate lift-off.
Ryder faced a dilemma: if they made a dash for the helicopter, they could all be mowed down; maintaining a rear guard to hold the Koreans back would give them a chance, but that unlucky person would have little, or no, chance of escaping. He came to a decision.
“Go for it! I’ll hold for as long as I can,” he shouted over the gunfire.
No one moved; they kept on firing.
“That’s an order!” Ryder screamed.
Bom took one end of the stretcher, expecting Chol to take the other, but he didn’t.
Ryder continued firing at the same time reaching for the vials.
Chol turned to Ryder and shouted into his ear, “You go! I’ll hold them! You’re Caucasian, Frank. If you get captured or if you die, they’ll use you any way they can to discredit the West. I’m Korean; if I get captured in this uniform, they’ll think I’m just another insurgent. Get the fuck outta here, now! GO! GO! GO!”
Ryder knew Chol was right; bullets whizzed all around them and there was no time to argue. Gripping the stretcher, he and Bom hurried for the craft, now hovering a few feet off the ground.
Within seconds they reached the passenger door safely, hoisted Grace through, then bundled themselves inside amidst a hail of bullets. Despite the peppering, Ryder ordered Song to hold back in case Chol was behind. After waiting for what seemed a lifetime, he failed to show; they could wait no longer. Reluctantly, Ryder gave the order and Song immediately sent the helicopter soaring up into the darkening sky, banked sharply when they had sufficient height and headed southeast. As they rose, they watched soldiers rush out into the clearing still firing. Chol had held them back just long enough and presumably had paid with his life.
Dan Song flew the helicopter with confidence, hugging the treetops to avoid radar detection to the rendezvous beach, a journey that would take less than an hour at this altitude and at full speed, provided they did not encounter hostile aircraft.
Dumping the two dead Korean pilots shortly after take-off, Ryder and Bom allowed themselves to relax just a little. Song fought with the aircraft’s controls whilst Grace floated in and out of consciousness. Ryder knew the respite would be short-lived; the Korean air-force would be alerted by now, but he hoped and prayed they would have difficulty locating them in these mountains and in the darkness, which had now fully descended. He did his best to comfort Grace in the turbulence. She had suffered in the last two days. Soon, he hoped, she would be back on the submarine where proper medical attention could be given. Mouth dry, mind whirling, Ryder wondered if the Queen’s shilling was worth it. He would have given anything at that moment to be in his local with a pint and a fag.
The helicopter bucked and weaved as it swept through wooded valleys just above the treetops. Song showed his skill at the controls as he flew low across dark open spaces and above rocky outcrops. The roar of the engines drowned out everything else as they flew over dimly-lit townships, unlit villages and across moonlit rivers following a precarious and erratic route towards the southeast and the rendezvous beach. They all hoped and prayed their luck would hold out.
Eventually they saw the pale glow of the ocean not far in the distance and Ryder began to really believe they would make it to safety; everything looked good for a swift, orderly extraction. Then, with only minutes to go before landing, luck finally did run out.
“Hostiles! Nine o’clock!” Song shouted.
Ryder and Bom looked urgently out of the port windows and watched in horror as two helicopters swept over the darkened line of the nearest foothills and headed towards them in a blaze of light.
“Land! Land! Land!” Ryder screamed, fearing a missile at any moment.
Seconds later, Song cut the engines and skilfully landed the helicopter in some dense bush almost at the beach front.
Ryder and Bom hit the ground running before taking up defensive positions behind scattered rocks several yards away from the aircraft.
The ‘homers’ were then activated. Ryder prayed the sub was not too far out at sea and would respond quickly. Song, now out of the cockpit, threw his gear and weapons to the ground. With Ryder’s help, he lifted Grace out and gently placed the stretcher amongst the dense bush. Ryder felt for the vaccine vials safe inside his clothing, reassuring himself that they had not been damaged. Then the two of them took up a defensive position amongst the rocks, hoping that rescue would be soon. In the meantime, they would just have to hold their ground until the cavalry arrived.
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“Contact, designate Sierra Nine, bearing three-two-five, direct path. Speed twelve. Range twenty miles. Faint. Translating.”
Captain Curtis shot a glance at his XO and punched the air. Both men then looked intently at the tracking screens.
“Could be one of ours,” said the XO calmly.
The captain did not answer, but waited intently for the contact analysis.
One minute later, “Captain — sonar. Profile reading: Akula-II-class. K267. Course two-nine-four. Signal weak, but constant.”
Both men glanced at each other in astonishment.
“Captain, aye.” Then urgently to the helmsman, “Left standard rudder. Steer three-two-zero. Speed twelve.”
“K267!” exclaimed the XO.
Captain Curtis looked thoughtful, studying the tracking screen. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked.
“Two Russian subs out there? Could this be the one making intermittent contact since the Falklands? If so, where is K449 — if it exists in these waters?”
The captain ignored Talbot’s last remark. “Our orders are clear: disable K449 and K267.”
“The ramifications could be serious, Captain,” offered Talbot, concern in his voice. “Maybe even start a war.”
Curtis knew he was right, but that was a political decision, not his. He elected to confirm the order. “Inform COMSUBOPs,” he shot back. “Tell them we await orders.”
The XO acknowledged and ordered Comms to release the signal buoy and make contact, advising command of the Russian submarine’s class, course and speed together with range and bearing. He then added, “Contact imminent; confirm engage and destroy?”
Meanwhile, HMS Ambush rose to periscope depth, changing course at the same time heading for the Russian Akula that was obliquely crossing her path from right to left at twelve knots, eighteen miles ahead on course two-nine-four. Captain Curtis felt the urge to increase speed, but refrained. He did not want, in any way, to disclose his presence. The Russian had not changed course or speed, suggesting they were unaware of the approaching British warship. Curtis wanted it kept that way.
“Captain — sonar. Contact characteristics unchanged.”
“Captain, aye. Prepare for action.”
Tension mounted in the control room; this was the real thing.
“Captain — weapons. Set range 20,000 yards. Ready tubes one and two in all respects.”
“Weapons, aye,” replied the weapons officer, then instructed his team in the torpedo bay to load Spearfish heavyweight torpedoes into two of the twenty-one-inch bow tubes.
“Captain — weapons. Tracking solution when you have it,” Curtis ordered sharply.
Minutes later,
“Captain — weapons. Tubes one and two ready.”
“Very well. Hold course for tracking solution. Use passive, low speed; go active at 2,000 yards.” Curtis did not want the Russian to be aware of the torpedoes until they were almost upon him.
“Weapons, aye.”
“Captain — sonar. Target bearing three-two-zero. Range 20,000 yards. Speed unchanged.”
“Captain, aye. Stand by tubes one and two. Fire by sonar on my command.”
Tension now was almost palpable; everyone held their breath awaiting the captain’s order to fire. He remained cool, but inwardly impatient for OP’s reply.
“Captain — weapons. Tracking confirmed. Firing solution resolved; computer set.”
To Curtis, it seemed like a lifetime waiting for COMSUBOP’s reply. If it didn’t come soon they would have to break away and try again later, but by that time the Akula would have vanished.
Five minutes later,
“Captain — comms. Signal from COMSUBOP: Engage and destroy Sierra Nine.”
Relief washed over the commander, tinged with excitement at the anticipation of his first kill.
“Captain — weapons. Confirm tracking and firing solution unchanged.”
“Captain — weapons. Tracking and firing solution unchanged.”
“Captain, aye.”
Curtis fixed his gaze on the tracking consul. Then, with an almost overwhelming sense of expectation, mixed with excitement and a little fear, he barked, “Fire One!”
“Number one tube fired.”
“Fire Two!”
“Number two tube fired.”
HMS Ambush quivered as the two self-propelled Spearfish torpedoes, attached to fibre optic cables that fed their homing and trajectory information, sprang from their tubes and raced away in search of the Russian submarine in the cool, blue waters of the mid-western Atlantic.
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Half a world away, less than a mile out to sea off the North Korean coastline, the British Trident-class submarine’s ESM picked up Ryder’s ‘homer’ signal, its captain somewhat relieved the waiting was over. He then ordered the vessel to the surface and the extract teams to prepare for a beach rescue operation. After more than several days of patrolling this dangerous stretch of coast, the captain and his crew could now return to base. The submarine surfaced and two inflatables were immediately released as twelve members of SAS ‘D’ Squadron scrambled out of forward hatches into the eddying waters on the partially submerged hull. They entered the pitching vessels and headed with all speed towards land on the starboard beam.
* * *
Amidst a blaze of lights, the two North Korean helicopters landed not far away amongst the scrub and bush further inland. Ryder and the others watched with a sinking feeling as thirty or more heavily armed troops disgorged from the fuselages and fanned out towards their position. They looked urgently at one another, adrenaline pumping fiercely. Help would need to arrive soon or all would be lost.
First shots raked the helicopter and surroundings. The small band of men returned fire, immediately downing three of the enemy. Scattered rocks gave good protection. With the ammunition found in the helicopter and with a bit of luck, they should give a good account of themselves until help arrived. No way could they allow themselves to be captured alive. Should it come to it, the last bullets would be for them.
Bullets ricocheted off the rocks like metal rain and Ryder became concerned for Grace in the bush only a few yards away. He and Song quickly moved her closer under the protection of a large boulder.
They held the enemy’s advance, then a cry from Bom — he’d been hit. Song, the nearest, moved to tend to him, but was waved away. The wound was not fatal and Bom carried on, returning fire with one arm limp.
Shortly after, Ryder was thrown to the ground, a bullet gauging the top of his left shoulder, but with effort, he too managed to continue firing. Their plight was now serious. Where the fuck was the cavalry?
Then they heard the distinct, powerful throb of more helicopters approaching from the north, flying low and parallel to the beach. In the situation they were in, they would have little chance of repelling a fresh onslaught. Their assailants were closing in fast.
The time had come.
Ryder rushed over to where Grace lay, looked into her pain-filled eyes, smiled and, without a word, kissed her gently on the forehead, then raised his pistol.
Suddenly, in a blur of activity, black-clad bodies moved in amongst them, took up positions behind the rocks and began to return withering fire at the enemy. For one awful moment, Ryder thought they were being overrun, but quickly realized, to his relief, the cavalry had finally arrived.
Hurriedly, they were helped down the beach to the waiting boats — two SAS carrying Grace on the stretcher; another two carrying weapons and packs. The rest of the twelve commandos fought a holding action.
Once in the boat, Grace was made as comfortable as possible whilst Ryder and the others slumped alongside. The rear guard was then ordered to retreat.
Shortly, the remaining SAS team came hurriedly down the beach, still firing while splashing through the water’s edge without loss. Throwing in all the gear, they rolled over the gunnels and into the boats, continuing to fire up the beach as they headed fast out to sea.
Minutes later, three helicopters flew from the darkened land mass, veered seawards and gave chase. They closed fast, their powerful searchlights skimming the waves. Very soon, the two boats would be within range of their machine guns.
From the submarine bridge, the captain ordered the weapons officer to release missiles at the oncoming aircraft. One minute later, as shells and tracers began to churn up the sea around the incoming boats, three UGM-84 Block 1C Harpoon missiles with warheads containing 488 pounds of Destex high explosives left their casings and flew up into the night sky. Each steadied as the small turbojet engines kicked in, then flew straight towards their targets. Their seekers were now firmly locked onto the targets. Seconds later, the night sky erupted with three large orange fireballs scattering wreckage into the sea. Overkill, but the missiles had done their job.
The two inflatables arrived safely alongside the submarine. Ryder and his team were hurriedly taken on board, together with the boats. Once all were in, the hatches were closed and the warship slid silently beneath the waves to head back to the American base at Pusan. Operation Blue Suit had come to an end.
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K267 sliced silently 600 feet below the surface of the water over the Puerto Rico Trench.
“Torpedoes!” cried the sonar operator. “Two inbound, bearing one-three-five. Range 3,000 yards.”
Captain Denko and his XO looked up in shock from the chart table.
“DIVE! DIVE! DIVE! Full speed! Angle twenty!” Denko screamed at the helm. Then to the weapons officer, “Launch noisemakers!”
“Aye, aye, sir. Launching now!”
Seconds later, “Launch decoys!”
“Aye, aye, sir. Launching mobile decoys now!”
Hissing and hollow thumps signalled the ejection of the two countermeasures.
Denko and his crew prayed that the decoys would work or a layer would deflect before the approaching torpedoes inevitably acquired them and changed to active sonar, creating the dreadful pinging sound, which told the occupants they had only a short time to live. In less than two minutes, they would know if they were to live or die.
K267 angled down 20 degrees to the horizontal; salt water flooding the forward ballasts as she gathered momentum, releasing MG-74 noisemakers, MT-70 sonar interceptors and bubble generators as she went, desperately seeking a thermocline that would deflect and confuse the torpedoes’ guidance systems.
“650… 700… 750… 800 feet,” called the diving officer.
The high-pitched whine of the incoming torpedoes could now be clearly heard resonating through the hull. The sound grew louder as the torpedoes rapidly approached.
Two explosions shook the Russian submarine and for one awful moment Denko thought they had been hit, but it soon became evident the decoys had done their job. It had been a close call. Denko could not believe their luck; the torpedoes had come so near. But who the hell had released them?
“900… 950… 1,000 feet.”
The submarine began to creak.
“Level off. Maintain 1,000. Make your speed five. Zig-zag holding course,” he ordered, following standard procedure to avoid sonar taking a positive fix. “Prepare for action. Ready all tubes.”
The atmosphere was extremely tense throughout the submarine as the crew waited for another attack.
“Looks like we’ve lost them,” said the XO ten minutes later, still very shaken. “Americans?” he then questioned.
“Has to be,” Denko replied, adrenaline still pumping effectively. “The British and French have no need to attack in these waters. Count out K449; her presence has to remain secret if she is to accomplish her mission. Stealth, Sergio, is her only ally. Now the Americans know we are here; the risk of being tracked down before we can locate K449 has increased ten-fold. From now on, we need to be continuously looking over our shoulders.” Then, nodding his head, “Sergio, we must thank the almighty that the decoys worked.”
The XO gave a cynical half-smile. “More likely we should give thanks to the technos who put our safety first despite the cutbacks demanded by those who know nothing of the risks we take.”
Captain Denko smiled too, still nodding, and then surveyed the control room. He was highly relieved, knowing next time they may not be so lucky. “Stand down action stations. Bring her to 800 feet. Steer standard zig-zag pattern on course two-nine-zero. Speed five.”
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“Captain — sonar. Minor bursts. Strike negative. Contact Sierra Nine lost.”
“Captain, aye.”
“Hit decoys. She’s gone deep — got away,” said Ambush’s XO.
Captain Curtis turned away from the data screens, hardly able to conceal his disappointment, and looked at his XO. “Fuck! How could we miss? Those fish went active at 2,000.”
“Diving sharply from 700 shortly after we released indicates her sonar latched on before that. At that depth, she could’ve gone through layers, deflecting the homing signal and we know the Akula IIs have acoustic countermeasures almost as good as ours.”
Curtis acknowledged the XO was right, but that didn’t take away the disappointment of failure. It would be harder to track the Russian now she knew they were on her tail. If they were to ignore her and concentrate on finding the Delta, which Curtis was convinced was in this part of the Atlantic, he would perhaps do so at his peril: a) because she just might be the rogue sub they were all looking for; and b) she could attack his sub when least expected. Maybe it could even be a sub sent to track down and destroy the Russian rogue. He now had two Russian submarines to contend with.
“Inform COMSUBOP of our action and that we will stay searching the area until further orders.” He turned to the helmsman and ordered, “Steer course two-nine-five. Speed ten. Make your depth 600.” He desperately wanted to pick up the Russian Akula again or maybe even the elusive Delta III.
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Alternating above and below the thermocline layers at between 400 and 700 feet on a zig-zag course, K449 made her way slowly along the southern edge of the Puerto Rico Trench, steering gradually northwest. Forty-eight hours later, she had reached the northwestern end of the Trench. Another twelve hours and she would be at the southern reaches of the Bahama string of islands, less than 900 nautical miles from where she intended to release the missile. Rigged for silence and cruising at seven knots, 400 feet below the surface with her keel almost five miles above the floor of the Puerto Rico Trench, K449 heard the underwater explosions.
“What do you make of that, Captain?” asked his XO.
“Too faint to be positive — could be anything. My guess: torpedoes or maybe depth charges.”
“Range and bearing puts them thirty nautical miles to the northeast. Too close for comfort.”
“Could be Americans conducting exercises. Unless subs other than American are out there, I would suggest likely.”
“We are being hunted, Lieutenant. All noise has to be treated with suspicion. Other subs could be out there looking for us, even the Russians. Any sub as close as this to the infidel’s homeland would be a target under the circumstances; shoot now, question later would be the American position.”
The XO nodded.
A knock on the wardroom door.
“Enter.”
It was the officer in charge of the nuclear reactors. He saluted Captain Kamani and the XO with a worried look. “Captain, we are experiencing minor problems with one of the two VM-4 reactors driving the steam turbines.”
“What kind of problems?” snapped Kamani.
“The main coolant pump to the reactor in the primary circuit compartment has shown a slight reduction in velocity of water flow-through. In the secondary circuit compartment, small intermittent surges from the steam generator have slowed operation of the throttle valve into the main turbine.” Then, almost apologetically, he followed with, “We do not have a replacement pump and we cannot shut down steam flow to repair the throttle without serious loss of power for a number of days. No guarantee could be given that repairs would be successful, even if we could. If not corrected, it could become a serious problem.”
“In the name of Allah!” exclaimed the captain. “Are you telling me we have come all this way and may fail because of a faulty coolant pump?”
The officer nodded nervously. All three were well aware that Russian nuclear submarine propulsion systems had a history of breaking down with disastrous consequences. He replied, shedding his nervousness, “These faults may not get worse, Captain, at least until the mission is completed.”
“Could it fail completely at any time?” shot Kamani.
“Yes. However, we could continue with only one turbine working, but should the pump fail altogether, we would face a reactor meltdown.”
“Captain,” said Zaha urgently. “We must make a decision now — either to continue on at our slow rate and hope nothing happens or speed up and risk the consequences.”
“Russian junk!” spat Kamani. This was a complication he had not really expected and did not need. Too many Russian submarines had gone down from reactor failures and he found it hard to accept that everything now rested on the performance of a single pump. They had come a long way and were so near to fulfilling Islam’s greatest blow against the infidel. A meltdown, however, would certainly prevent him from fulfilling the glorious will of Allah. Less so, he reasoned, if they could reach the release coordinates as quickly as they dared. He made his decision. “We will increase speed,” he said sharply to the XO. “Progressively recalibrate the coordinates as we go for release of the missile any time from now on.”
All three left the wardroom, the reactor officer returning to the problem and Kamani back on the control deck with his XO. Here the captain ordered the helmsman, “Maintain course. Make your depth 600 feet. Make your speed twelve knots.”
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“Captain — sonar. Faint trace, sir. Too weak to translate.”
Captain Denko shot a worried look at his XO, then at the tracking screen.
“Captain, aye. Come right ten. Resolve ambiguity.”
K267 veered right 10 degrees to give her towed array a better look to confirm contact bearing and characteristics.
A short while later, sonar reported, “Captain — sonar. Contact confirmed, bearing two-seven-zero. Range twenty-five miles. Speed twelve knots. Checking profile.”
“Captain, aye.”
“The same boat?” asked Lieutenant Nanovich with a frown.
“My guess: no,” replied Denko. “Too far ahead, but at least we have some warning this time.” He worried where the attacker might be now, reasoning the last attack had come from the port quarter, meaning that if the attacker were a submarine and not a surface ship, it would need to have travelled at a fair speed to now be ahead, in which case sonar would not have failed to pick it up. No, this had to be a new hostile.
“Captain — sonar. Profile complete: engine lines, Delta III, K449.”
A stunned silence, then, “We’ve got her, Sergio! We’ve got her!” Denko could not hide his jubilance, slapping the XO on the back, rejoicing in the fact that his theory had proven right after all.
“Twelve knots, she’s in a hurry,” Nanovich replied. “Big speed. Why come all this way and not remain silent below eight?”
The captain shrugged. “Any number of reasons: crew problems, food shortage, mechanical, eager to reach the target…”
“Or commit suicide,” Nanovich joked.
“Why such a risk in these hostile waters? Anyway, we’ve got her now.”
“Maybe we should just follow and wait until she’s accomplished whatever she came here to do — give the Americans what they deserve.”
“As much as I would like that to happen, Sergio, we have our orders and we will carry them out.”
“Yes, Captain.”
“Contact now bearing three-two-nine. Range twenty miles,” sonar reported.
Denko looked at the chart. “She’s turned north along the Navidad Bank. We’ll close to ten miles, then take her. Prepare for action. Prepare tubes two and four. Prepare tracking and firing solutions. He turned to the helm. “Steer three-two-five. Maintain depth. Increase speed to ten knots.”
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“Contact, designate, Sierra Ten. Submerged, bearing three-four-five. Range forty-five miles. Faint. Awaiting translation.”
Both Captain Curtis and his XO looked up sharply from their consuls in Ambush’s control centre.
“Captain, aye. Maintain and hold track. Resolve ambiguity,” Curtis shot back.
“The Akula again?” Talbot asked.
“Doubt it; too far away.”
Seconds later, “Captain — sonar. Translation confirmed; Delta III. Speed twelve knots. Range and bearing unchanged.”
The two men stared incredulously at one another; Curtis’s excitement grew; his perseverance had paid off. Talbot was surprised and feeling a little guilty for doubting his captain.
“Yessss!” hissed Curtis. “At last!”
“You were right all along, Mike. Well done!”
“She’s playing a risky game barrelling along at twelve knots; something’s not right. You just don’t do that speed in hostile waters, especially a Delta.” Curtis glanced at the tracking screens, then back at Talbot. “Advise COMSUBOP we’ve located K449 and will be engaging. It’s clear from her course she’s heading northwest up the Bahama chain. If we fail to nail her, Command will make sure the Americans are in line to finish the job.”
“Including the Akula?”
“My guess: yes. The Russians would want to vindicate themselves from selling the sub to terrorists. However, we must remain vigilant. I suspect the powers that be do not trust them; it could well be the Akula they sold and not the Delta.”
“Well, Mike — we now have two hostiles out there in that case, so we’d better go get’em.”
Captain Curtis smiled tensely at Talbot, then ordered the helm to increase speed from ten to fifteen knots and a course change that would bring them up behind K449. At fifteen knots, HMS Ambush’s advanced propulsion system, anechoic hull coatings and isolated deck structures gave her a very low acoustic signature, which even at that speed made the warship difficult for sonar to detect. When within fifteen nautical miles of the target, Curtis would strike.
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The three submarines left the Puerto Rico Trench and made their way up past the Navidad Bank in a northwesterly direction in 13,000 feet of water. They were all at the same depth of around 400 feet. In the leading submarine, K449, Asad Kamani, the captain; Ali bin Rashid, the al-Qaeda negotiator; Lieutenant Hamid Zaha, K449’s XO; and Captain Javad Moradi of the Maru Blue were holding an emergency meeting in the submarine’s wardroom, totally unaware of the other two submarines following and closing for the kill.
“…That concludes the latest situation,” finished the captain, grim-faced. “In simple terms the coolant pump has begun to deteriorate much faster than was first anticipated, which means now we are faced with the very real prospect of not reaching the launch point.”
Silence filled the small room as the other three men absorbed what the captain had said. Rashid and Moradi were visibly shocked.
Rashid broke the silence. “The question then, Captain: are we to take a chance and continue on to the original launch area or do we select another target much closer?”
“It is another 1,000 miles to the coordinates; I am concerned we will struggle to make it, not to mention the 500-mile return journey to the rendezvous. If the pump fails completely, we are doomed.”
“Then a new target it must be,” said the al-Qaeda negotiator firmly. “Placing the warhead anywhere on the mainland will have to serve.”
“To hit Washington would have been perfect, but not necessary. Anywhere on land and the virus will spread like wildfire. The infidel does not have an antidote; within six months, Western culture will be on its knees and no longer a threat to Islamic world power,” answered Kamani strongly. This was his destiny and he would not fail. Allah would reward him handsomely for his part in making this victory over the infidel happen.
“A pity many of our people will die too as the virus will inevitably spread to other continents,” said Moradi.
“It is a necessary sacrifice,” replied Rashid. “We cannot vaccinate the entire Muslim world, but we already have stock piles and will eventually have enough to cover at least fifty percent in the populated areas — even more, depending on how fast the Koreans can keep on supplying the vaccine.”
“Which is the closest city?” Moradi asked.
“Miami, about 750 miles west of our current position,” answered Zaha.
“Not the same as hitting the infidel’s capital — the seat of power and evil,” Moradi came back.
“We will have to live with that,” Rashid replied. “What is the size of the population?”
“Around half a million,” Kamani replied. “Miami would make an excellent alternative. I propose we release the missile near the rendezvous point west of Great Abaco, then scuttle the sub and board the Libyan freighter.”
“Will the freighter be there?” asked Moradi anxiously.
“She will be by the time we reach Abaco,” Kamani answered.
“Abaco is 500 miles away; we may not even reach it,” said Zaha.
“We have no choice; we must not fail,” shot Rashid, looking a little angrily at the XO. He glanced at the map spread out over the table. “Miami is only 200 miles from Abaco, at that distance the missile is unlikely to be intercepted, and once the warhead releases the pods over the city, we will have, at the very least, successfully completed our mission for Allah. I agree with Captain Kamani’s proposal.”
Zaha and Moradi nodded in agreement too.
“Good, then that is settled,” said Kamani. “Lieutenant, recalibrate the missile-tracking coordinates for an Abaco shot at Miami and keep them progressively updated. We may have to release at any time.”
The XO acknowledged and stood to leave just as the intercom buzzed. He answered and turned to the others.
“Captain, sonar reports hostile contact bearing zero-nine-zero, range fifteen miles, waiting translation.”
The three men sitting at the table glanced urgently at one another before Captain Kamani stood up and quickly left the wardroom with his XO.
By the time they reached K449’s control centre, the translation came through.
“Akula II-class, K267, nuclear,” repeated Kamani calmly, careful to hide his fear and disbelief.
“This far down in the Atlantic and so close? How did they know we were here?”
“Send a Russian to catch a Russian,” replied the captain with a tense half-smile. “She’s here to stop us, remove the guilt for selling this boat to the Koreans and possibly to placate the Americans.”
“But we are not Russians.”
“They don’t know that. To them this is a Delta III with a Russian crew. What they do know is everything about this boat and what she’s capable of.”
“Captain — sonar. Contact range now twelve miles. Bearing zero-nine-five.”
The captain turned to the helm, adrenaline rising. “Reduce speed to seven. Maintain zig-zag course.”
He now regretted and cursed himself, for ordering an increase in speed initially. The Russian may well have heard them. He prayed not, but if they had, he could expect an attack at any moment. His worries increased ten-fold, too; where was the British sub? Could any American submarines and surface ships in the area have also heard them? In which case, an onslaught of attacks could soon be on the way. Seven knots and a zig-zag course, however, would make it difficult for passive sonar to lock on, but he feared the infidels. If they were close, they would go active to pinpoint his position. In that event, only the effective use of countermeasures, or Allah himself, would save them.
“Lieutenant, inform weapons NOW to prepare for attack. Recalibrate the target and have the missile ready for imminent launch.”
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Captain Curtis and his XO looked intently at the tracking screens in Ambush’s control room. They were now sixteen miles astern of K449, just 400 feet below the surface.
“Captain — sonar. Sierra Ten, speed change to seven knots. Course unchanged.”
“Captain, aye.”
“You think she’s heard us?” Talbot asked.
“Maybe; in fact more than likely,” Curtis replied, voice giving away the tension he felt. “If she reduces any further, we could lose her.” He paused, seemingly deep in thought, then, “We’ll take her now. Prepare for snap shot. Ready tubes one and two in all respects,” he ordered.
“Captain — sonar. Sierra Nine contact. Bearing three-one-five. Range ten miles. Analyzing.”
Both men glanced at one another, eyebrows raised.
“Captain, aye.” Then to WPO, “Stand down snap shot,” Curtis barked.
“The Akula!” exclaimed the XO, unable to hide his astonishment.
A strained smile creased the captain’s features. “We’ll get her this time.” He scanned the surrounding monitor screens for several seconds, then turned back to Talbot. “I intend to take them both at once, within twenty seconds of one another. The less warning the better. Captain — sonar, I have assumed this is a direct-path contact.”
“Captain — sonar, confirmed.”
“Reduce speed to ten knots, maintain course,” he shot. Then to the weapons officer, “Spearfish — prepare all tubes in all respects. Take Sierra Nine with tubes one and two and Sierra Ten with three and four. Adopt a slow speed passive approach; go active on both at 1,500 yards.”
“Weapons, aye.”
The weapons officer prepared to launch the torpedoes around 12 degrees off the intercept course towards the targets to cover a 180-degree search sector in front of Ambush. The torpedo seeker head would see and lock onto a target within this sector range. As the Spearfish closed in on the targets, their electronic guidance system would determine the optimum moment for detonation of the warheads on or near the hulls of the Russian submarines if countermeasure tactics were ineffective. Once the torpedoes were on their way, Ambush would run for cover as fast as possible in the case that one, or both, of the Russians managed to launch torpedoes in response.
Tension notably mounted as the crew prepared to attack the two submarines converging up ahead. The captain and his XO remained cool despite this being the first attempt by a British submarine to take out two enemy submarines simultaneously since World War II.
Sonar reported both contacts remained firm; they were holding course with no change to characteristics.
“Obviously both don’t know we’re here,” said Talbot.
“Let us hope it stays that way,” Curtis replied, turning to tracking monitors. “Captain — weapons. Tracking solution when you have it,” Curtis called, not taking his eyes away from the screens.
“Captain — sonar. Sierra Nine bearing three-one-zero. Sierra Ten bearing two-nine-five. Frequency good, aural firm. No change.”
“Captain — weapons. Tracking-fire solution complete.”
“Captain, aye. Stand by all tubes. Remain steady on course three-zero-zero,” ordered Curtis, voice calm and clear.
“Captain — sonar. Bearings good. No change.”
Tension ran high.
Seconds later, the captain ordered, “Fire One!”
“Number one tube fired.”
“Fire Two!”
“Number two tube fired.”
“Fire Three!”
“Number three tube fired.”
“Fire Four!”
“Number four tube fired.”
Ambush quivered for the second time in twenty-four hours as each of the four Spearfish left the tubes and angled out at a speed of more than sixty knots into the blue waters in search of the two Russian submarines.
* * *
K267 was now within ten miles of K449. In the control room, Captain Denko, together with his XO, waited tensely for the firing solution to be resolved before he could release two USET-80 torpedoes at the rogue Russian submarine. He remained unemotional at destroying one of the motherland’s own warships; all he and his crew wanted now was to get this unfortunate episode over with and return home.
Suddenly, “Inbound torpedoes!” screamed the sonar operator. “Bearing one-three-five! Range 2,000 yards!”
Stunned, Denko reacted instantly, cursing himself for allowing too much focus on his prey and not enough on the other dangers lurking in these hostile waters. Would he now have to pay? Real fear seared his mind.
“DIVE! DIVE! FLANK SPEED!” he screamed at the helmsman, then at weapons, “LAUNCH DECOYS, NOW! NOW!”
But it was too late. The dreadful pinging sound that filled the ears of everyone in the control room told them the incoming torpedoes had turned active and they were now all about to die unless the noisemakers could deflect.
The high-pitched whine of the propellers of both torpedoes quickly grew into a howl. Then an almighty screech, seconds before the control room bulkhead imploded and vaporized all those within.
This screech was the last thing Denko and his crew heard before the HMS Ambush’s two Spearfish heavy torpedoes slammed into the side of K267, breaking her almost into two pieces, sending the mortally wounded Russian submarine and all its occupants spiralling down to oblivion on the ocean floor.
* * *
In the dim light of the control room, minutes before the British torpedoes struck the Akula, K449’s captain watched the tracking screens anxiously, still praying silently to Allah that the Russian had not heard them. His concern was deepening at the thought of the deteriorating coolant pump, the nearness of the Russian submarine, and the omnipresence of the British sub, who must be out there somewhere. Captain Kamani had brought them so close to the infidel’s lair after many perilous days under the oceans, but for the first time he truly felt uneasy and began to have some serious misgivings that the mission could possibly fail. This was no time for self-doubt and he tried hard to shrug it off, but to no avail.
Lieutenant Zaha broke the captain’s concerns. “Sir, coordinates for the new target have been recalibrated and the missile is now ready for immediate launch.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” the captain replied quietly, turning his thoughts to the thirty-five ton, fourteen-foot long R-29R Stingray ballistic missile sitting menacingly in its casing with a warhead carrying a cargo of deadly refrigerated viruses — which, when released over American soil, would cause such devastation to the infidel that they would no longer be a threat to the Islamic world. Praise to Allah!
“Torpedoes — inbound! Bearing zero-nine-zero! Range 3,000 yards!”
Kamani spun to the helmsman, panic welling inside; the Russian sons-of-bitches! 
“Take her DOWN! DOWN! Full speed! Maximum angle!” he all but screamed. Then to weapons, “Release decoys! DECOYS NOW!” he ordered, with little attempt to stay calm.
The crew at their stations were taut for action, reacting immediately to the captain’s commands.
“Torpedoes, 2,000 yards and closing!” shouted the sonar operator, fear now clearly showing.
The captain looked desperately at his XO, who just stared back in sheer panic and disbelief.
Instinct told Captain Kamani all was about to be lost; soon the torpedoes would go active and if the decoys failed, that would be the end of the Islamic dream. He came to a decision; a decision he believed might well be his last.
There was no time for protocol — he had to rely on the computers last firing solution — as long as the missile landed somewhere on American soil it would not matter. Ya Allah. 
“STAND BY MISSILE — FIRE NOW! REPEAT, FIRE NOW!”
Seconds later, the pinging sound of the incoming torpedoes’ active sonar filled the control room, creating an avalanche of unbridled fear.
K449 shuddered as the Stingray left its casing, surged up through the depths inside its protective bubble in a cloud of flame thirty miles due south of Grand Turk Island. The missile jettisoned its post-launch vehicle 200 feet above the water and soared up into the night sky on an unswerving high trajectory toward Miami, 700 miles away to the northwest.
At the precise moment the Stingray broke the dark, rolling Atlantic waters, HMS Ambush’s two torpedoes slammed into K449, blasting two giant holes in the hull, one just below the sail; the other in the engine room towards the rear. Water poured through the gaping openings and the pressure dropped instantly. A fireball sucked up all the oxygen, followed seconds later by the sea surging into the boat’s ripped sides, crushing everything in its path. The control room was destroyed immediately. Turbines in the engine room were thrown from their mountings with such force that they penetrated the hull on the opposite side, signalling the end of the Russian submarine and for all those who manned her.
K449 died in a cascade of tortured metal and surging water, large chunks of her superstructure spiralling in the strong currents as she plunged to the seabed some 6,000 feet below.
* * *
“Jesus fucking Christ! They’ve launched a missile!” shouted Ambush’s sonar operator.
Captain Curtis looked on helplessly at the tracking screens.
Seconds later, sonar reported hits on the two Russians. The captain’s emotions raced: jubilant at a successful action; sadness that some form of devastation was about to be unleashed upon America; and frustration that there was nothing he could do about it.
The crew was stunned into silence, contemplating the enormity of what they had just done in killing so many submariners like themselves. Most felt sick at the thought; for all of them this represented their first kills experienced in the service of Her Majesty’s Navy. Had Armageddon finally begun?
“Nuclear?” Talbot asked, almost in a whisper.
“Does it matter? Nuke or bio, the damage is done,” Curtis replied, stunned.
“Miami?”
“I guess; it’s the nearest. Anyway, there’s nothing more we can do. It’s now up to the boys up top.”
Captain Curtis and his crew listened silently to sonar emitting the terrible echoes of the two dying submarines, an ear-shattering cacophony of tortured metal and roaring water as both vessels broke up on their way down to the bottom of the ocean. For Curtis, it was the first time he had been responsible for the deaths of so many men. It pricked his conscience and heightened his sadness at the horrible fate he had dished out to fellow submariners. However, he had carried out his duty and would have no hesitation in doing the same again if he had to. He turned to his XO.
“Mr Talbot, inform COMSUBOP we have engaged and destroyed K449 shortly after she released a missile, and we have also engaged and destroyed the Russian Akula. Inform them too, we are returning to base forthwith.” Then to the helmsman, “Full ahead. Steer three-three-seven. Depth 600.” After a short pause, he looked again at his XO. “Lieutenant, you have the conn.”
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Two hundred and fifty miles northwest of HMS Ambush’s position, USS Lassen, one of the U.S. Navy’s latest advanced Aegis-guided missile destroyers, was patrolling 100 miles northeast of the island of Mayaguana in the southern half of the Bahama chain. Her orders: to scan the skies twenty-four hours a day and to intercept and destroy hostile missiles. Along with its cruise missiles, Lassen carried RIM-67 solid propellent-fuelled, surface-to-air missiles, designed to counter high-speed, high-altitude cruise missiles in an advanced ECM environment. Inside the operations centre of the warship, radar monitors registered K449’s Stingray launch and followed its rapid climb to the northwest at Mach 0.8. The ship’s Ballistic Missile Defence system instantly acquired the target and locked on. Without hesitation, Lassen’s commanding officer gave the order to intercept and seconds later the twenty-six-foot long, fourteen-inch diameter RIM missile rose into the air in a billow of smoke and hurtled upwards towards its target at a speed of Mach 0.9.
Within a very short time, a ball of flame lit up the night sky as the heat-seeking RIM found its target and reduced the Russian Stingray to a stream of scattered, burning debris that plunged to earth in a rain of fire.
* * *
Remnants of the destroyed Stingray smashed into the soil of Rum Cay, a small, sparsely-populated, Bahamian island, just twenty miles southwest of San Salvador Island and 185 miles southeast of Nassau. Falling out of the darkened sky, the smoking remnants, including the fractured warhead with vials carrying the deadly IL-4 smallpox strain, landed just north of Port Nelson in St George’s Bay on the southern side of the ten-mile long by five-mile wide island. The warhead and its vials shattered on impact, spilling its contents over the immediate surrounding ground.
Of the sixty inhabitants in the small township, together with dozens or so in yachts moored in the bay, all heard and saw the explosion high above. They watched in disbelief as bits of debris cascaded down onto their tiny island and into the sea around. The town’s general store owner and his wife were the first to arrive at the scene north of the township and looked on in awe at the smouldering pieces of debris. Within a short while, the rest of the inhabitants arrived and began to closely inspect and prod the wreckage with sticks before the store owner decided they should contact the authorities in Nassau and tell them what had happened.
In less than three hours, the Bahamian military authorities arrived on the island by helicopter, inspected the wreckage and promptly placed a quarantine order on all the inhabitants and those on board yachts in the bay. No one, but no one, would be allowed to leave or enter. The island was placed in total lockdown and sealed off from the rest of the world until further notice.

48 

It was early fall in Washington. Mid-morning traffic gathered momentum on the roadways surrounding the White House, which looked clean and fresh amidst the greenery of lawns and trees tinted with gold as sunlight bounced off the elegant facades. In the Situation Room, U.S. President William Marsh sat with his National Security Council at an emergency meeting to discuss the latest events in connection with the events off the Bahamas during the night. In the room with the president were: Vice President, Mark Toby; Secretary of Defence, Michael Knight; Secretary of State, Sam Cox; the president’s National Security Adviser, David Bloomfield; and Commodore Robert Sumner, Head of the British Naval Attaché stationed in Washington. The commodore had been invited by the president to provide details concerning the British naval action.
“… Sir, that concludes the initial reports sent by HMS Ambush’s commander; a more detailed description of the action will be given once the submarine returns to base,” Sumner finished.
“Thank you, Robert,” said the president, a tall, handsome man in his late fifties, now in his second term as president and the second black American to hold the office. “I have read the report from the Bahamians; not good reading, but at least we know now what we are up against. Thank God they reacted as quickly as they did. Can we be assured the island is totally isolated?”
“Yes, sir,” replied Knight, removing spectacles from a weather-beaten face. “Nassau informed us immediately that they had a bio-weapon problem. Everyone on the island, including the military investigators, is in total lockdown. Our warships now completely surround Rum Cay to ensure that remains so.”
“Do we know if it’s the super strain?” the vice president asked, running a hand through a fine head of greying hair.
“We don’t; not yet, Mark,” Knight answered.
“How soon will we know?” asked Bloomfield, middle-aged, tall and athletic. He was greatly respected by the president, trusted to give sound advice.
“We’ve already sent down a team from Atlanta. They should be on the island as we speak. I gave strict orders to inform us the moment they find out,” replied Knight.
“And if it is?” questioned Cox, a lawyer and ex-CIA officer.
Silence descended around the table; all looked at the president.
After a few moments, President Marsh leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “I guess we’d have no choice but to obliterate Rum Cay and all those on it,” he replied.
“Nuclear?” shot Bloomfield.
“Yes, if there was no other way.”
The president looked directly at Knight. “The report says the virus hit the ground in liquid form. What significance is that?”
“As I understand it, the four-inch diameter plastic balls — five altogether in the refrigerated warhead — were filled with the virus and pressurized with carbon-dioxide gas. They were designed to be released less than 500 feet above the ground and burst throwing out the virus in aerosol form. The mist was supposed to drift down onto the population. In this case, the balls broke up on impact and discharged solidified contents directly over the ground. Each of those balls held 300, or more, grams of liquid viruses.”
“So for the moment we can be assured it’s confined to the island?”
“Correct, sir.”
“Am I also correct in recalling the incubation period for this super strain is short?”
“Yes, Mr President,” Knight quickly replied. “Once exposed and infected, I’m told hours rather than days. Death is also measured in hours too.”
“What is the survivability of the virus?” the president questioned again.
“Several hours in temperatures around 80 degrees Fahrenheit; in colder temperatures, say less than 50 degrees, with humidity no more than eighteen to twenty percent. The virus has a lifespan of about twenty-four hours. To remain alive and replicate, it has to jump from host to host.”
“The temperature on Rum Cay would be in the eighties at this time of year,” said Toby.
“Then let us hope, Mark, that no one has been infected,” Marsh replied. “Almost twelve hours have passed since impact. What we are discussing could well be purely academic.”
At that moment, the telephone rang next to the president. He lifted the receiver, listened for a few seconds, then replaced it. “It’s confirmed, the super bug is on the island and several of the locals have been infected. Two have already died.”
Everyone looked at each other in shocked silence.
After a short while, the president spoke again. “Well, that settles it. We have no alternative now but to use the vaccine the British brought out of North Korea.” He looked at the British Naval Attaché. “Robert, get London to deliver immediately what vaccine they have available, by the fastest possible method, directly to the island.” Then to Knight, “Should we be unable to contain the virus and it spreads to the other islands, it will only be a matter of time before reaching our shores. If the vaccine fails, then we will resort to obliteration of the island and all those left on it.”
“As I understand,” said Sumner, “we are still testing but have managed to manufacture small amounts since we obtained the vaccine less than a week ago. Although the preliminary results look promising as tested on monkeys, we have yet to try it on humans.”
“Well what have we to damn well lose?” shot the president. “Certainly those poor bastards on Rum Cay have everything to lose if we don’t.”
“We should’ve listened to the Brits when they first warned us; we could’ve blasted the hell outta this Pyorha-ri place,” said Cox.
“Quite so, Sam. Let lessons be learned. Make sure something like this doesn’t happen again on my watch,” admonished the president, glaring at those around the table before continuing. “None of the networks are to know what we have on the cay until things are under control. Is that clear?” They all nodded. “So make sure your people, and the Bahamians,” he glanced at Sumner, “and the British press keep a lid on the whole thing. If this gets out, all hell will break loose.”
The president continued briefly discussing matters of protocol before he finally adjourned the meeting and returned to his office to face yet another day in the harsh world of geopolitics and power.
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A week after the missile was shot down over Rum Cay, Frank Ryder parked his Harley Davidson in the side yard of Omega Unit’s Lots Road headquarters and entered the building. He climbed the stairs to the first floor office where the director’s PA waited.
“Hi, Frank; nice to see you back. You’re looking good, considering,” she smiled, eyes twinkling behind frameless glasses. With plenty of rest, he felt he was coming right. His wound had been superficial and was now healing well. “He’s expecting your debrief.”
He held up a folder and followed her to the boss’s office.
“Frank, glad to see you on the mend,” said George Conway, coming around his desk to shake Ryder’s hand. “Take a seat.”
Ryder asked how Grace was doing.
“At the Queen Elizabeth in Birmingham, recovering slowly. Another month or two and she’ll be up and about. They say she was lucky the bullet just missed her spine; an inch further left and she would probably never have walked again. Muscle contraction most likely helped to deflect the bullet.”
“Muscle contraction?”
“The doctors thought that a bit unusual, too. Anyway, they considered the snake bite might have had something to do with it. Mild venom they said can sometimes cause localized muscle spasms. Maybe the snake did her a favour.”
Ryder had to admit he’d been altogether wrong about the captain; she had shown a level of courage and determination beyond the call of duty and he greatly admired her for that. He could not deny she had something special about her, something that had stirred his feelings. But as much as he felt drawn towards Grace, he did not want to get emotionally involved. Their lives were so different and he knew the life he led was not good for a settled relationship. His revolved around different places, different time zones, with mainly short, tranquil interludes to afford any kind of security. He lived too much on the edge and there was always the danger of his life coming to an abrupt end. He would not put her through that regardless of his feelings towards her.
“You did a good job, Frank. All of you played your part,” Conway said.
Ryder placed the detailed written report on the desk, confirming the brief verbal one he gave immediately on his return. He thought about Campbell Chol. “Cam was a good man. Hope next of kin will be looked after.”
“Arrangements are being made with Cam’s family; they will be looked after,” said Conway quietly. “You well know, Frank, anyone who dies serving Queen and country in this Unit or Special Forces operating under its jurisdiction are suitably compensated. It’s a pity they cannot receive the full recognition they justly deserve.”
“And Greg: how’s he doing?”
“Okay. As soon as he’s able, he will return to his squadron,” Conway replied, leaning back in his chair. “We’re thinking of bringing Dan into the Unit. What do you think?”
Ryder nodded. “He’s up for it. He’s a good man.” And Song was. He would trust him any day with his life, despite the little episode of insubordination.
Conway changed the subject. “That missile shot down over the Bahamas was apparently heading for America. The bio-warhead shattered on one of the cays.”
“How’d we know it was a bio? No mention of that in the media.”
Conway hesitated; what he knew was classified, but what the hell — in his book, his operative had the right to know. “All the media know is that a missile was taken out. Our info is direct from Langley. They report it was the suspected IL-4 super-strain smallpox virus, but that it has been contained. The vaccine you brought back, even though not fully tested, was hurriedly sent out by fighter jet to a U.S. carrier anchored off the cay. The Americans administered it to everyone on the island in desperation within hours of receiving, hoping it would work, and, as yet, no one else has contracted the disease. Those infected also appear to be recovering. Fortunately, the vaccine seems to be working. The missile was fired from a Russian rogue sub.”
“Did they get the sub?” Ryder asked, shocked.
“Yes. One of ours engaged and sunk it north of the Dominican Republic.”
“What was the Russian response?”
“Silence as usual. However, we believe they sold a Delta, the K449, to the Koreans. That was the sub that fired the missile. I doubt if it had a Korean crew, but I guess we’ll never know now. We suspect the Koreans supplied the warhead. Our network channels have it that the sub was commandeered by terrorists.”
“Al-Qaeda?”
Conway nodded. “More than likely. They would be the only organization capable of doing it. We could easily have been the target. Had that missile hit London, or anywhere else in our islands for that matter, it would have been devastating.”
Ryder agreed. A number of al-Qaeda’s hierarchy believed the British were as much to blame as the Americans for combating Islamic jihad. “No point in threatening the Koreans, then. Kim Jong-Un, as young as he is, seems to thrive on provocation.”
“The Americans have told the Koreans in no uncertain terms that they know they bought a sub from the Russians, including missiles, and then on-sold to terrorists, together with a bio-warhead.”
“How do we know it was terrorists?” asked Ryder.
“We don’t, other than from the sketchy surveillance of North Korean and al-Qaeda agents, but it is highly unlikely the Russians would attempt it. And if they did, it would be a nuclear warhead, not bio. We also told them, through the Americans, that we know about the bio-weapons facility at Pyorha-ri and the smallpox super virus and that we have the vaccine. Apparently that shocked them somewhat when they realized where we got it from. Of course they denied everything at first, then bitterly accused us and the Americans of violating their sovereignty, until finally they agreed to close down the facility at Pyorha-ri on the threat it would be obliterated along with other WMD facilities if they didn’t. The Americans also pushed hard on the sub and warhead question, but they stood firm and denied all knowledge.” Conway paused. “So, Frank, that’s the story most of the media would like to get their hands on.”
Ryder appreciated the boss’s candour.
Conway picked up the vanilla folder. “Thanks for this. Yet another gem for archives and possibly for historical analysis thirty odd years from now — that’s if we are all still around.”
The head of Omega stood up, indicating the meeting was over.
Ryder left, wondering if the boss’s cynicism could have some truth to it.
Gentle rain began to fall when he drew out from Lots Road and headed the Harley for Norfolk Mansions. He considered going to the Albert for a quick pint, but decided against. Instead he would watch a little TV and turn in early. He felt weary; the Korean mission had taken more out of him than he cared to admit; it would be good to get a full night’s sleep. Tomorrow he would perhaps do a spot of fishing.
As Ryder climbed the stairs to his apartment, he thought about what the future might bring.

EPILOGUE 

In the packed Briefing Room at the White House a month later, President William Marsh faced the world press and a barrage of TV cameras. He gave a sanitized account of the events surrounding the incident at Rum Cay in response to intense media pressure after unsuccessfully attempting to keep the whole episode under wraps. When he eventually finished, question time began.
A female journalist from the Washington Post fired the first. “Sir, why has it taken you so long to inform the world of this incident?”
“A number of reasons, but the most important of which at the time was not to alarm the world unnecessarily. The whole incident has been quickly brought under control and contained. Due to the complexities of the situation, however, it was decided to classify all information involving this incident — whether morally right or wrong.” Marsh quickly turned away and pointed towards another reporter in the front row. “John.”
“Sir, our sources say the warhead contained a super bug for which there is no known vaccine. Is that true?”
“I have no knowledge of that. As I have said: the virus found in the warhead is a variant of smallpox for which a vaccine is available. The Bahamian Government, and ourselves, took all necessary precautions to ensure the virus was contained on the island.”
“Sir, smallpox has been eradicated since 1979. What was it doing in the warhead?”
“Good question. Small amounts are preserved for experimental purposes in laboratories at Atlanta and also in Russia. It is possible some of the Russian stock may have gotten into the wrong hands. However, the survivability of the virus in the temperatures experienced on the cay is less than several hours, so there was no risk whatsoever that it would be passed on to others outside of the island — and time has proved that.”
The president turned away and pointed towards a journalist in the front row from the Los Angeles Times.
“Mr President, you say the missile was fired from a Russian submarine. What are we doing about that?”
“The Russians were as much a victim of all this as ourselves. The submarine was sold to the North Koreans and then stolen from them by terrorists.”
“How do we know they were terrorists?”
“Through our intelligence services. More than that I cannot say.”
“Al-Qaeda?”
“Possibly; no other organization would have the capability.”
“Was the sale to the Koreans with our knowledge?”
“We have protocols in place to cover that.”
“Is that a yes, sir?”
“Correct.” The president then pointed to another reporter, this time from the New York Times.
“Sir, how did they obtain a bio-warhead carrying a supposedly eradicated virus, and who could manufacture such a weapon?”
“To the first part of your question: it was no doubt purchased on the black market through an intermediary organization sympathetic to terrorist aims and unsympathetic to the Western world’s. To the second part, all nations capable of making nuclear weapons, including a few third-world countries, are capable of manufacturing bio-weapons.”
“Such as the North Koreans?”
“Possibly, but we have received assurances from all those countries, including North Korea, that they did not supply the warhead.”
“In the light of this, what are we doing about North Korea? Can we believe them after all the sabre rattling and threats recently from Kim Jong-Un?” another reporter questioned when pointed at.
“I believe we can. As you know, the recently recommenced non-proliferation talks, although at times difficult, are moving forward. As part of these talks they are currently allowing inspectors in to check the decommissioning of nuclear and biological weapons manufacturing facilities, in particular those at Yongbyon, Onjong and Pyorha-ri. Our aid to them increases proportionately to the level of concessions made.”
“Many believe, under the current leadership, North Korea will remain a dangerous, unstable nation, despite agreements, and would need to be closely watched in the war against terrorism and the proliferation in the uncertain future,” pressed the reporter.
“That may well be so,” answered the president, “but I believe North Korea would not risk its future by supplying terrorists with weapons of mass destruction.” If only that were true. 
President Marsh turned to another reporter at the rear.
“Sir, how was the submarine allowed to come so close to our shores?”
“First, the submarine was outside our territorial waters, and second, I was advised that it entered the Atlantic through the Magellan Straits and then hugged the South American shoreline, right up to the Caribbean, making it extremely difficult to discover. It was an allied submarine that eventually tracked it down and destroyed it, but not before the missile was released. Fortunately, one of our surface ships intercepted the missile before it could land directly on American soil.”
“What was the nationality of the allied sub?” asked another reporter.
“At this time, that is classified information,” Marsh shot back. He was a little embarrassed it was not American, but it was not his place to reveal the identity of an allied vessel without that nation’s prior agreement. He knew well enough that no sovereign nation wanted the whereabouts of their submarines to be known to the public under any circumstances. He pointed to a raised hand in the front row.
“Sir, I understand another Russian submarine was involved too?”
“That may well be; Russian submarines do prowl the Atlantic. However, you should put that question directly to the Russians. Next.” President Marsh pointed to a reporter from the Chicago Tribune.
“Mr. President, there was a lot of unusual naval activity in the Western Pacific and in the South and North Atlantic a month or two prior to the event, particularly off the Korean Peninsula — some talk of a blockade. Is there a connection?”
“We did blockade the Korean Peninsula for a short time, yes, as intelligence had reported that Taepo-dong long-range missiles were being transported to Iran in violation of international agreements. This occurs from time to time. Regarding activity in the Atlantic: they were combined exercises undertaken with the British to coordinate naval strategies and to jointly test new technology.” The president turned away and nodded towards another journalist.
“Sir, what are we doing to ensure this doesn’t happen again?”
“We cannot ensure that this will not happen again, but we are doing everything in our power to monitor the movement and whereabouts of weapons of mass destruction and their delivery systems. Our Homeland Security policies are fully operational guarding our borders and tracking down terrorists that might be within. You can rest assured that our military and intelligence services both here and abroad are ever vigilant to counter terrorist attacks against our nation and to prevent other nations from upsetting and railing against world peace.” He paused, gripping the sides of the lectern with both hands, his strong black features shining under the lights. Then abruptly, and to everyone’s surprise, he said, “Thank you all and God bless America.”
With that, amidst the clamour of journalists still wanting to know more, he turned away and left the Briefing Room, satisfied that he had, for the time being anyway, given the nation, and the world, what they wanted to hear: that there would be no uncontrollable virulent epidemic, no retaliation against any nation and that the war against terrorism would continue on as before.
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