The Hunt for Shambhala
Rob Jones
	Аннотация
	Rob Jones. The Hunt for Shambhala
	PROLOGUE
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	33
	34
	35
	36
	37
	38
	39
	EPILOGUE
	AUTHOR�S NOTE
	Other Books by Rob Jones


Аннотация
The Hunt for Shambhala is a fast-paced, action-packed thriller featuring an ancient archaeological mystery and a brand-new crew of misfits who are thrown together in desperate circumstances and must fight to stay alive.
When an old journal from a British explorer comes to light one hundred years after his death, it triggers a sequence of events that could lead to the annihilation of billions of people.
John �Mitch� Decker is a former US Marine Corps officer and pilot who just wants a quiet life running his cargo business, but his world is turned upside down in a few seconds when Professor Selena Moore walks into his life. She is on the run and her life is in danger and they must learn to work together fast if they are to discover the ancient Tibetan Kingdom of Shambhala and stop a deadly and ruthless enemy before he can deploy a truly terrifying weapon.
Similar in tone to the Joe Hawke Series, the Avalon Adventure Series follows Decker and the rest of the Avalon crew as they fly around the world in their own aircraft and explore the most mysterious archaeological and historical locations on Earth.


Rob Jones
The Hunt for Shambhala


PROLOGUE

March 1904, Tibet
In the safety of his tent, Captain James Langley of the British Army fumbled with a box of ammunition and spilled some of the bullets onto the floor. He took a deep breath and mumbled a prayer as his trembling fingers reloaded the heavy Webley Mk IV in his hand. This gun had already saved his life twice in South Africa � first during the Battle of Elandslaagte and the second when he fought Boer commandos in the Western Transvaal. With the six rounds safely in the service pistol, he weighed it in his hand and hoped it would save his life one more time.
Stepping outside the tent he almost collided with a man running fast toward the front line. �Mr Stanhope!�
Arthur Stanhope came to a sudden stop and apologized. �I�m sorry, sir,� he said. �Just wanted to get a look from a better perspective.�
Rifles crackled in the air a few hundred yards away as the British and Tibetan forces fired on each other once again. The British expedition to Tibet was sent here by Lord Curzon to push back against Russian plans to expand into the east, and today they were paying a high price for that push.
�You are a civilian with the British Geological Survey, sir,� Langley said. �You have no place on the front line � and what�s that in your hands?�
Stanhope looked sheepish for a moment and then raised the book he was holding so the captain could get a better look. �Just my journal, sir. I was hoping to make a few sketches of the enemy.�
Langley shook his head and turned his attention away from the young geologist and over to his men. They were constructing revetments along the garrison wall in preparation for the battle ahead. In the distance to the north he saw smoke coming from a number of sangars, or temporary forts, that the Tibetans were using as they too prepared for the fight. They were dwarfed by the mighty Himalayas rising behind them and filling half the sky.
It had been several weeks since Colonel Younghusband had crossed the Jelap La and made his way into Tibet. Just one week after the incursion they had reached Phari Jong and seized the fort there without firing a single shot. After this, the Colonel had crossed the Tang Pass and stationed four companies of the Twenty-Third Pioneers on the bleak Tuna Plateau.
The Pioneers were the Norfolk Regiment�s machine-gun section and there they stayed, at an elevation of over fifteen thousand feet for three months while the rest of the force was led back to Chumbi by General Macdonald. They had left the garrison on the plateau to show the Tibetans they were not retreating, but it was a tough place to pass a winter. Here, the temperature had dropped so low it had frozen not only the oil inside the soldiers� rifle bolts but also the Maxim guns.
Langley and Stanhope had joined the garrison later, travelling into Darjeeling and replenishing their supplies under the jagged snow-overed ranges of Sikkim. They had made their way out of Siliguri along an old military road and followed the river as it snaked toward Tibet. Travelling in a small convoy full of ekkas and bullock-carts, the days were long and hard and the nights lit with exotic fireflies. They zig-zagged their way up into the mountains along lethal donkey tracks that wound ever higher beside blizzard-whipped precipices. In the summer these passes were lined with thick plumes of bracken and ferns but now there was nothing but a gaping void scarred with snow and ice driven by the howling mountain winds.
At Gnatong they were met by a contingent of the Eighth Gurkhas. The area was full of decrepit houses with cold, empty hearths and holes in the roofs, mostly leftover from the previous war. They had both held their breath as they stared out over the bleak, devastated landscape, grey and cold, barren and hopeless. Nothing but broken rocks and shale and the bitter remnants of war.
They had reached Jelap La as the blizzard began to subside, and found at the summit the shredded praying-flags of the Buddhists. As the final snows blew out to the west, Langley had looked below into the valley and saw Tibet for the first time. To the west was Nepal, and to the east was Bhutan but it was Tibet that stretched out before him. The valley was straight, but just like the wars in Afghanistan, he knew a handful of riflemen along the ridges could wreak havoc among a column marching through it.
Now, Langley was looking into the pleading eyes of Arthur Stanhope as he awaited his permission to move to the front line, but before the words formed on his lips, the battle started without warning, and both sides were firing on one another.
From behind the cover of the stone wall, the Tibetans fired their ancient matchlock muskets. Langley dived for cover behind one of the revetments beside the cliff edge and only narrowly avoided taking a musket ball to the head.
�Take cover!� he yelled, and his men obeyed the instruction happily.
The smoothbore, muzzle-loaded firearms used by the Tibetans were antiquated decades ago, but they were still lethal, and he was more careful the second time he raised his head above the revetment to survey the enemy�s position.
Stanhope ran toward the same cover, but was struck by the enemy on the top of his arm. The geologist tumbled over the wall and fell down the side of the mountain. He screamed as he went and frantically tried to grab hold of anything to slow his fall, but there was nothing but loose rock and scree and he had no chance.
* * *
Stanhope regained consciousness in a small stream which was partially frozen at the sides. A thin veneer of ice encroached a few inches from the banks toward the centre of the running water. His head pounded and the coppery tang of blood was strong in his mouth. Worse, his left eye seemed to be so badly smashed it was puffed up like a peach and impossible to open, but the bullet had caused only a minor flesh wound on his arm.
He managed to open his good eye and the first thing he saw was a sharp, black crack in the rocks at the bottom of the ravine. High above, lost in the misty shroud, the battle raged on � but it sounded more distant now. He winced as the gun shots crackled and zipped and the wounded cried out in terror. Another few dozen men had been mown down by the Maxims, he supposed.
It was later now, and even through the swirling storm clouds he was able to see the sun had moved several degrees to the southwest. By his estimation he had been unconscious at least an hour. How far the river had taken him in that time was probably less than a mile, judging by the sounds of the battle, but he knew one thing for sure � he was lucky to be alive.
Desperate for shelter, he scrambled out of the frozen river and up the rocky bank toward a narrow aperture in the rock face a few yards away. At least he would be safe in here. Safe away from the bloodshed and insane carnage being meted out by the gods high above his new home.
And then he saw it.
A low, sparkling glow coming from the far end of the cave.
He heaved himself up from his knees and staggered to his feet. He noticed for the first time that the river had swallowed his right boot, and cursed its absence as his foot pushed down into the gravelly chips on the bottom of the cave. He also saw his ankle was starting to swell. Hiking back to the regiment was going to be even more work than he had previously estimated.
But the strange, white glow at the rear of the cave captured him once again, and drew him toward it like a moth to a flame.
His breathing became irregular as he approached the phenomenon. As a geologist for the British Geological Survey he had travelled all over the world, from the prairies of Canada to the African veld, but never in his thirty years had he ever seen anything like this before.
Its eerie sparkling bewitched him � but what was it? He had to get closer to know more about it, and forgetting his safety he moved forward into the dark cave � lit only by the light of the captivating anomaly. It danced in his eyes like fireflies, and he absent-mindedly pulled his sodden journal and pencil from his pocket and began to make notes. He barely looked down as the Chinese graphite struggled to make a mark on the water-damaged pages of the journal, so transfixed was he upon the spectacular sparkling glow before his eyes.
Closer now he saw the phenomenon was contained within a gentle stream that was flowing under a fissure in an otherwise impenetrable wall at the back of the cave. Reaching down, he scooped some of the water in his hand.
He had thought perhaps the glow was coming from some bioluminescent algae on the rocks of the riverbed, but he was surprised to see it was the water itself that was sparkling and glowing. It looked a little like the new electric lamps running down the street outside his home in Kensington, but there was something almost magical about this. He couldn�t take his eyes off it.
Tracking the flow of the river up to the wall at the back of the cave he realized the glow was stronger the closer the water was to the wall. He wondered what was beyond the wall with a heavy heart. It was solid, and the crack at the base allowing the water into the cave was no more than a quarter of an inch high.
He sighed, finished his notes and slipped the journal back in his pocket. An hour or so beside a regimental campfire should have its pages � and his clothes � perfectly dry again� but that was presuming he could find the regiment. He pushed himself up on his one remaining boot and readied himself to leave the cave, and that was when he saw them.
Right before his eyes on the cave wall, a yard or so above the silvery, glowing water were dozens of the strangest symbols he had ever seen. Someone had carefully carved them into the rock wall and their diligent turns and flourishes could almost be described as art.
�What�s this then?� he said, peering in closer.
Too dark.
He lifted another handful of the water up to the wall and illuminated the symbols. He knew they weren�t Chinese or Hindi, but other than that he didn�t recognize them and had no way of making an identification. �Old Langley might know,� he said, and pulled his journal out one more time.
Beneath the description and drawings he had made of the cave and river, Stanhope noted the coordinates of the area, and then he carefully copied the symbols on the cave wall until they were reproduced inside his journal. After slipping the leather bound book back inside his jacket pocket, he turned and faced the entrance to the cave.
Outside it was raining, and a fog was descending into the valley. He made sure he had all of his things before trudging back along the riverbank with his swollen ankle. He would only know how far he had travelled when he was regaling his friends back at the regiment � presuming they had won the battle.
And presuming he ever found them again.
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Hong Kong, Present Day
John Mitchell Decker sighed and pushed the brim of his hat an inch or so up his forehead with a weary forefinger. He was standing on the docks in Kowloon Bay opposite Peter Ying, who was jabbing him in the chest with the tip of his pen.
�Tell me again,� Ying said, �just how my entire inventory was destroyed?�
Decker looked over his shoulder at the enormous Grumman Albatross flying boat that was now gently bobbing up and down in the bay behind him. Written in large black letters on the gunmetal grey tailfin were the words AVALON CARGO. �I told you, it was just a bit of turbulence.�
Ying was astonished. �Just a bit of turbulence? There couldn�t have been any more damage if you had flown upside down all the way from Jiangxi!�
�You can�t help clear air turbulence, Peter. There�s a disclaimer in the contract.�
�Not good enough, Mitch,� he said. �You think I�m going to pay you for this delivery? I paid Avalon Cargo a lot of money to import ten thousand lucky cats, not a hundred thousand pieces of lucky cats.� He turned his angry face down once again to the box Decker had hauled off the Albatross for the inspection. �Look at them � just smashed pieces of ceramic� worthless dust!�
�Turns out they weren�t so lucky, I guess.�
Ying looked like he was about to explode. �Are you trying to be funny?�
Decker looked down at the box of shattered maneki-neko ceramic Japanese cats and sighed once again. The cats were believed to bring good luck to their owners, but this time they had badly failed in their duty. To Western eyes they looked like they were waving goodbye, but this was because in Japan and China the palm-down finger-fold gesture was used to beckon, not wave. The factory owner in Jiangxi had told him that when he�d collected them.
He turned back to Ying. �No, Peter� I am not trying to be funny.�
�I want all my money back, Mitch. I gave you Top Dollar!�
�You paid me squat, which is why you hired me in the first place. All the other guys charge ten times more.�
�Maybe if you didn�t fly this old piece of junk, this disaster wouldn�t have happened.�
�Hey! Don�t talk about the Avalon like that, Peter. She doesn�t like it.� Decker was used to taking heat from above thanks to his years as an officer in the United States Marine Corp, but that was then and this was now, and Peter Ying was definitely not �above� him, but a customer he was supposed to keep happy.
Ying looked at Decker for a moment, unsure if the American was being serious or not. �Nevertheless, I want a refund.�
�There must be something wrong with the quality of the ceramic, Peter. You know that. How many times have I done cargo jobs for you?�
�I don�t know, but this is the last time.�
It was then he saw a good-looking, tall woman with brown hair and a very heavy-set young man in a baseball cap approaching them. They were walking as fast as you can go without breaking into a jog, and both were looking over their shoulders. The man in particular seemed very anxious about a huddle of men gathering around a cutter at the end of the docks.
When they reached Decker and Peter Ying they stopped and the man in the baseball cap let out a long sigh of frustration. �We�re buggered, Lena.�
The woman looked at him with wide eyes. When she spoke, Decker thought she sounded like a queen. �Do you really think so?�
�Uh-huh � they�re already here� and� oh shit!�
The men who were huddled around the boat had started to peer down the docks at them, and one of them started to make a phone call.
The woman turned to Peter Ying. �Is this your boat plane?�
Ying cocked his head at her and took a step back. He looked distracted. �What? No, it�s not my damned plane. Who are you?�
�So it�s yours then?� As she turned to Decker she looked him slowly up and down in the way a countess might regard a mud-caked groundskeeper who had strayed into the drawing room at high tea.
Decker rubbed the sweat off his forehead with a greasy palm and gave the look right back to her. �Who the hell are you, lady?�
�I�m Selena Moore,� she said, breathless. �Professor Selena Moore. How do you do?�
Decker looked down at her hand and brought his up to shake it, wiping the engine grease off on his pants first. �I�m John� John Decker. Friends call me Mitch.�
�And this is your plane?�
Decker turned and looked at the man beside Selena. �And who are you?�
The woman nearly stamped her foot. �I just asked you a question!�
Peter Ying laughed at the look on Decker�s face, but the American was less amused. �I don�t know who the hell you think you are, but��
�Name�s Riley Carr, mate,� the man in the baseball cap said in a broad Australian accent. His face burst into a wide, tanned grin all full of white teeth and he offered his hand to shake.
Decker took it and the two men shook hands. �So why are you asking about my plane?�
�So it is your plane then?� Selena said.
Decker gave a sarcastic look. �You catch on real good, don�t you?�
�Yes, about that,� Selena said. �I was wondering when your next flight was.�
�I only fly cargo,� he said loudly. �No self-loading freight, at all.�
�Self-loading freight?� Selena said, turning to Riley. �Whatever does he mean?�
�He means no passengers, right?�
�Right.�
�That�s right,� Ying said. �He only flies cargo, and when he does he smashes it all up! Look at my lucky cats!�
Selena glanced at the broken pieces of ceramic in the box on the quay. �Oh��
Decker gave a polite smile. �So if you�ll move along, Peter and I have some business to discuss.�
�No business discussions with you, Mitch,� Ying said, waving a fly from his face. �You give me a full refund or I go to the authorities.�
�I thought we agreed these were faulty ceramics.�
Selena cleared her throat and stepped closer. �The thing is, Mr Decker � was it?�
He nodded. �Friends call me Mitch. I already said that.�
She peered over his shoulder at the men hanging around the cutter. �Yes, right� well the thing is, I think we may need to get out of China in a bit of a hurry.�
�Listen, I already told you� wait a minute � you�re on the run or something?�
�Not exactly,� Selena said. �The truth is that�� She stopped suddenly and looked once again at the men who were hanging around the cutter down at the end of the docks. They had started to walk away from the boat. �Oh dear,� she said.
�Damn it all!� Riley said. �They�ve seen us and they�re coming this way.�
The woman looked at the approaching men and turned an anxious face to Decker. �I don�t suppose on this one occasion you could fly people as well as broken ceramic cats? I�ll self-load!�
Decker sighed. �Not in any way.�
Riley stepped up. He was a few inches shorter than Decker but still a pretty solid proposal if things got ugly. �The thing is we�re in a bit of a tight situation here, mate. Those guys down there hanging around my boat are under the impression we might have something that belongs to their boss and they�re serious about getting it back.�
Decker followed the progress of the men on the dockside for a second. The sun pierced the thick tropical cloud for a few seconds and he felt the temperature rise immediately in response. �And what would that be?�
�Just a silly old telephone,� Selena said. �Nothing at all really.�
�And does under the impression mean you have this phone or not?�
�It does,� she said proudly.
�Which you stole?�
�Thieves as well as cat smashers,� Ying said with a sigh. �What is happening to Hong Kong?�
�We did take it, yes,� Selena said, anxiously glancing at the men now only a few hundred yards away.
�You stole it.�
Riley stepped in to defend the Englishwoman. �You don�t understand. They stole something from us and we had a bit of a bust-up. That was when I took the phone so we could identify them.�
�And what did they steal from you?�
�Just a silly old journal, which I would like back,� Selena Moore said.
�So why not go and ask them?� Decker said.
�Because those men over there do not have the journal, Mr Decker.�
�Journal�s long gone, mate. That�s what the phone�s for � the contact numbers and addresses.�
�Yes, and the men over there want to kill us.� She looked up at the American pilot and locked her eyes on his. �So will you help us or not?�
�No.�
Riley wiped the sweat from around his squinting eyes. �If those guys catch up with us we�re diced and sliced and sprinkled in their boss�s coy pond, mate.�
�It�s still a no.�
�Have you no heart, Mr Decker?� Selena said.
�Not for thieves.�
Riley sighed. �I already told you they stole from us first� we�ve got to split, Lena.�
�I�ll give you ten thousand dollars,� the woman said suddenly.
Decker had already returned to Ying but now his eyes flicked over to the Englishwoman. �No.�
�Twenty thousand dollars.�
�Geez, Louise!� Riley said. �I�m not selling my boat.�
Decker shook his head. �And it�s still a no.�
Before any of them spoke another word, an enormous explosion filled the air at the end of the docks and sent dozens of black kites flying into the sky to escape the fireball.
�Holy crap!� Riley said. �They just blew my boat to shit!�
�And now they�re running this way!� Selena said.
Ying leaned forward and raised his hand to shield his eyes from the muggy sunlight. �Are they carrying guns?�
Selena turned to Decker and opened her eyes wide. �Twenty-five thousand dollars, final offer.�
A suspicious smirk slowly appeared on Decker�s face. �You�ve got a deal. Get in!�
Selena and Riley didn�t need an embossed invitation, and disappeared inside the aircraft in a heartbeat.
�Looks like we�re going to have to finish this discussion another time, Peter,� Decker said. He walked under the wing of the enormous flying boat and climbed into the door at the back of the plane.
�There is no discussion. You smashed my cats. I want my money back.�
�Maybe over some eel claypot rice down at Sun�s?�
�You�d better not come back to Hong Kong, Mitch!�
Decker closed the door and secured the lock. He walked past his two visitors on the way to the cockpit. The woman looked horrified.
�What�s the problem now?� he asked.
�There�s nowhere to sit!�
�It�s a goddamn cargo plane,� he said. �You sit up front with me.�
They strapped into the seats up in the cockpit and Decker started to go through the takeoff checklist. Outside on the docks he heard the men shouting and then a few isolated gunshots followed by the distinctive sound of a bullet ricocheting off metal. �Wait a goddam minute!� he boomed, leaning out his window. �Was that my plane they just hit?�
The men on the docks were much closer now, and two of them were holding pistols. They each aimed at him and fired more shots. He saw Peter Ying was running away into a side street behind the docks.
As a second bullet whistled past his head he felt someone grab his shoulder and pull him back inside the cockpit. He turned to see Riley Carr looking down at him.
�Not a good idea mate, these bastards mean business.�
�They shot my plane!�
�And they�re getting closer by the second,� Riley said, looking out of the small window on the portside just behind the pilot�s seat.
�Mr Decker,� Selena said, her Oxford accent cutting through the humidity like a solid silver entr�e knife, �Perhaps it�s time we took off?�
Another bullet pinged off the fuselage outside the cockpit. �Damn it!� Decker took off his hat and tossed it over his shoulder as he fired up the first engine. It spluttered to life, belching a thick cloud of gray smoke out of its exhaust outlets, and they all felt the bass vibrations moving through the old plane. �Tell me,� he said as he fired up the second engine. �Why are these men trying to kill you again � something about a journal?�
�I�ll tell you later,� Selena said. �Please just get this thing airborne!�
�That�s what I�m trying to do, lady.�
�I take it your aircraft actually flies?�
�Sure it flies.� He reached up and pushed the throttles gently forward. They were overhead because the Albatross was a high-wing aircraft, which made the engines overhead too.
�Just how old is this heap?� Selena asked, looking down her nose at the chipped paint on the instrument panel. As she spoke she heard the voices of the ATC tower talking through the static. They were pulling into the middle of Kowloon Bay now, and getting further away from the men on the dock.
�Sixty-eight years old this year,� Decker said with pride. �She was born in 1949, and lovingly restored by me over the last five years.�
The Englishwoman ran a finger around a large tear in the co-pilot�s leather seat.
Decker caught her eye and grinned. �It�s an on-going project.�
�I had no idea they had aircraft in the Jurassic era.�
�Funny.�
Decker made a tweak to improve the tuning to the tower�s frequency and tried to remove some of the static. �Tower, this is Albatross niner-seven-four, ready on the water and requesting a departure to the west.�
More static and buzzing. �You�re cleared for take off to the west, Albatross niner-seven-four.�
With more gunshots tearing into the fuselage, Decker turned to his new passengers. �You buckled up?�
�Ready to go, mate!�
Selena rolled her eyes. �Of course. I�m not an idiot.�
�Good,� Decker said. �I�d hate for something to happen to you.�
He began to power up and Selena peered outside through the cockpit window at the enormous engines hanging off the cantilever wings. Compared with the smooth sound of the high-bypass turbofans of modern jets, there was something unsettlingly raw about the idea of three eleven-foot propeller blades being flung around so fast by such an old, noisy radial engine. �Are you sure it�s safe?�
�She�ll cruise at one-twenty-five at twenty thousand feet and has a range of nearly three thousand miles. She�ll get you wherever you want to go. And yes� she�s safe.�
�Because no offense, mate,� Riley said from the jump seat. �But it kind of looks like a pile of crap.�
�She just saved your ass, mate,� Decker said through the earpiece. �So how about showing a little respect?�
He lined the Albatross up in the center of the bay and after clearance to take off from the tower he opened the throttles and increased to full power.
Selena gasped. �Oh goodness, that�s noisy!�
�And you�re certain this thing flies?� Riley asked.
�Absolutely � unless your men have hit the ailerons, or the rudder, or the stabilizer, or the flaps, spoilers, or balance tabs. Then we�ll go up and come down again real hard and fast.�
�Is that likely?� Selena asked.
�We�re about to find out, lady.�
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With the mighty twin radial engines up to full power, Decker pulled back on the yoke and the Albatross�s smooth, deep-V hull lifted up out of the water. For a second the plane seemed to be skimming over the surface of Kowloon Bay like a speed boat but then it roared up into the sky above the city. The gunmen were left on the dockside, firing pointlessly as the boat plane slipped out of the range of their pistols.
Glancing below, Decker saw a town full of memories � bars, clubs, restaurants� and he was starting to wonder if they�d ever let him back in the place after what just happened.
�I can�t believe we got away,� Selena said, visibly relieved.
�Live to fight another day,� Riley said. �But I bet their boss is already sharpening his brisket slicer for us.�
Selena shot him an anxious glance. �Oh, don�t say that.�
At ten thousand feet, Decker levelled the Avalon and decreased power to settle down into a cruise. The old plane rumbled uneasily through a stretch of turbulence as they crossed the tail end of a typhoon that was building to the east, but at least they were safe now. The American pilot glanced at his watch and made some adjustments to the GPS. �You still haven�t told me where we�re flying.�
�Bangkok.�
�Why Bangkok?�
Selena and Riley shared a quick glance. Riley said, �Because that�s where this told us to go.� He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and held it up for the American pilot to see.
Decker sighed. �You�d better tell me what�s going on or we�re turning around and flying back to Hong Kong.� It was a bluff, because the last thing he wanted to do was fly back into the chaos they had left behind in Kowloon Bay.
�As I think we mentioned, this phone belongs to one of the men who tried to kill us back in Hong Kong,� Selena said. �This morning we were at a house in Jardine�s Lookout viewing a private collection of antiquities. It was pre-arranged and I was there to view an old journal. I viewed it and bought it.�
�And then what happened?�
�When we got outside we were jumped by those men. There was an altercation and they took the journal from us.�
Decker nodded his head. �Now I�m starting to understand.�
�We objected to the robbery and things got ugly.�
�Ugly?�
�She�s talking about flying lead,� Riley said. �Lots of it. We decided to get out and live to fight another day. Outnumbered ten to one, and on the way out one of the goons surprised us. I had a chat with him and persuaded him to let us get out with our lives.�
�A chat?�
�I knocked him out cold, mate.�
Decker was unsure how to respond to Riley�s words. �So that�s his phone?�
�It is,� Selena said. �And on it is an address of a well-known Thai gangster named Kunchai � a private address.�
�And you think he�s the guy behind the robbery?�
Riley shrugged. �Guess so.�
�It�s our only lead,� Selena said. �That�s why we�re asking you to fly us to Bangkok. The man who owned the phone was taking orders from this Kunchai fellow. He owns a nightclub in Bangkok. According to the texts on the phone that�s where they�re delivering the journal.�
Decker was silent for a while and then he made the necessary adjustments to the autopilot. The mighty Albatross banked gently to starboard for a few moments before levelling up once again and starting on its new course.
�Thank you, Mr Decker,� Selena said quietly.
�Don�t thank me till we land.�
�And when will that be?�
�Just under seven hours.�
�Seven hours?� Riley said, running his hand through his hair. �Geez, I could paddle home to Sydney in that time.�
Decker turned in the pilot�s seat. �The aircraft�s not pressurized, Mr Carr. If you want to jump out and start paddling I�m not going to stop you.�
Riley looked sheepishly from Selena to Decker. �No, I�m all right, mate. I was only yanking your chain.�
As the flying boat flew southwest they hugged the coast of southern China, passing Macau and Zhanjiang before cutting over the north coast of Hainan Island. This was home to a major Chinese strategic nuclear submarine base and buzzing with military activity, from aircraft carriers below to spy satellites above. Decker was always apprehensive when flying near it, but it was the quickest way to get to Bangkok, and that was where his twenty-five thousand dollars was waiting.
He turned to face the Englishwoman. �So now you�re going to tell me about this old journal and why it nearly cost me my life.�
Selena and Riley shared another silent glance until she broke eye contact and started to rummage around in her canvas bag. �This is what we�re talking about.�
She handed him an old photograph and he turned it over in his hands for a few seconds before handing it back, totally unimpressed. �What is it?�
�This is the only known photograph of the journal they stole. It was taken in the 1920s.�
He glanced at the tiny book though the gloom and deterioration of nearly a century of wear and tear. �And this shitty bit of crap is why those assholes tried to shoot up my plane?�
�This shitty bit of crap, as you put it, is the only clue we have that proves Shambhala was real.�
Decker turned to her and frowned. �And what the hell is Shambhala?�
�It�s an ancient Tibetan kingdom,� she said.
Riley cleared his throat. �An ancient mythical kingdom.�
�You got my plane shot up for a myth?� Decker said.
�But that�s just it,� Selena continued, holding the photograph up between their faces. �Thanks to this we know it�s not a myth any longer � it�s as real as your bad attitude, Mr Decker.�
�Hey! Watch it, lady,� Decker said. �It was my bad attitude that just saved��
Selena sighed. �That saved our asses, yes, I get it.�
�And you could show a little more gratitude, you know that?�
�We�re both very grateful,� Riley said.
�I�m giving you twenty thousand dollars!� Selena protested. �I would have thought that was a good enough expression of my appreciation.�
�Hmmm,� Decker said, returning his attention to the instruments. �And the deal was twenty-five thousand dollars as I recall.�
�Was it?� she said. She leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms.
�It was.�
�Yeah, it was, Lena,� Riley chipped in. �Sorry.�
�Oh, good one, Riley.�
The Australian looked at her with narrowing eyes. �Oh� you did that on purpose, sorry.�
�Just trying to see if Mr Decker here was paying attention to detail,� Selena said in Cantonese.
Riley replied in Cantonese, �Now you know.�
�Yes, and I can speak some Cantonese as well,� Decker said in the same language.
�Can you now?� Selena said, switching back to English. �I�m impressed.�
�I wasn�t trying to impress anyone,� Decker said. �Least of all you.�
Selena peered out the window at the coast of southern China, visible in patches through gaps in the thick cloud below. �You�re rather rude, aren�t you?�
�Take it any way you want, just don�t get upset about it.�
�Upset?� she said, turning to face him. �I�m not upset. When we get to Bangkok I�ll never seen you again.�
�Fine with me, lady. Just as soon as I get my money I�ll never see you again either.�
�Then that�s settled then,� Riley said, clapping a hand on each of their shoulders. �And in the meantime you kids play nice while I grab me forty winks. I�m sure I can make a nice bed out of that sea of smashed ceramic cats back there.�
Decker watched him leave and returned his gaze to the instruments before scanning the horizon for a few moments. Beside him, Selena stared out across the ocean of clouds stretching away from the vintage aircraft.
�I can�t believe Shambhala is out there somewhere, just waiting to be discovered.�
Decker smirked. �Oh yeah, I forgot � the place that doesn�t exist. Go on.�
�Oh my gosh, you are so tiring.�
�Me? You�re so boring you could send an elephant to sleep.�
�Hey! Wait a minute, what does that even mean?�
�Huh?�
�The elephant thing.�
�They hardly ever sleep.�
�Really?�
�Sure. Three hours a night.�
�Oh, I never knew that.�
�Well, shit in my hat and spin it to the moon. You mean you don�t know everything?�
�I only know useful things, Mr Decker. Knowing how many hours an elephant sleeps every night does not fit into that category.�
�Would you two keep it down,� Riley yelled through the door. �Former war vet back here trying to get some sleep on a bed of broken cats.�
�Sorry, Riley,� Selena shouted back.
Decker turned to her. �Former war vet?�
�He was in the Australian SAS. Never talks about it.�
He nodded once. Good to know. Mitch Decker was no stranger to the occasional bar fight or drunken brawl, and his new life running cargo all over Asia had supplied him with more than enough adventures and experiences to last a lifetime. Still, he was a man who knew his limitations, and fighting with a former Special Forces man with SAS experience was certainly over the line even with his military experience.
�So you spend your life chasing fairy tales, huh?�
�It�s no fairy tale, Mr Decker, but yes� making discoveries like this is our bread and butter.�
�Please, you can call me Mitch.�
�I don�t think so.�
�Why not?�
�It just doesn�t feel right. I think it�s a bit like when they say never give a pig a name if you�re going to have to send it to the slaughterhouse.�
He turned sharply. �What the hell?�
�We�re never going to see each other after Bangkok and I hardly know you.�
�Are you being English right now?�
�I�m sorry?�
�Like the whole tea and crumpets thing. Have I broken some sort of social protocol that the lower orders don�t know about?�
�Hardly, although you�re certainly from the lower orders.�
Decker opened his mouth to reply but Selena spoke again before he�d even thought of the words. �I�m going for a short nap as well. We can talk about the rest later. I want to be bright and fresh when we get to Bangkok. Getting hold of the journal is essential if I�m going to find Shambhala.�
�Plus my cash.�
A sigh. �Yes, of course your cash.�
Decker sighed with relief when she left the cockpit. He loosened his belt and then yawned and stretched his arms. Peace, at last. He reviewed the instruments once again and then settled back to enjoy the view. Thousands of feet below was the steamy coast of Guangdong Province and ahead was the promise of Bangkok.
Decker liked Thailand and was always pleased when a job took him there because it meant a few days of catching up with old friends and sinking a few beers in a rooftop bar like Above Eleven in Sukhumvit. Here he liked to sit and talk about the old times as he watched the sun set over the city with a cold Singha in his hand. What the experience would be like with Selena Moore and Riley Carr, he had no idea, but he�d be twenty-five grand richer, tax-free, and that was a lot of aviation fuel and beer.
He pushed back into the seat and decided to enjoy the peace while it lasted.
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Mumbai
Rakesh Madan surveyed the chaos that was Mumbai from the serene peace of Jambudvipa � his personal super yacht that was moored in the city�s famous marina. The sun was slowly making its way toward the western horizon and coloring the upmarket neighborhoods of Cumballa Hill and Malabar Hill and the Arabian Sea beyond them in a deep amber glow.
He dropped a wedge of lime into his Beefeater gin and tonic and took a long, considered sip. He appreciated the finer things in life, and enjoyed the botanicals in this particular gin, especially the orange peel. The alcohol seeped into every fiber of his body and he sighed as he felt the sedation calm his inner rage.
He strolled out to the rear deck and sat on one of the many leather seats strewn about on the polished teak. From here he was able to watch the city in safety and silence as millions of people went about their business like dung beetles. He wondered idly how many of those dung beetles he was seeing actually worked for one of his corporations. Not many, he concluded, given the high price of real estate in these parts.
Along with Malabar Hill, Cumballa Hill was home to more billionaires than any other part of India. Here was the famous Antilia, the home of Mukesh Ambani, which at $1.5 billion was ranked as the second most expensive private property anywhere in the world after only Buckingham Palace. Madan wasn�t a fan of the building, and dreamed of creating something much more impressive a little down the coast. Ambani�s residence required a staff of over six hundred people to run the place, but Madan intended to beat even that.
He lifted his eyes from the sparkling sea and strolled back inside his private apartment, turning his attention to the large map of Asia on the wall behind him. The fading sunlight was lighting the map the same warm, amber color that was painting the city beyond, but Madan�s mind was elsewhere.
Dacnomania� he thought about the word and what it meant. What did a simple psychiatrist in Mumbai know about anything? He scoffed at the diagnosis and shook his head. But then the woman in the Geneva clinic had told him the same thing, so perhaps there was something to it after all� perhaps that might explain the voices in his head � no, that wasn�t the right way to describe it. It was more like an urge deep inside his soul, driving him forward to kill and kill again.
It didn�t matter who.
It didn�t matter when.
Just for the sake of killing.
�I�m happy to report that Kuan has secured the item.�
Madan looked at his right-hand man and rubbed his hands together. �Splendid news, Kelaka. Tell me more.�
�In Hong Kong, sir� Kuan contacted us to say that Kunchai�s men have secured the journal. Professor Moore and her Australian associate retrieved the item from Shen�s collection but Kunchai�s men have taken it into their possession.�
�My possession.�
�Of course, Mr Madan, sir� but there�s bad news.�
Madan�s eyes narrowed as the man spoke. Not entirely certain he had heard correctly, the Indian entrepreneur cocked his head toward his underling and asked him to repeat what he had just said.
The man gulped and took a step back toward the door without even knowing he had done it. �Bad news, sir.�
�Enlighten me.�
�Moore and her associate seem to have acquired an aircraft and are in pursuit of the journal.�
�In pursuit of my journal?�
�Yes, sir.�
�How so?�
�One of Kunchai�s men was killed and they took his phone. We think they might have got contacts from it.�
Madan felt the rage rising in his blood like lava and before he knew what was happening, the gin glass went flying across the expensive cabin and smashed into one of the marble support pillars. Fragments of the shattered tumbler burst into the air and rained down on the Basra seed pearl carpet. The scent of the juniper rose into the air from the rug and gave an oddly exotic feel to the otherwise dangerous atmosphere.
�What are you telling me, Kaleka?� he paced in a circle like a tiger before moving closer to his loyal servant. �Are you telling me that an English academic and one single burned-out Australian soldier have infiltrated Kuan�s circle?�
�Possibly sir, but Kuan says it�s under control.�
�He does, does he?�
�Yes, sir.� Kaleka took another step back. He was aware of his incredible strength � even as a child he was stronger than many adult men � but he was still wary of the notorious temper of his boss.
�And where are Moore and her friends now?�
�We have no idea. They flew out of Hong Kong on an old float plane.�
�An old float plane?�
Kaleka nodded. �A piece of junk, according to Kunchai�s men in Hong Kong.�
�I�m not interested in the opinion of fools. Did they get the registration code?�
�No, but our people are already investigating with the city�s air traffic control officials to find a destination.�
�I don�t care how long it takes, Kaleka � I want anyone who has seen the journal killed.�
�Sir.�
Madan dismissed the man and breathed out slowly. Kaleka�s news had unsettled him and he felt his blood pressure rising unnaturally high again. He felt it in his cheeks and around his eyes. He felt his heart pounding in his chest as he fought against a tsunami of internal rage and tried to calm down.
Moore was trying to get Stanhope�s journal back. She was not to be underestimated. She was only the fa�ade of a bigger force. There was no doubt she had to be taken out of the game before she destroyed everything he had spent his life working toward.
He turned into the sun and closed his eyes.
The voices were coming back again, and this time they were clearer than ever.
You are the tenth avatar.
You are the Destroyer of Filth.
Your destiny is upon you.
You must destroy all their civilizations.
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Selena tossed and turned on the hard riveted floor behind the cockpit with only an old US Marines blanket for comfort. She glanced across at Riley who was snoozing up against the bulkhead and cursed under her breath. �He�s like a sodding cat,� she muttered. �Can sleep anywhere.�
Selena and Riley had met in Angkor Wat. Selena was there with her father researching items for the museum, and Riley was there with a few mates back-packing around Asia. Their first contact was when she accidentally wandered into a Selfie he was taking with his friends and he�d asked her to stop photobombing.
She had looked aghast and denied that she even knew what the phrase meant, but after he�d explained it they�d had a laugh and shared a beer back at the hotel. Later that same night when a fight started in the bar and Riley saved Selena�s father from a black eye, they had made a joke about hiring him to work security at the museum, but he had politely declined.
She had kept an eye on him the rest of the holiday and on her last day she had �accidentally� run into him in the hotel lobby where she struck up another conversation with him. It was then he mentioned Clarissa � a boat named after his aunt who died and left him the money in her will.
When she found out he had a boat she had offered an even greater sum if he would sail her around the islands of southern Laos to study some new archaeological finds, and this time he had agreed � but only after playing hard to get for a few days. They had sailed down the Mekong River from Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia. After crossing the border they spent the rest of that lazy Laotian summer in the islands in the Gulf of Thailand.
But they really got to know each other when her father flew back to England and Riley�s mates went back to New South Wales. When it was just the two of them. Neither of them would have thought the other was the right fit, but they had gotten together nonetheless. Too many Thai Sabais under a full moon worked its wicked magic on them and the next thing they knew they were a couple.
For the rest of that summer.
And then when they really got to know each other they realized that neither of them was the right fit for the other, and that plus the distance between them ended any chance of their staying together. There were no regrets on either side, and now they were just good friends with a lot of inside jokes between them.
Now, thinking back to those days they seemed like a million years ago and she was starting to feel decidedly middle-aged. One of the side-effects of that was realizing that a lot of her life was now piling up in her rear-view mirror instead of stretching out before her like a fresh new highway. It wasn�t the greatest of feelings.
But she guessed Riley and everyone else in the world had the same rear-view mirror, and she was happy that most of the stuff in that mirror was good stuff � happy memories and good times. If the price you paid for all those memories was an ever-shrinking future ahead of you then so be it, she thought with determination, and turned to face Riley.
�Sleep well?� he said.
�Not a buggering wink.�
�Ah��
�I know what you�re thinking,� she said.
�No, you don�t.�
�I do. You�re thinking I have a habit of going around and collecting men with convenient modes of transportation.�
�What?! You are crazy.�
�Nonsense. You�re thinking � first me and the boat, and now this American and the plane. Next I�ll be looking for an astronaut.�
�You said it.�
�I was being facetious.�
�But of course you were.�
She sighed. �Suppose we better make sure he hasn�t fallen asleep and flown us to Antarctica.�
�I�m not going anywhere,� the Australian said, turning over and closing his eyes. �Nothing like sleeping on a plane.�
�Bastard.�
* * *
The peace Decker was enjoying didn�t last long, and soon his daydreams were interrupted by the sound of the Englishwoman grumbling and complaining as she approached the cockpit once again. As she clambered over to her side of the cockpit she kicked over a small case beside Decker�s seat. It was made of leather and had his initials on the side: JMD. Papers went all over the floor and he started to pick them back up again.
�Damn it all,� he said with a heavy sigh. �That was my flight case!�
�Mr Decker�� she began, ignoring him completely.
He could tell by the tone it was more grief, so he immediately pushed the headphones over his ears and started an imaginary conversation with a control tower that existed only in his mind.
�Mr Decker, that was the worst sleep that��
He raised a finger to silence her so she wouldn�t interrupt his imaginary discussion. He was hoping she would give up and turn around, but when she sat down next to him, buckled in and folded her arms in defiance, he signed off with the non-existent tower and sighed deeply. �You were saying?�
�That was the worst sleep of my entire life!�
�What was wrong with it?�
�Have you ever slept on a hard floor surrounded by old crates and broken pottery?�
�You should have used one of the bunks at the back,� Decker said with a grin.
�One of the bunks?� Selena said. �You mean you have beds on board?�
�Of course I have beds on board,� Decker said. �I live in the Avalon.�
�You let me sleep on that hard metal floor when there�s a bunk?�
He nodded. �The bunks are extra. You�re only paying twenty-five big ones. That�s coach class� steerage, if you will.�
�I don�t believe this,� she said. �You�re not exactly a gentleman, are you now?�
�Whatever you say, p-�
�Don�t you dare call me princess!�
�I wasn�t going to call you princess. Where the hell did you get that idea?�
�Something about the way you looked at me� and you have this sort of Seventies Han Solo vibe going on with you and your little aeroplane.�
�This ain�t no Millennium Falcon, and you ain�t no princess. I was going to say whatever you say, please just give your mouth a rest.�
�Which is even ruder.�
�Princess�� Decker shook his head �A duchess at best.�
�Let�s agree to have nothing to do with each other unless we strictly have to.�
�You got it.�
�Good.�
�Great.�
�What are you doing, Mr Decker?�
�What do you mean, what am I doing?�
�Are you trying to have the last word?�
Decker scoffed. �What? No!�
�Good.�
�Fine.�
�I�m going to sleep.�
�If you say so.�
�I do.�
Decker let it go and the moment moved on when Riley Carr thrust his head into the cockpit. �You haven�t got anywhere I could punish the porcelain, have you mate?�
Decker gave him a quizzical look. �What?�
�You know, drain the lizard� flush my buffers?�
�I�m sorry, I��
�Oh for God�s sake,� Selena said. �He means does one have a toilet?�
Decker looked horrified. �At the back,� he said, and then turned to Selena as the Australian moved out of sight. �He�s a real gem.�
�He�s a good man.�
�It would be helpful if he spoke English.�
�He does have a slightly colorful vocabulary, I admit, and he�s pretty old school. Doesn�t even do computers.�
�No?�
�Not at all. I�m sorry to have to tell you this, but when Riley Carr says he needs to log out it means something else entirely.�
Her words were punctuated by the sound of the toilet flushing and a moment later a grinning Riley Carr emerged back into the cockpit. �Stay out of there guys, I think I just choked the bowl.�
Selena rolled her eyes. �Oh, Riley, please��
�Back to beddy-byes for me, mates!� he said, and gave them a salute before moving back down to his ad-lib bed in the cargo bay.
�A real gem�� Decker said to himself. He turned to ask Selena a question about the Australian and saw her yawning loudly. She pushed back into the co-pilot�s seat and closed her eyes. The soft, worn leather was actually very comfortable and Decker noticed she was beginning to fall asleep at last.
�Wake me when we�re there, please Mr Decker��
And then she was out like a light.
Decker smiled and shook his head. He thought Selena Moore was all right after all, but only when she was asleep. She was a crazy one all right, but after Bangkok he�d never see her or the Australian again, and that was just fine with him. He could live without mysterious journals and mythical kingdoms and Thai gangsters. All he wanted was to fly.
To Decker, the air was his home and the higher the better. He�d never fit into life on the ground and the first time he ever flew a plane he knew he never wanted to come down. That was when he was twelve and he took a Tiger Moth up over the summer squash fields of Monroe County, New York. He flew over those towns like a hawk � Bergen, Churchville, North Chili � and he knew the place like the back of his hand by the time he was old enough to leave home and see the world.
And that was when he joined the United States Marine Corps and trained to be a pilot, flying a Lockheed Martin KC-130 out of Miramar, California. All of it so long ago, he thought with a warm smile and shake of the head. Life was simpler now � just him and his plane and his cargo business.
No sir, no more stress or trouble for John Mitchell Decker.
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Bangkok
Selena Moore woke to the sound of Captain Decker cursing under his breath as he rummaged through an untidy bundle of papers on his lap. She pulled herself up straight and noted with dismay that he was holding the yoke steady with his knees. She rolled her eyes as she turned her head to glance out the window on her side of the cockpit. The cloud was everywhere now, and she struggled to see anything until a few seconds later she caught a glimpse of some dull, green rice paddies slipping past the Avalon. They had descended and were very low.
More cursing and muttering from Decker brought her head swinging back around to face him. �Just what the hell is the problem?�
He stopped and looked up at her. �You say something?�
She sighed. �I asked what the matter is.�
�Huh?�
She took a deep breath and tried to center herself. This was like dealing with a petulant child. �Why are you talking to yourself like a madman?�
�Oh� can�t find the approach plate for Suvarnabhumi.�
�I see, and perhaps now you can tell me in English?�
The former US Marine pilot continued his search. �Approach plate � instrument approach procedure chart� it�s a printed chart of all the different approaches that pilots need if they�re going fly an instrument approach.�
Clouds ripped past the window as the aircraft flew into the edge of a tropical storm and began heaving up and down in the turbulence.
�And an instrument approach is�?�
Decker turned to face her sharply and narrowed his eyes. �If you looked outside you might have noticed we have about a hundred meters visibility. How do you think we get a plane down in weather like this � magic?�
�You�re so very rude, aren�t you?�
�And you�re asking stupid questions.�
�I take it from your frustration that your filing system has failed you and you cannot find the appropriate chart?�
�You�re sharper than you look.�
�Thanks to your excellent explanation of what these approach plates are, I can see how important they are. Are you sure you�re not using any of them to bung up the leaking toilet at the rear of this aircraft?�
�Very sure.�
�Aren�t you supposed to keep things like that safe?�
�I do keep them safe, only you might remember we were in kind of a rush to get this thing in the air� and someone kicked over my flight case.�
�Ah��
�Yeah � ah� and I need the chart for the DME.�
�And what is� oh, never mind.�
Decker ignored her and when he had everything he wanted he turned to her. �Go wake Skippy up. We�re landing.�
�Fine.� She got up out of the seat and then leaned toward his ear. �Unless you want a phenomenal arse-kicking, please don�t let him hear you call him that.�
Decker gave her a crooked grin and tightened his safety harness.
When they were all in the cockpit and strapped in, the American gently pulled back on the overhead throttles and reduced power to the two radial engines. The roar of the turboprops lowered to a quieter spluttering sound as they slowed to idle and he carefully turned the aircraft to line up with the runway. Landing on land was much easier than bringing the plane home on water, and he took a few seconds to glance out across the endless smoggy sprawl of Bangkok stretching out either side of them as far as the eye could see.
Closer now and his concentration was focussed exclusively on the runway and his instruments. Seconds later the tires were screeching on the runway and they were down in a very muggy, very wet Bangkok.
Steering the plane on the water required pushing one of the throttles up to the ceiling and reversing the desired engine, but on land he used the rudders like any other aircraft. Moments later they left the runway and ATC were directing him to a parking area on the south side of the airport.
As usual, the handful of guns Decker kept on board took several minutes of form-filling and had to be checked into customs, but then they were free, and he could smell the twenty-five big ones getting closer as they stepped out of the airport.
Outside the Englishwoman scanned the crowd for someone.
�There he is,� she said and waved above her head for a moment.
A man in a tropical shirt half-unbuttoned and with a straw hat perched on his head at a rakish angle returned the greeting with a casual two-finger salute and sauntered over to them.
�Charlie!� Selena said. �It�s so good to see you.�
�Hey, when Lena Moore needs a taxi who better to call?�
She laughed and turned to Decker. �This is my old friend Charlie.�
Charlie leaned forward and extended his hand. One brief shake later he said, �Charlie Valentine.�
�I�m Decker� Friends call me Mitch.�
�Mr Decker here very kindly flew us all the way from Hong Kong.�
�Very kindly,� Riley said, �and it only cost us twenty-five thousand dollars, too.�
Charlie Valentine led them to a black Toyota Aurion and after he had paid for parking they were racing west along the motorway toward the city.
Selena glanced at her watch and for a few seconds she thought they were going to reach their destination quicker than they had planned, but then they hit the Sirat Expressway and the quieter sprawl of the eastern districts gradually turned into the rising tower blocks and hotels of Ratchathewi.
The traffic got heavier to match it and Charlie cranked up the aircon to keep everyone cool while he weaved the Aurion south through Thrung Phaya Thai and then west along the Lan Luang Road. This was the Bangkok Selena had seen on the TVs and in the magazines � beautiful buildings with ornate balconies, separated from the busy street by tacamahac and bullet wood trees.
�I love these buildings,� she said. �They look colonial, which is odd because��
�Because Thailand was never colonized,� Decker said. �Just about the only country in the entire region that escaped colonization, in fact.�
�You�re forgetting Bhutan,� Selena said.
�Am I?�
�Yes.�
�Well, let me thank you for pointing out my omission.�
�Omissions,� Selena said. �You also forgot Nepal.�
�Whatever,� Decker mumbled, and turned away to look out his window.
They pulled up at some lights beside a restaurant and Selena unwound the window. The car was suddenly filled with a strong smell. �Oh my,� she said. �Has someone opened a drain?�
�That�s Pad Sa Tor,� Decker said casually.
�What�s that?� Selena asked. �The drains company?�
Decker sighed. �No, it�s not a drains company,� he said patiently. �It�s stir-fried stink beans, and it�s coming from that restaurant right beside you. The Thais love it.�
�But it smells like��
�Where�s this damned nightclub?� Riley said.
�Coming up,� Charlie said, pushing down on the throttle as the lights turned green. �It�s just west of the Wat Saket.�
�The what?� Selena said.
�The Golden Mount,� he replied, and tapped on his window. �That thing.� She followed his pointing finger to an enormous building rising up from carefully manicured parklands. Its golden rooftop pagoda flashed bright golden in the subtropical sun.
�That�s amazing.�
�It�s a Buddhist temple,� Charlie said. �Goes back to the Ayutthaya period. Kunchai�s nightclub is just beyond it � and there�s a restaurant-bar place opposite we can hang out and case the joint from too.�
�Let�s hope he�s got what we�re looking for,� Riley said, tipping his head back on the rest and closing his eyes. �And can we find it fast? I could murder a cold beer and some chillout time.�
Charlie took another look at the address Selena had given him at the airport and pulled up moments later on a busy street lined with caf�s and bars. Thai flags flapped in the hot breeze and a young couple zoomed past on mopeds, shouting at each other as they drove down the road.
�This is your place,� Charlie said, switching off the engine and cranking his seat back for some extra leg room. �Just over there.� He pointed out a three storey neo-colonial building on the other side of the street a hundred yards away. Opposite it was a small bar. This was the Phra Nakhon district of Bangkok, in between the famous Wat Pho Buddhist temple complex and the Chao Phraya River. A handful of Westerners sipping beer here would draw no interest from anyone. �And we have this if things get out of hand.�
Charlie opened the glove box to reveal an old Colt revolver.
�Woah!� Selena said.
�Just in case,� said Charlie. �Kunchai will be armed.�
�In that case I think it�s time for that quiet beer,� Riley said. �We can study the place for a while before going in.�
* * *
�This shouldn�t take too long,� Riley said, sipping a beer. They�d been in the bar for an hour now, posing as tourists and watching quietly from behind the cover of their sunglasses as they kept an eye on Kunchai�s place over the road. �What d�ya recon, Charlie?�
�I think we need to tread carefully around a man like Kunchai, and remember he�s working for someone else.�
An old friend of Selena and her father, Charlie Valentine was a former soldier with the Royal Military Police and knew more than a few tricks when it came to tracking people down. He�d also worked as a conman after leaving the army and falling on hard times. All of this plus the five years he�d spent living in Bangkok meant he was the best man for the job.
�When do we go in?� Decker said.
�Kunchai�s having a business dinner in there tonight,� Charlie said. �So when they�ve wrapped up, I guess.�
�We�ll need to know the layout of the place before we go in,� Riley said while staring at the menu. �But in the meantime we eat and make merry!�
�Sounds good,� Selena said. �But I don�t want to lose that journal again, whatever happens.� She lifted a menu and began reading. She had never been to the district before and was fascinated by the way wealth and poverty rubbed shoulders wherever she looked. Men with no shoes sold fruit from broken crates under rotting parasols on the side of a road where luxury foreign cars cruised silently past. �This is an amazing place,� she said.
Charlie sniffed and leaned back in his chair. �Most Westerners are happy to come here and spend their money, but what a lot of them don�t realize is how corrupt the place is. Not that long ago a load of Thai police got busted for trafficking heroin. Shit happens.�
�You can say that again,� Riley said.
Decker was less amazed, having spent so much time in the Thai capital on his many jobs shuttling cargo back and forth from other Asian cities. To say he knew the ropes was an understatement, and so he settled back in his chair and enjoyed his beer, keeping one eye on the busy nightclub on the other side of the street. His mind drifted to the twenty-five big ones the Englishwoman had promised him. �So you think this Mr Kunchai guy is working for someone else?� Decker said.
�It�s just Kunchai,� Charlie said. �Not Mr Kunchai. He�s got a Madonna thing going on.�
�Madonna thing?�
�With the name � everyone around these parts knows who Kunchai is� but that�s where the similarity ends, unless she�s started kneecapping people at her concerts. But yeah � Kunchai is a serious villain, but I doubt he�s on the market for an ancient journal. He�s more your middleman level of scumbag.�
�So what�s the plan?� Selena asked.
�I�ll check the place out in a minute,� Riley said. �Just get the general layout and ask some questions and then I�ll be back.�
As dusk slowly fell over Bangkok, they moved inside and ordered drinks. Riley wandered back to their table with another tray full of cold beers. �Eight hundred baht for a cocktail? Geez � that�s a bit steep for a place like this. The Moon Bar maybe but this place had a dead dog outside.�
�I didn�t see that?� Selena said. �Where?�
�Well, on reflection it was probably sleeping, but the point stands.�
He downed his drink and checking the darkness outside one last time, he turned to them and smiled. �All right � wish me luck.�
They watched the Australian wipe his mouth and belch loudly before jogging across the street and paying to get inside the nightclub.
�How long will he be?� Decker asked, looking at his watch.
�A pro would be in and out in five minutes,� Charlie said, frowning. �But by the look of some of the women lining up to get into that club, I�d give Riley an hour.�
�An hour? What the hell are we supposed to do in the meantime?�
�Eat!� Selena said.
They walked over to the restaurant section of the building and were met by a sombre-looking man dressed in black.
�A table for three?� he asked.
�Yes please,� Selena said.
Decker smiled. �We�re on honeymoon.�
The waiter gave the three of them a funny look and turned his back to get a menu. Selena nudged the American in the ribs and scowled at him. �Honeymoon? What the hell?�
�There are three of us, Decker,� Charlie said with a grin. �Just what sort of marriages are you familiar with?�
Decker shrugged. �It just flew into my head.�
�Well it can bloody well flight right out again. Why not just say we�re friends and��
The waiter turned back to them and was now smiling and handing them some menus. �Perhaps you three newlyweds would like to sit outside?�
�I think my wife would prefer somewhere with air-conditioning,� Decker said, smirking at Selena once again. �She gets very short-tempered in the heat.�
�Ah, of course.�
�Can�t believe I�m in a thrupple,� Charlie said.
Selena rolled her eyes but said nothing. She picked up the menu and Decker followed her lead and started to look at the food. A moment later he looked up.
�I�ll take the scallops in prik pao sauce,� he said, glancing up from the menu to Selena and back again. �And maybe the shrimp pad see weo. What about you, darling?� he said with a wink.
She gave him another look and buried her face in the menu.
The food arrived fast, and Selena watched the American pilot as he attacked the pile of rice in front of him. It reminded her of the time she saw a crocodile eating a chicken on the National Geographic channel.
�I�m getting worried about Riley,� she said, glancing at her watch.
�I thought you said an hour?� Decker said. �It�s only been twenty-five minutes yet. Plus there�s no sense letting this great food go to waste.�
�Riley will be fine, Lena,� Charlie said.
�Well you two can stay here, but I�m going to check if he�s all right.�
She got up from the table and threw her napkin down on her plate.
Decker looked up at her. �Where are you going?�
�Like I said, I�m going to check if Riley�s all right.�
�You wouldn�t be trying to run out on me before paying me my twenty-five grand?�
�I�m insulted by the mere suggestion!� She started to move away from the table but Decker grabbed her by the arm. �Wait � here he comes!�
Riley jogged back over to them with a broad smile on his face.
�Well?� Selena said.
�Shit � I love scallops!� he said, looking at Decker�s plate. �Is that prik pao sauce too?�
�It is.�
�Bastard.�
�Riley!�
�What?�
�What did you learn?�
�Never pick a fight with a man in a bra.�
�Be serious you silly sod.�
�Sorry � Kunchai�s hosting his meeting upstairs in a conference room opposite his office on the top floor. They�re scheduled to leave in the next hour and then our man�s all alone. You can see the conference room from the side of the building. One of the waitresses there says he keeps any valuables in his private apartment� so time for a chat with our host, I reckon.�
�Any way in besides going past the goons on the front door?� Decker asked.
�Sure, but it involves climbing on a truck parked around the side.�
�I�m up for that,� Charlie said.
�Count me in,� Selena said. �I want my journal back!�
They all turned to look at the American. He sighed and tossed his napkin down. �Sure. I�m in � but only this one time.�
�And we�ll need the gun,� Riley said to Charlie. �I saw a shoulder holster on one of the goons in there guarding a downstairs office.�
�All right, I�ll get it for you, Charlie said.
�And then can we get my journal back?� Selena said.
�Right now,� Lena,� Riley said with a smile. �Right now.�
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Kunchai took his time over dinner � there were plenty of laughs all round but the waitresses looked mostly terrified. The guests were all men, and they looked like serious underworld figures for the most part. Decker sighed and glanced at his watch again. It was nearly ten at night by the time the gathering began to disperse and they had been standing around the side of the club for half an hour trying to look casual.
The guests finally staggered out to chauffeured limos waiting outside the nightclub � business was finally over, and now they all watched as Kunchai departed the conference room and made his way up the stairs toward his private apartment above.
�Time for us to get going,� Riley said.
They climbed up on the hood of the delivery truck and then clambered up the windshield and onto the roof. From here Riley was able to open the window and they climbed inside.
�It�s pitch black in here,� Selena said, struggling to find a light switch.
�Don�t turn the bloody lights on,� Riley said.
The Australian gently rolled up the bamboo blinds a few inches to let some light into the room and then he quickly saw they were in a storage room filled with bags of rice and cans of coconut milk, lychees and rambutans. They approached the internal door and Riley quietly cracked it open, peering through the gap and seeing a short corridor with a flight of stairs at the end of it.
The kitchen of the downstairs restaurant was at the other end, and now the door was open he could hear the clatter of pans and the hiss of the woks as the chefs worked hard to supply the never-ending stream of hungry tourists with their dinners. Checking the coast was clear, they stepped out into the corridor and were instantly struck by the smell of chilli and lemongrass. It smelled great, but this was no pleasure trip.
If Kunchai found someone breaking and entering one of his clubs there would be an ugly and painful end in one of Ratchawithi�s less savoury soi or alleys� just more victims of a fatal robbery. The Soi Wat Makok was particularly notorious for drug lords and their narcotic violence, and Riley Carr had big dreams of sailing around the world.
They hurried along the corridor with the kitchen at their backs and began to climb the steps to the upper floor. Upstairs they quickly found the office, and closed the door behind them as they entered the small room. They heard two men speaking in Thai at the bottom of the stairs but then their voices faded.
Then Kunchai entered the room. He yawned and loosened his tie and then started toward his desk on the far wall.
�Don�t move,� Riley said.
He watched the Bangkok gangster, expecting him to spin around, but instead he raised his arms and turned slowly to face him. �Who are you?� His voice was cool and measured, not a hint of fear.
Selena stepped out of the shadow of a finger palm and revealed her face to Kunchai.
�A woman?�
�You�re very perceptive,� Selena said.
Now Decker and Charlie came into view and Kunchai gave a sarcastic smile. �I see I am outnumbered.�
�Where�s the journal you stole from us in Hong Kong?� Selena said.
Kunchai fought hard to keep expressionless. �Journal?�
�Don�t piss us about, mate,� Riley said. �We all know you had the private collection in Hong Kong raided and took the journal from us. We got your address from one of your goons.�
Kunchai took a cautious step back toward the door.
�Stay where you are,� Riley said. �This bullet is faster than you are, believe me.�
Kunchai obeyed and stood still once again.
�Where is it, Kunchai?� Selena said.
�I�m sorry to have to tell you it was here for only a few moments. It has already gone to my employer.�
�He�s lying,� Charlie said.
�I am not.�
Selena and Riley shared a quick glance, but Decker spoke next. �And who might your employer be?�
�I forget his name.�
Selena sighed. �We don�t have time for this, Mr Decker.�
�Damn right we don�t,� Riley said, padding over to Kunchai�s laptop and waking it up. It was nestled among ledgers and other piles of paper full of accountancy figures. A single golden Buddha paperweight surveyed all of the clutter with passive indifference.
�Password?�
�I forget.�
Without warning he leapt out of the chair and lunged at Kunchai, grabbing the man around the throat with one hand while pulling his hands behind his back and pinning them down with the other. �You need to see a doctor about your memory, mate, but while you�re waiting for an appointment let�s see if I can help you. What�s the fuckin� password?�
�I��
Riley squeezed harder, and Kunchai�s veins began to swell like flooded creeks pulsing over his forehead and neck. �Password?�
Kunchai croaked a Thai word and Riley released him, typing the word in and activating the computer. �Good boy.�
The gangster had collapsed onto all fours as he strained air into his lungs and tried to slow his pounding heart, but the Australian was already busy tapping away on the computer.
�Anything?� Selena asked.
Riley scanned dozens of documents all written in Thai and then moved onto his email account. �Not that I can see � we need to go through this much more carefully.�
�You would be wise to end your journey here,� Kunchai said. �My employer does not take kindly to uninvited guests.�
�Shut the fuck up, you fat bastard,� Riley said, planting a hefty kick in Kunchai�s ribs.
The Thai gangster rolled under the desk and howled in pain, but then he threw his arm out and hit a security button. �My men will be here in seconds��
Charlie ran to the door and glanced over the balcony rail, peering down into the restaurant. �Three guys with automatic weapons,� he said casually. �They look like they might know more than a few Muay Thai strikes, guys, and they�re heading this way fast.�
Riley aimed the gun and fired at the men. They fell into defensive positions and returned fire, and Riley had emptied the six-shooter in a few seconds. The goons worked out they were out of ammo and were in the room before anyone could react, and then Riley heard a low voice behind him. He spun around to see Kunchai staggering to his feet. �Stay where you are and raise your hands, or I will order my men to kill you all.�
They raised their hands and the men stormed into the room with their guns raised. One ran to Kunchai to check he was all right while the other two kept their weapons trained on the intruders.
�Now the tables have turned,� Kunchai said with a smile as he approached Riley. �And you will be the first to pay for your disrespect.�
He turned to the man beside him and ordered him to shoot the Australian.
The man took a step forward and raised the weapon.
Riley�s years in the SAS had equipped him with a lightning reaction, and while most people confronted with a gun would freeze and have to get over the shock before deciding on a course of action, the Australian Special Forces man knew those few seconds were where the advantage passed from you to the man with the gun.
And with that considered, Riley moved fast to his right and grabbed the Buddha paperweight off the desk. A second later it was smashing into the face of the man with the gun, breaking his nose and making him cry out in pain. The man muffled his own cry when he raised his hands to his face to check the new arrangement of his nose.
Decker and Charlie rushed the other men and a fight broke out in the small office as Riley seized the moment and charged into his opponent, elbowing him in the throat with one arm while smashing the gun out of his hand with the other. It hit the cheap vinyl tiles with a muffled smack and the Australian kicked it across the office before his assailant got any idea about picking it up again. The former SAS man had no use for it � there was no need to kill this man, and what else was a gun for?
A second later the man wrestled his way free of his grip and put the Australian in what he recognized as a shime-waza chokehold. It was a good, well-executed grappling hold that very quickly did its job and started constricting the blood supply from his head. Across the room he saw Decker and Charlie disarming the men and engaging in a brutal fistfight while Selena snatched up their weapons.
Riley kicked out against the choke, striking the side of the filing cabinet and almost sending it crashing over. Glancing at the gun he had booted across the room he felt a flash of regret, but then shrugged it off fast. Guns were the last resort in a situation like this. They were dangerous and lazy, and if a former SASR soldier with his level of experience couldn�t get out of a scrape like this with his hands, then he didn�t deserve to walk away. For Riley it was a matter of pride � much of a commando�s work was about beating the enemy silently, and there was nothing quiet about firing a nine mil pistol in an enclosed office.
Slowly, he felt the effects of the blood constriction, and he fought hard in the sweat and humidity of the small space to get a grip on the man and free the chokehold. It was then that he realized Selena had ordered the other men to raise their hands and was now pointing the guns in his opponent�s face.
�Raise �em to heaven!� she said with a wink to Riley.
The man released the Australian and he sucked the fresh air into his lungs as he tried to regain his full consciousness. Then they all heard the men laughing.
�What�s so funny?� Decker said.
�You have lost Kunchai and the journal!� one of them said.
�What?�
They turned and saw Kunchai was gone.
�He said it was already with his boss,� Selena said.
Charlie rolled his eyes. �And I told you he was lying.�
Riley snatched one of the guns from Selena and held it in the face of the man who had choked him. �Where is he taking the journal?�
�I have no idea. He would never tell us a thing like that.�
Riley pulled back the slide and pushed the muzzle on the man�s forehead. �Where is he going? Last time I ask.�
�I don�t know who he is working for, but the quickest way out of this part of town is the river. It�s where he would go to escape. Go through the food stores on the ground floor.�
Riley pistol-whipped the man and knocked him out, and then turned to his friends. �Tie those goons up!.�
�Sure thing,� Charlie said as he tied up the two men with cables and taped up their mouths with a roll of Scotch tape from Kunchai�s desk.
�I�m going with you!� Selena said.
�Me too,� Decker said. �Until I get my cash I�m your shadow.�
�Fine, but someone�s got to stay here and look after these idiots.�
�That�s me,� Charlie said with a smile. �And I�ll go through his computer files again and see how my Thai holds up.�
When the men were secured, Riley, Selena and Decker dashed down the stairs and scanned the restaurant for an exit. To their right Riley saw a door marked �Kitchen� in Thai and now they sprinted toward it.
Selena watched the Australian raise the Sig and aim it at the door. It was easy to forget about someone else�s past. Riley�s stupid jokes and easy-going manner almost completely eclipsed his former life, but when she saw how confidently he lifted the pistol into the aim and moved toward the unknown danger ahead of them, his past-life as a soldier in the Australian SAS Regiment came to the surface in no uncertain terms.
�Stay behind me,� he said, voice low and steady. �And if I say get down don�t mess about.�
�Got it.�
They entered the kitchen cautiously. It appeared to be deserted of people, but pots and pans bubbled and steamed on the hobs.
�Looks like the Mary Celeste,� Decker said.
A man emerged from behind a walk-in freezer. He wasn�t startled to see them � he�d obviously been deployed there by Kunchai, and he was holding a gun in his hand. �You�re too late,� he said. �Kunchai has gone, and so has the journal.�
�Whoever you are, you have to let us get after him!� Selena said. �You have no idea what�s at stake.�
�I work for Kunchai, not random thieves. Now, it is time for your Bangkok vacation to end.� He raised the pistol until it was pointing at Selena�s head and squinted as he brought the sights right between her eyes. �Game over,� he said, and squeezed the trigger.
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Decker shoulder-barged Selena hard out of the way as the gun went off. The sound of the gunfire in the enclosed kitchen was deafening and they all heard the bullet ricochet off one of the woks with a sharp metallic ping.
They dived for cover as the man took a step forward and fired three more times, swinging the gun wildly in a vain attempt to hit one of the intruders.
But they had found safety for now. Decker and Selena were tucked down behind the island in the center of the kitchen and Riley was crouching behind one of the stoves opposite him.
Steam was billowing from a number of bubbling pots and several of the stir-fry woks were still on the flame. Smoke from the burning food curled up toward the ceiling and fogged the room. �I�ll turn you inside out for this, you little shit!� Riley yelled in his broad Aussie accent.
Decker peered over the island and saw the man. He was taking cover behind the freezer again and he heard him reloading the automatic pistol. It was now or never, so he scanned the kitchen for anything he could use as a weapon.
The only thing that came close to being a solution was a Thai meat cleaver resting on the top of the island a few inches from his hands. It was beside a pile of broken down chickens and still covered in blood and bone. He slipped his hand up and grabbed at it, but the man saw what he was trying to do and fired at him.
The bullet hit the island top and pinged off in a shower of sparks. The American ducked back down beside Selena. �Jesus!� he said. �Diversion please, Riley!�
�You got it!�
Riley picked up one of the bubbling woks and hurled it at the man as hard as he could. Pieces of pork and chive dumpling sauce sprayed all over the place as the wok struck the side of the freezer a few inches from the gunman�s face and forced him to pull back to avoid being burned.
The gambit had worked.
As the goon cursed loudly in Thai, Decker seized the moment and grasped the cleaver�s handle. Selena looked aghast at the chicken entrails all over the blade as the former Marine weighed in his hands.
�That�s awful!� she said.
�It�s going to get our asses out of here,� Decker said. �And that�s all I care about. Kunchai is getting away with your journal and this is our only chance.�
Before she could reply, Decker was crawling on his hands and knees through the kitchen, using the island in the center for cover as he made his way closer to the man behind the freezer.
He was about to charge the man when he saw Riley pounding across the kitchen. He was holding a giant wok like a shield and sprinted toward the man as fast as he could, screaming a war cry as he went.
The man heard the scream and spun around from behind the freezer and fired on the Australian. His bullets pinged off the wok and ricocheted all over the kitchen and then it was too late to re-aim. Riley was on him and smashed the wok into his face a second later. The man fell back and Decker leaped forward now, disarming him and punching him in the face.
The man saw it was two on one, and made a spirited attempt to fight back, but Riley was now charging toward him a second time. He struggled with the man but slipped on some oil and fell back onto the tiles, knocking more woks and measuring jugs off the stoves as he crashed down on the tiled floor with a thud. The man moved fast and was soon on him. He fired a rapid tiger punch which howled toward the Australian�s throat, but the former SAS man was too fast, flicking his head to the left to dodge the blow.
As Riley moved his head he scraped the back of his skull across the shattered glass splinters from the measuring jugs and felt them cut into him, but his focus was on gripping the man�s throat with his left hand and forcing him back. Riley could easily bench press one-eighty pounds, but he�d never done it when the downward force pushed him back into a sea of shattered glass.
But that�s the job, you stupid bastard, he thought as the man fired another jab at his throat. He was trying to crush his windpipe but he just wasn�t very good at it, and now it was Riley�s chance to turn the tables. He managed to lift his legs up and wedge one of his boots into the man�s stomach. He forced him away and he fell back onto one of the flaming gas rings where he screamed in pain and fear and for a few seconds forgot to defend himself.
Decker swung the cleaver at him and tore a long slash in his shirt. The man grunted in pain and took a step back. The American saw he had gotten more than the shirt � a long cut was running across the man�s chest and blood was pouring out now.
Decker thought about a second swipe of the blade, but the man was closer to Riley. A heartbeat later, Riley spun around in a tight arc and brought his right arm up with the momentum of his spinning body, smashing the man�s jaw and knocking him off his balance. As he staggered back and tried to stop himself from falling over, Riley finished the job with a second much sharper jab and powered the man backwards into the sinks where he fell with his head under the filthy washing up water.
Selena nodded her head. �Now this is what you�re good at, Riley.�
�Hey � I�m the one who disarmed him!� Decker said.
�And I�m most grateful.�
Riley turned to her and flashed his famous white smile. �I�m good at the jokes too though, right?�
Before she could answer, Riley pulled the man out of the sink and laid him down on the tiled floor. He looked up to see Selena staring down at him. �What?�
�You big softy.�
�He doesn�t deserve to drown, Lena. He probably just had a crappy childhood or something.�
�I can never tell if you�re taking the piss or not.�
�That�s too bad, but either way, he�s out cold so he�s no threat.�
�If you say so.�
�I do, plus now we�ve got these.� As he spoke he held up a bunch of keys that he�d just pulled from the man�s shirt pocket.
�So you�re not just a pretty face, but you should have let the guy die,� Selena said. �He tried to kill us!�
�See that CCTV camera up there?� Riley said, pointing to a security camera in the corner of the kitchen. �I know you can be crazy sometimes, Lena, but I�m sure you don�t fancy spending the next fifty years in Klong Prem Central.�
�What�s that?�
�A five star hotel, what do you think?�
It took a second for the truth to dawn on Selena�s face, but when it did she looked more shocked than ever. �You�re not serious?�
�You can�t just go around murdering people!�
Decker sighed. �Loving the ethics debate, but aren�t we supposed to be getting after Kunchai?�
�He makes a good point,� Selena said, pushing the door open with the toe of her shoe. She made a sweeping gesture with her hand and they all piled through the door in pursuit of the gangster with the stolen journal.
On the far side of a small yard they saw a gate, and Riley tried the handle on the off-chance but it was locked. He began to try the various keys on the bunch he had taken from the goon back in the kitchen. �If you�d let that guy drown we wouldn�t have these.�
�Hurry up, Riley.�
�I�m doing my best, Lena.�
�I know.�
The third key did the trick and a second later they were stepping out into a narrow lane. The moonlight was shaded by a large banyan tree. It was humid and dusty in the lane, and the scent of coriander and star anise drifted on the hot air from a fan in the wall of another nearby kitchen. Another heavy monsoon rainfall was soaking everything in sight, and then they heard a woman scream and the sound of gunshots coming from behind a large billboard advertising Coke.
They ran along the lane and as they rounded a corner below the billboard they saw Kunchai sprinting as fast as he could along another narrow backstreet toward the Chao Phraya River.
�There he goes!� Decker shouted. �Over there with a goon in tow.�
�Let�s get after him!�
By the time they got to the riverbank, Kunchai and his goon were inside one of the city�s famous water taxis. The Thai mobster fired his gun and the handful of passengers scrambled out of the boat but the driver began fighting with him. Kunchai and the driver struggled for a few seconds before the gangster shot the taxi driver and kicked his body into the river. After revving the engine hard he shot off into the center of the Chao Phraya and headed north.
�What now?� Selena asked, scanning the river for a boat. The water was an impenetrable brown-clay color and the smell drifting up from it almost made her feel sick.
�Now you know why the taxis have those blue tarps on the side,� Riley said with a grin. �They pull them up the sides when the boat gathers speed to stop the water going over the passengers. Swallow any of this stuff and you may as well get married to your toilet.�
�Urghh, how revolting� but we still need a boat.�
�There are no boats available, Lena, and I�m not the sort to shoot a man in order to get one.�
�He�s right,� Decker said.
�But he�s getting away and he�s our only chance if we want that journal back.�
Riley grinned. �Don�t worry about it� Madam, you transportation awaits.�
As he spoke, he grabbed her shoulders and spun her around.
�Are you kidding?�
�No. What�s wrong with it?�
A few feet away from her, parked beside a line of bins, was a garishly painted red and blue tuk-tuk with two-tone neon-pink and lime green seats. Its chrome safety bars shone dully in the diffused monsoon light.
�It�s a bloody tuk-tuk, Riley,� she said. �I always swore I would never ride in one. It looks like something out of Charlie and the Sodding Chocolate Factory.�
�You mean the good one with Gene Wilder, right?�
�Naturally.�
�Good, then climb on board because Kunchai�s turning the bend. Bastard could be going anywhere.�
Riley slammed the tuk-tuk into first gear with the clutch on the left handlebar and twisted the accelerator on the right and a second later they were skidding away from the bins and racing along the east bank of the Chao Phraya.
�You know how to drive this thing, I take it?� Decker said.
�Not my first time,� he shot back flatly. �Besides � it�s simple. First gear up, then down for the others, and brake operated by your foot.�
Selena looked impressed. �That easy, eh?�
�Uh-huh. It�s so easy even you could� nah, scratch that.�
�And what is that supposed to mean?�
�How many attempts did it take until you passed your driving test again?�
�Look out,� Selena said with a sideways a glance. �He�s slipping out of sight.�
Riley laughed. �Don�t change the subject��
�All right, all right,� she sighed. �I passed on my ninth attempt.�
�I knew it!�
�Can we focus on the job?� Decker said flatly.
�He really does make a good point,� Selena said to Riley.
The Australian twisted the accelerator even more and speeded up the tuk-tuk to the max, swerving out into the Thai night and racing toward Kunchai and the stolen journal.
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Selena gripped the dashboard as Riley Carr swung around a tight corner and pulled the tuk-tuk level again. They were thundering along behind Kunchai now, and Decker was leaning over their shoulders from the back. �You two do this for a living then, huh?�
Riley allowed his focus on the road to hide his hesitancy, but Selena replied almost before the American had finished asking the question. �Of course � why do you ask?�
�No reason,� Decker drawled, and lowered his voice. �You just don�t seem very good at it, is all.�
Selena turned in the front seat and prepared to berate Mitch Decker. �Now, look here�� before she could go further, Riley launched the tuk-tuk onto the sidewalk at the side of the road in a bid to avoid a long line of stationary cabs in heavy traffic. As men and women flung themselves out of their way he pulled the wheel back and sent the tuk-tuk piling across the road again and into a street market.
�Bloody hell, Riley!� Selena snapped. �You could have told me you were about to do that.�
�He�s getting away!� the Australian replied, still focusing on the road as he weaved deeper into the marketplace. Pedestrians milled around and browsed through endless seas of plastic Chinese phone cases and Indian textiles. Tourists strolled along under parasols as they watched a man frying chicken on the sidewalk.
And then Selena honked the tuk-tuk�s horn and the scene changed from lively to chaos.
Riley turned and stared at her. �Hey! I�m driving.�
Selena huffed. �Like a girl.�
�And how do you drive?� Decker said from the rear.
�Like a lady, of course,� she said, lifting her chin to underline the statement.
Riley laughed, but then Decker ended the moment. �Guys, we got company!�
�Where?� Riley said.
�Another tuk-tuk right behind us, and they look pissed!�
Selena raised an eyebrow. �They�ve been drinking?�
�Huh?�
�He means pissed off,� Riley said. �Poms��
Selena sighed, �Americans��
�Aussies�� Decker said.
The other tuk-tuk raced up behind them and then swerved to get alongside. They pulled in tight and hit them, knocking them to the left and forcing Riley to swing the handlebars hard to the right to correct their trajectory through the market. They turned the next corner and burst out of the busy market and now found themselves screeching along the road beside the river once again.
�There�s Kunchai!� Selena cried out. �He�s just up ahead by that bridge!�
�Here � take the handlebars, Lena!�
�Eh?�
�You have the con!� The Australian said, and swung in his seat to face the enemy tuk-tuk. He lashed out with his right leg, booting the driver�s hand as he gripped the handlebars. The man responded fast, pushing the handlebars back hard to counter the Australian�s attempts to knock him off course.
The goon hit the brakes and fell behind them for a few seconds as they regrouped. When they accelerated the next time it was to go to the left of them, and this time the man in the rear had a surprise for them � a compact M79 single-shot grenade launcher. The other man passed his associate a grenade and gave the driver some instructions.
�You have to be kidding!� Riley said as he leaned out the tuk-tuk and prepared to jump over and take the fight to them.
�This is a God-damned nightmare!� Decker said.
�We can�t lose Kunchai, Riley!� Selena said, desperately trying to keep them on the road. �He�s gone under the bridge now � can you see him from out there?�
He swung to face her again. �Er � trying to stay alive here!�
As the other man deftly weaved their vehicle in and out of the Thai traffic, the man in the rear with the launcher grinned at Riley and shook his head. �No kidding,� he said, and then fired the break-action launcher at him.
The 40mm grenade burst from the launcher with a bright muzzle flash and ripped toward Riley at two hundred and fifty feet a second. The speed and range meant the Australian had no chance to dodge the projectile but luckily the tuk-tuk�s dodgy suspension meant the grenade went high.
�Holy Lord Jesus on a scooter!� Riley yelled as the grenade scorched through the air a foot above their heads. It tore across the Chao Phraya only inches above the tourist boats and water taxis and then smashed into an apartment block spraying chunks of white brickwork and bent steel balustrades all over the busy waterfront.
�Riley!� Selena yelled, her eyes still fixed on the road. �Whatever the hell you�re doing it�s not bloody helping!�
�Just keep this thing on the road!� he called back.
The street flashed past them in a blur of terrified faces and angry fist-waving, and now the man was reloading the M79. He fumbled it and dropped the grenade. Cursing as he stooped down to pick it back up, Selena now swung the wheel hard to the right and powered along Rachini Alley.
�Where the hell are you going?� Riley said.
Selena made no reply but now spun the wheel hard to the left and drove the tuk-tuk up onto Phra Pin Klao Bridge.
Behind them, the other tuk-tuk gained speed and smashed into the back of them. Despite Selena�s best efforts to keep things steady the impact was too hard and it sent them all over the road. The tires squealed as the unstable rickshaw swerved and skidded across the asphalt and smashed into the kerb, almost flinging Riley off the tuk-tuk. He fell forward and only saved himself by grabbing onto the mudguard.
The hubcap was grinding against the concrete kerb now and sending up a shower of sparks into Riley�s face. �Not today thanks, mate,� he said, and heaved himself up, clambering into the back again. He collapsed down into a cooler box beside the American, smashing down through the polystyrene lid until his face was submerged in a pile of cold slime. �Jesus!� he said, leaping back in disgust.
�What is it?� Decker said, sharing his disgust.
Riley leaned forward and peered inside the box and smiled. �Looks like we have some ammo after all!�
A second later, the Australian spun around and began to hurl marinated Thai squid at the man in the tuk-tuk. The first one was a direct hit, slapping him dead-center in the face. He reacted in horror, dropping the grenade launcher into the road and stumbling back into the vehicle as he clawed wildly at his face to find out what Riley had thrown at him.
�Riley,� Selena called out from the front. �Why does everything suddenly smell of coriander?�
�Don�t ask me, mate,� he said, and reached into the box for another squid.
�I�m surrounded by lunatics,� Decker said.
The tuk-tuk tipped again as they reached the north end of the bridge and Selena made a hard left and turned onto a road running parallel to the river. The relative freedom of the enormous river meant that Kunchai was slowly widening the gap on them
The other tuk-tuk took the corner so fast they tipped over for a few seconds and one of the goons fell out the vehicle and crashed into the river.
�Enjoy swimming in that, you bastard!� Riley said.
�Talk to me, Riley!� Selena yelled.
�They�re still all over us!� His sentence was punctuated by the other tuk-tuk as it accelerated and swerved closer to them once again. Driven by the sight of their colleague bobbing up and down in the brown wash of a tourist boat, they were angrier than ever and were now taking it personally.
The man who had fired the launcher emerged from the shade of the tuk-tuk and poked his head out as he aimed a pistol at them. He fired rapidly and unprofessionally and his poor tracking meant the bullets slammed into the asphalt behind the speeding tuk-tuk.
He fired again, and this time he hit them. The rounds struck the cheap metal siding. Some of them buried into the vehicle while others ricocheted off at different angles. Riley checked to see if Selena was all right, and when she gave him the thumbs up sign he glanced at Decker who gave him a sarcastic smile. Riley returned the smile and turned his attention to their pursuers.
The goon was fumbling as he tried to reload, and Riley saw his moment. He brought his leg up and kicked the gun from his hands, but the man�s reply was like a lightning strike, reaching out and grabbing his ankle before he had a chance to retract it into the relative safety of their own vehicle.
The Australian felt the strength in the man�s hands as he twisted his ankle. The pain shot up his leg like electricity as he fought to stay on the tuk-tuk. Another twist and the Australian felt his tibia start to strain. He knew the next stop was a fractured ankle and then he�d be out of the tuk-tuk and rolling across the cobblestones on his way to the bins.
Riley kicked him away with all his might and Selena swerved hard into them. The two tuk-tuks collided in a shower of sparks and the goons came off worst. They fought to regain control and push Selena aside but it was too late and the next second they smashed into a low brick wall at the side of the river. The tuk-tuk flipped upside down and crashed into the water, where it slowly began to sink.
Selena and Decker gave each other a high-five and it was then they saw Kunchai slowing down. �What�s the stupid bastard doing?�
�He must be out of fuel!� Selena said. �We�re in luck!�
Kunchai steered the water taxi to the far bank. The small outboard belched a cloud of blue smoke and cut out just as he hit a jetty. He clambered out of the boat while his goon fired a few shots at them, but the gunman saved the last bullet for a taxi driver who was waiting at some lights.
Ordering the man out of the cab, Kunchai and his man jumped into the seat and started to drive down the busy road running along the western bank of the river.
Selena wasted no time. She had gotten used to how the tuk-tuk handled and now she expertly raced up over another bridge and brought the tuk-tuk into the same road Kunchai was using.
The Thai gangster steered to the left and was out of sight, but Selena swerved to the left in pursuit of him. They were now racing down another narrow road, lined with yet more market stalls.
Up ahead they saw the cab Kunchai had car-jacked. He had slowed to weave his way through the narrow market street and Selena was soon pulling up behind him. When they reached him Riley had an idea and knew he had only one chance to do it.
�I�m jumping!�
Decker shook his head. �I wouldn�t want to be this guy�s insurance company.�
Selena craned her neck and strained to see the Australian as he heaved himself up onto the roof of their tuk-tuk. �No you bloody well are not, you idiot!�
�This is our only chance, Lena. When the road opens up he can swerve again and stop me getting to him!�
Riley leaped off the cab and crashed down on the roof of Kunchai�s cab in front. The Thai gangster responded instantly, firing indiscriminate shots through the steel roof of the taxi in an effort to kill the Australian.
In all the noise of the market and the revving engines of the cab and the auto-rickshaw, it took Riley until the third bullet to realize what the man was doing. He watched a nine mil round go through the cab roof at his feet and leave a jagged hole in the steel. �Holy shit!�
He moved to the back of the vehicle where both rear windows had been rolled down and tried to lower himself inside. Kunchai�s goon was trying to reload his weapon with two trembling hands.
�Let me help you with that,� Riley said, piling a chunky jab into his nose and nearly knocked him out. Kunchai cursed, turned and fired, but Riley was ready and dodged the bullet. The rounds traced past his shoulder, blew out the rear window and ripped through a bag of dried red peppers hanging in a market stall. A bright red cloud of chilli dust exploded over the scene as the rounds tore through the bags and sent customers screaming in all directions.
Riley was still clinging onto the roof. �Sorry folks!� he yelled.
Kunchai�s goon climbed half out onto the cab�s roof. With his lower body still in the vehicle he swiped out with his hand at Riley�s ankles and tried to hook him over.
The Australian jumped back, all the time trying to regain his balance and not fall off the cab. If he came off the thing, Kunchai and the journal would fly away into the backstreets of Bangkok and never be seen again.
The man lashed out again and this time caught one of Riley�s ankles, sending him fly back off the cab. The Australian fell backwards but managed to reach out his hands and grab the taxi�s roof just in time to stop himself from falling off completely.
Kunchai turned in his seat and saw him dangling off the back and fired his last bullet at him, but it missed, and now Riley saw the other goon clambering up onto the roof.
The Australian knew it was now or never and he heaved himself onto the roof but not fast enough. Before he was on his feet, the goon kicked him in the face and sent him flying onto his back.
Riley cursed like a pirate�s parrot as the man leaped on him and clasped his hands around his neck. The grip on his throat was tight and he felt the man�s fingers pushing into the soft flesh of his neck and slowly crushing his windpipe.
Riley struggled to stay conscious as the speeding cab rattled through the market, crashing into stalls here and there and knocking over boxes of fruit, spices and jewellery. Traders and tourists screamed when they realized the desperate fight that was happening on the cab�s roof, but everything was turning into a blur for Riley as the man�s strong hands continued to squeeze his throat.
The Australian brought his knee up into the man�s groin as hard as could and a wet-crunching sound was followed by a howl of pain. The man rolled over and gave Riley all the time he needed to boot him off the cab�s roof. The man hit the hard concrete road and rolled a few times before coming to a stop, still clutching at his balls.
In the confines of the market, Kunchai was unable to swerve, and his attack on the dried spice stall had emptied his last magazine, so Riley knew it was now or never. He clambered across the roof and leaned over the driver�s window. Kunchai glanced up just as the former SASR man sailed a hefty punch into his jaw through the open window.
Kunchai rolled with the blow. Anything less from a Thai gangster of Kunchai�s standing would have disappointed Riley Carr, but when he landed the second one the man lost control of the cab for a moment and began careering toward a stall where an old man was barbecuing a neat line of chicken heads on a red-hot grill.
Riley saw the journal inside Kunchai�s jacket and he leaned in to grab it, then the road opened out and Kunchai seize the moment, swerving violently to the left and hitting the gas.
Still hanging off the roof, Riley didn�t stand a chance. With the extra momentum from the sharp turn and the rapid acceleration he was propelled from the cab and sent flying into the Chao Phraya River. As he crashed into the filthy brown water he looked up to see Kunchai turning onto the main road and disappearing into the night.
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�You fell in the Chao Phraya?�
Riley sighed. It was embarrassing enough explaining to Selena and Decker what had happened with Kunchai, but now he had to do it all over again to Charlie Valentine. �The point,� he said quietly, �is that we lost the journal.�
�You lost it, you mean,� Charlie said.
�To be fair to him,� Selena said, �Riley was hanging off the roof of a taxi at the time.�
�Let�s not focus on what happened,� Decker said. �If you want the damned book back, and if I want my money, then let�s think about what to do next. Charlie � did you find anything on Kunchai�s computer when we were on our magical mystery tour of central Bangkok?�
Charlie smiled and nodded his head. �I sure did. While Tarzan here was swimming through the typhoid in the Chao Phraya, I was getting forensic with Kunchai�s laptop.�
�And what did you find?� Selena asked.
�Lots. First, Kunchai might be the big man as far as putting the frighteners on local drug pushers and pimps, but as far as what�s going on with the journal I think he�s just small fry. As far as I can see by reading through various email threads, he was hired to get the journal by Lee Kuan.�
�And he is?� asked Selena.
�Thanks to Google I now know all about Mr Kuan. He�s a Chinese triad originally from Hong Kong but now he�s essentially an exile on the run from the Chinese authorities. He�s wanted in China on multiple charges of theft, fraud extortion, drug trafficking and murder.�
�One of life�s nice guys, huh?� Decker said.
Charlie gave a sad smile. �Something like that, yeah. And he�s a big deal. Kuan controls a large part of the opium crops in Thai�s sector of the Golden Triangle.�
Decker looked surprised, but quickly concealed it. The Golden Triangle was one of the most notorious opium-producing regions on the planet. Along with the opium produced by Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan, known as the Golden Crescent, it was a dangerous place responsible for a large part of the heroin that wound up on the streets of Western countries.
The money involved was stratospheric, and those involved in the highly illegal trade were not known for their generosity when their business was harmed. If Professor Selena Moore and her friends were messing with Thai opium producers then that was one battle they could fight alone.
�If you ask me,� Decker said. �Kunchai has taken the journal to Kuan because he�s really not the sort of man you fail.�
�And where can we find Mr Kuan?� Riley asked. �Is there an address for this clown?�
�No,� Charlie said flatly. �A great deal of care has been taken to conceal private addresses of these people, but there are bookings for a lot of flights down to Ko Samui and they�re all on private planes � light aircraft by the looks of it.�
Selena said, �So now we know, we can go and get our journal back?�
Decker looked at her, and then scanned the faces of the other two men. �You really think messing with heroin lords is a good idea?�
�No choice,� Selena said. �We need that journal � it could lead us to Shambhala and God only knows why this Kuan is so keen to get there but we have to stop him and get there first. It�s my life�s work, Mr Decker.�
�So any clue where we�re looking on Ko Samui?� Riley said. �I know a girl down there.�
Selena rolled her eyes. �Of course you do.�
Charlie swung around in the swivel chair and faced them. �The only thing we have to go on is a few references to a specific hotel � the Grand Paradise Hotel. I checked it out and it looks like Kuan might own it as part of some sort of consortium.�
�In that case we�re go,� Riley said.
�Aren�t you all forgetting something?� Decker said, giving them an earnest glance.
�What?� Selena said.
�When do I get my twenty-five grand?�
Selena sighed. �Are you sill going on about that?�
Decker looked amazed. �Of course I�m still going on about it!�
�Very well,� Selena said. �We�ll go to the bank first thing in the morning.�
�And then I�m splitting, right?� Decker said.
Selena looked at him. �If you�re frightened to come with us, just say so.�
�I�m not frightened, lady,� he said. �I have a cargo business to run.�
She smiled. �Of course you do.�
* * *
Mitch Decker waited patiently in the street while Selena, Riley and Charlie went inside the bank and withdrew the money. It was the usual steamy day in Bangkok � much like hanging around fully-dressed in a sauna, he considered � but that was the case in so much of this part of the world so he didn�t hold it against the city.
He raised his hand to his face and wiped the sweat from his forehead, bringing his hand down to his side and habitually wiping the sweat off again on the side of his trousers.
Across the street, the Englishwoman, her Australian sidekick and the former English military policeman were exiting the bank. She had already seen him and looked with horror at the sweat-wipe move. She weaved through the traffic toward him.
�Have you never heard of a handkerchief?� she said.
�Listen��
�Forget it. I�m not your mother.�
�You can say that again,� he said under his breath.
�What was that?�
�I said, I see you got the money.�
�Oh� yes. Here,� she held out her small canvas bag. �Just under nine hundred thousand.�
�Woah � I thought we said twenty-five grand?� he said mischievously.
�It�s Thai Baht, Mr Decker. You can pay the exchange fee to change it to American dollars all by yourself.�
�I know what it is,� he said, more quietly this time. He pushed the brim of his hat up an inch or so with his forefinger and took the small bag from her. �You don�t want your bag back?�
�Keep it.�
�That�s very generous of you,� he drawled. �It must be worth at least a buck fifty.�
�If you must know, my parents bought me that bag when I started my degree at Oxford.�
He looked down for a moment, realizing he had gone too far. �I�m sorry � here, let me just stuff the money in my pants and you can have the bag back.�
�Oh, Jesus,� Riley said, shielding his eyes.
�Please, no,� Selena said. �Not seeing you stuff anything down your pants is worth any price.�
Decker looked back up and for a moment they locked eyes. Even here in the heat and the dust and chaos of the Sathon Tai Road she looked beautiful, but also a little lost. He surprised himself by suddenly being grateful that Riley Carr and Charlie Valentine were with her. She could go just about anywhere with a former commando and ex military cop at her side and stand a better chance than most. That was something, at least.
�So this is it then,� she said, straightening herself up and holding out her hand.
�I guess so,� Decker said, and returned the courtesy.
In the American�s opinion, they shook hands for a second too long, but then Selena turned to the Australian. �Right then, we�re off.�
�You sure you�re going to be all right at this hotel?�
�Sure,� Riley said, his broad grin of white teeth shining in the Thai sun. �What could possibly go wrong?�
Decker turned to Selena. �Just that you don�t look like the type to take on a drug lord and win.�
�Oh no, Mr Decker� I can handle anything that comes my way.�
�If you say so��
Selena turned to leave but then stopped and faced the American. �Actually, I don�t suppose I could ask just one tiny favor?�
Decker swung the bag over his shoulder and sighed. �What now?�
�You couldn�t just nip us down the coast to Ko Samui in your little aeroplane, could you?�
�I don�t believe I�m hearing this.� He turned around on the spot raised his arms to heaven.
�Oh God � is that a flounce?� Selena said.
�Huh?�
�I just wondered if you were going to flounce off.�
�No!�
�It did look like a flounce, to be fair,� Charlie said, and Riley nodded in agreement.
�It�s really not very far � not even three hundred miles,� Selena said. �Even in your Avion it would take less than a couple of hours.�
�Avalon, not Avion.�
�Yes, that�s what I meant.�
Decker shook his head. �I�m not doing it for free. That�s a whole other pile of fuel.�
�I�ll pay, of course.�
�Fine,� he sighed. �To Ko Samui, and no farther.�
* * *
Lee Kuan knew about pecking orders, and he respected them. Kunchai answered to him, and he answered to Rakesh Madan. Kunchai, who was now bound to a chair with duct tape around his mouth on the edge of Kuan�s mezzanine also understood about pecking orders.
Kuan was not pleased with Kunchai, because he had allowed the Englishwoman and her uncouth Australian hired-hand to track him down to his nightclub in Bangkok and force him to flee. There was a good chance the whole operation was compromised � but at least the journal was now in safe hands.
Everyone here knew Kuan was a Hong Kong triad lord in hiding from the Chinese Government in the Thai islands. At home, not even his vast wealth could stop the authorities from giving him a life sentence for his various crimes. The rest of his life in a Xinjian laogai appealed to him as much as having his balls covered in satay sauce and cooked over a hot charcoal flame� Chinese forced labor camps were not exactly known for their welcoming and comfortable lifestyles.
Luckily, certain Thai authorities were easier to buy than a fake Rolex in Patpong Market, so he was protected � but the price was high. Even luckier still was the deal he had struck with Rakesh Madan.
Madan was known throughout the world as one of India�s richest men and as a reclusive technological genius. He rarely ventured in front of the paparazzi, but what only men like Kuan knew was his success hadn�t all been achieved through hard graft.
Kuan had heard nasty rumors about Rakesh Madan. The sort of gossip that people whispered low and that stopped a man in his tracks. Somewhere in the north of India where the Aghori cannibal cult dwelled, Rakesh Madan would vanish for weeks at a time and no one knew where he went or what he did. Some say he crept around the charnel grounds with the Aghori and feasted on the dead, others said it was even worse than that.
Yes, there were lots of rumors about Madan in Kuan�s neck of the woods, and so Kuan had entered into the deal cautiously. Madan knew no one in Hong Kong, and Kuan had lots of contacts. With Kuan�s men in Hong Kong under surveillance, he had used Thais, but the result was the same � the journal was now with him on Ko Chalam.
The very same journal that Rakesh Madan seemed to want more than anything in the world� the journal that would help him in his search for Shambhala.
Kuan stifled a laugh and shook his head. He sipped his tea and strolled out to the swimming pool to watch the stars set over the ocean. If the Indian billionaire wanted to chase myths and legends in the foothills of the Himalayas he was more than welcome to do so, but Kuan preferred to be surrounded by cold, hard cash than non-existent legends.
He skipped up the floating staircase beside the pool and turned back in towards the upper level of his house. Stepping onto the mezzanine he saw the terrified, pleading eyes of Kunchai.
�So now you see, Kunchai,� Kuan began nonchalantly in his garbled Thai, �why I am so very upset that you have allowed these people to get so close to us and almost take the merchandise from right under our noses. Mr Madan is very disappointed in me for choosing such an incompetent fool to head the Hong Kong operation.�
�I swear � there is no way they could know about you or Mr Madan.�
�You had better be right, Kunchai.�
�Please, Mr Kuan, I swear I will kill all of them.�
�I am certain you would like to do this for me, but it is too late for you to redeem yourself. Mr Madan has asked me to terminate your contract.�
With that said, Kuan raised his leg and placed his boot on the elaborate spindle at the rear of his bespoke dining chair. Without a word, he gently extended his leg and toppled the chair, and the man tied to it, over the mezzanine and into the plunge pool one storey below.
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Ko Samui
�You should have told him the truth,� said Riley. �Then he might have stuck around. As it is now, it�s just the three of us versus whatever the hell Kuan might throw at us.�
�That�s if we can find him,� Selena said.
�We know Ko Chalam is one of those islands,� Riley said. He pointed across the water to several small islands a mile or so away.
Selena, Riley and Charlie were sitting under the shade of a bar on Lamai Beach on the island�s southeast coast. Riley couldn�t remember how many times he�d been here but it was Selena�s first visit, and she was mesmerized by the colors of the ocean as the sun sank below the western horizon.
Ahead of her across the beach was a clear sky lit the color of hot copper by the dying sun, and behind her a thick tree line of tropical palm trees marked the boundary between the beach and Marina Villa. The thumping bass of a nightclub somewhere behind the palms fought for her attention with the sound of people laughing and horsing around in the surf.
�We didn�t need him to stick around,� Selena said coolly. And it was true, she thought. The American had flown them farther than the original agreement and had been paid for his trouble. She wasn't even sure if the liked him very much. He seemed distant, arrogant and obsessed with his stupid plane. Now, Mitch Decker was a mile up the coast and preparing to fly his plane out of here for good. She glanced at her watch and saw he would be taking off in less than an hour.
�But he has a plane, Lena. How many people do you know who have their own plane?�
�A plane?� she scoffed. �Looked more like an old banana crate with a couple of ironing boards sticking out the sides. I can still hear those bloody engine even now.� She rubbed her ears and winced at the memory.
�Still�� Charlie said. �Atticus is running things on fumes, Lena, and you know it. This could really help us all out��
�Never mind him,� Selena said sharply. �Besides, Mr Decker wouldn�t have liked the truth,� she said flatly, and pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes. �He�s obviously a loner.�
�How can you tell that?� Charlie said.
�Just by looking at him.�
�Come on!�
�He�s just ridiculous, with that Han Solo thing he has going on.�
�Huh?� Riley said.
She looked at him and raised her sunglasses. �The stupid leather jacket, for one thing.�
�That�s a US Marines leather flight jacket, Lena.�
�Oh, is it?�
�Yes.�
�It still makes him look like Han Solo.�
�He looks nothing like Han Solo.�
�He does! He even has the stupid Han Solo face.�
�You realize that�s Harrison Ford�s actual face, right?�
�I�m not talking about this anymore. You�re terrible.�
Terrible he might be, but she was grateful he and Charlie were with her tonight. Unlike all the others having fun on the beach, none of them was here to revel in the pleasures of Ko Samui. Beyond the line of coconut palms on the dunes behind them was the Paradise Grand Hotel, owned and operated by Lee Kuan. Finding the information about the heroin trafficker�s ownership of the island hotel had been one thing but finding the man himself had been another.
After they had checked in, Selena asked some casual questions in the hotel bar while Riley starting talking to the maids. Charlie had gone farther afield and asked questions in other bars up and down the coast.
No one seemed to know much about the Big Boss until the Australian chanced upon some of the hotel�s cooks standing around smoking outside the kitchens. One of the sous-chefs there knew a little about the man who signed the payslips, and told him he had one of the penthouse suites at the top of the hotel.
Riley got excited and thought he�d hit the jackpot until the man casually told him, between drags on his Samit 90, that Kuan rarely spent the night there and instead disappeared somewhere every evening around dusk in a chopper from the helipad at the rear of the hotel complex. The chef was vague about where it went, but there was loose talk of a private island nearby.
He cased the area and worked out that the helipad was in a staff-only zone of the grounds, but choppers taking off and landing there could be monitored easily from the beach to the south of the hotel. Killing a few hours on a Thai beach while waiting for Kuan to take off hadn�t been a hard choice, but spying on the chopper was essential because there were several islands in the waters around Ko Samui.
Using official Thai government channels to find out which was Kuan�s would have taken too much time and money. Instead Riley had unpacked a beach towel and a monocular telescope from his bag and the three of them had hit the beach for the afternoon.
Now, as the sun started to slide, their thoughts turned back to the island.
�And they definitely said it was one of those islands?� Selena said as she sipped a beer.
Riley nodded and handed her his phone so she could see an image on it. �He wrote it down for me. The word read: �เกาะฉลาม�.
Selena looked down at the word. �Means nothing to me. Can�t read Thai.�
�As I said, it translates roughly as Ko Chalam, or Shark Island.�
Charlie gave his famous, cheery laugh. �Sounds nice. Safe.�
Riley laughed. �Come on, what super villain these days hasn�t got a private island in shark-infested waters?�
�I see your point.�
Riley said. �It was in OK Magazine a few months ago.�
�Are you serious?� Selena asked.
Riley took her by the shoulders. �Do I look like the sort of person who reads OK Magazine?�
�If I�m being honest, no.�
�Plus, I�m not sure OK readers want to know about how psychopathic heroin traffickers decorate their bathrooms.�
�There is that, too.�
An hour or so passed and Riley received a reply from his former SAS boss, Colonel Craig Denning. Denning was now based in Sydney and working freelance in international security. He still had serious contacts in the senior ranks of the army and intel services, and he�d come through with some interesting information on Kuan.
Along with the Thai National Intelligence Agency, both the CIA and the ASIS, the Australian equivalent, all had neat little files on him. Most of the heroin he trafficked out of Asia ended up on US and Australian streets, and for that reason he had attracted the attention of all three agencies.
Denning had refused to email any part of the file to Riley, and both men knew why � Riley had asked knowing the answer before the last word had left his lips. But his old boss had given him an outline over the phone and that was good enough for the purpose of this mission.
Kuan was one of Thailand�s most dangerous men, controlling an enormous empire of organized crime all over the region. A former army officer, he had deep-level contacts inside the ruling military junta that constituted the Thai Government, and he mercilessly exploited this to keep the wolf from the door.
�Hey � check out the chopper!� Charlie said.
�This might be our man,� Selena said.
They watched a Bell Jet Ranger turn into the setting sun and fly out toward the line of islands in the west. Riley tracked the path of the chopper carefully through his monocular, extending the telescope to keep it in sight the whole way. When it reduced power and descended toward a small island in the south, he handed the monocular to Selena. �Looks like we found our secret hideout.�
�Interesting.�
�Good job, Riley,� said Charlie.
As Selena held the compact telescope to her eye, Riley opened the map he�d gotten in the hotel lobby and ran his fingers over the blue paper ocean. �This is the place all right.�
�We�re making progress,� she said.
�That should please Atticus, at least,� said the Australian.
Selena said nothing and watched as the Bell disappeared out of sight behind a jumble of palm trees.
Riley ran a hand through his short wiry hair and sighed. �I�m going in the sea to freshen up for a second, and then we�re getting a boat and heading west to have a chat with Dr. No over there.�
She watched him get up and jog down to the water. He stopped for a few seconds on the shoreline to talk with a couple of young tourists � German women, she guessed, or Scandinavians maybe � and then he waded out and started to swim toward the horizon. She thought about joining him � the humidity here made it feel like someone was spraying her with a plant mister every few seconds � but decided to save her energy for her trip to the island.
�Where does he get so much energy?� Charlie said, leaning back into his beach chair and sipping his lager.
�Really don�t know,� she replied lazily. �Maybe all the sodding Milo he drinks.�
Charlie laughed. �You think it was a mistake letting Decker slip away?�
She waited a while before replying. �It wasn�t a question of letting him do anything, Charlie. He�s his own man and he has his own life. We can do this without him.�
�I guess you�re right.�
�Of course I am.�
She wasn�t sure whether she believed that or not any more. Maybe the lads were right and they should have tried to keep Decker around, but it was a lost chance now. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. As soon as it was dark, she had a date with destiny, but it meant somehow getting onto an island surrounded by sharks first.

11

Ko Chalam
It was one of her crazier ideas, she knew, but she and Riley both understood this was the closest they had come to making a discovery as amazing as Shambhala. Such a discovery would cause a massive tsunami to rip through the world of archaeological history. Everything known about our history would change forever, and Selena Moore wanted to be the one to break it wide open.
Charlie had less experience of such things, but he seemed to be enjoying himself tonight all the same as he and Riley got to relive their old military days. Both dressed up in black gear and faces blackened with a cork the Australian had burned especially for the occasion, they were now pushing out to sea and heading toward Shark Island.
�Shit!� Charlie said.
Selena turned to him and studied the expression of anxiety on his face. What is it?�
�I�ve only gone and forgotten my sodding water wings.�
She breathed a sigh of relief and slapped his shoulder. �Pratt.�
At the back with his hand on the tiller, Riley shook his head. �I�ll match your Pratt and raise you a Dickhead.�
�Just trying to lighten the mood, guys��
The outboard motor hummed gently in the hot Thai night as it propelled them toward Ko Chalam, now nothing more than a series of jagged silhouettes illuminated from the east by the rising moon. They were without a doubt well past the point of no return in their pursuit of Stanhope�s journal. The tiny island was less than a mile away off Ko Samui�s southern coast but it felt like it may as well have been a million miles.
Riley slowed the boat to a couple of knots as they moved into the shallow water much closer to the island. Selena pushed herself up from her seat and sat up straight, taking in the new close-up view with suspicious eyes. Fireflies flashed and zinged around their boat as they moved into a little sheltered bay on the west coast, and now they were close enough to hear the gentle crash of the surf as the tide drove the sea into the sandy beach beyond.
From their new position, they were able to see that Kuan�s villa was going to be a lot harder to infiltrate than it had looked on Google Earth. Even Riley had vaguely underestimated the angle of the cliffs, and for the first time the usually optimistic Selena Moore started to have second thoughts. Her evening went even more downhill when Charlie casually pointed out at least half a dozen men who were standing around the property�s perimeter. It said something about Kuan�s mind that he felt the need to hire men to guard a villa situated on his own private island.
Riley gently closed the throttle and the small engine puttered down and then cut completely. Now all she could hear was the sound of the sea and the tropical wind blowing through the palms on the beach.
The moon, higher now, was almost full and gave them enough light to see their way ahead as they waded ashore. The sound reminded her of those endless holidays her parents took her on around the Mediterranean� working holidays for them, but limitless fun for her. Tonight was an altogether different kettle of fish.
On the beach, they pulled flashlights from their bags and Riley jammed a small hunting knife inside his belt. Selena didn�t like it when he did things like that, but it had gotten them out of trouble on more occasions than she could count, so she turned a blind eye.
�What?�
�The knife� I don�t like it.�
�Needs must when the devil drives, Lena.�
�He�s right,� Charlie said.
�I know.�
�You stay here with the boat Charlie Lad,� Riley said. �We need someone waiting on the throttle.�
They waved goodbye to Charlie and climbed up on some rocks that formed a break on the southern rim of the small bay. Making their way up to the tree line Selena turned to see Charlie but they had already passed out of sight. She looked up along the cliffs. The villa was half an hour�s walk and some serious climbing, so there was no time to waste.
The tropical wind had blown some high cirrus cloud in front of the moon and dimmed its light a little, but they were still able to see ahead. �See anything yet?� Selena said.
�There�s a path up ahead,� Riley said. �More of a track really, but I guess it�s what old Kuan uses when he wants a dip in the ocean of an evening.�
�A break for us then,� Selena said. �I thought we were going to have to climb the cliffs.�
�They�d be quieter,� Riley said. �Less human traffic, so to speak, but the track will be safer, so it�s your call.�
�Do you really have to ask?�
They turned inland away from the base of the cliffs and began up the track. When they were about halfway up the hill they heard two men speaking in Thai. It sounded like they were telling jokes.
�Must be at a guard post,� Riley whispered. �They�re not moving � just waffling � listen.�
Selena listened in the humid dark for a moment or two. �I don�t understand a word of Thai, sorry.�
�Let�s just say they�re not concentrating on their jobs, so now�s the time to take them out.�
He picked up a small stone and threw it to the right. It smashed through the canopy of some trees and the men�s crude laughter stopped immediately. Looking through the undergrowth the Australian watched in silence as the men raised their guns and walked over to where they had heard the sound.
He picked up a second rock and raised his finger to his lips to indicate to Selena that she had to stay silent. Hurling the second rock through the air in the direction where the men had been originally standing, he crouched back down again and waited for their response.
It came when the rock struck the path behind the men, and they both spun around. Obviously spooked now, they spoke rapidly and then one of them ordered the other to go back and check the second noise.
As the man jogged up the track to their first location, Riley crept through the jungle like a panther until he was no more than a yard or so from the first man. Looming up behind him and straightening himself up to his full height, the former SASR man was at least a foot and a half taller than the Thai guard and probably a hundred pounds heavier. There was no debating the issue when he grabbed the man around the neck and tore the rifle from his hands.
The man threw his arms up and grasped at the thick arm around his neck but there was little he could do. He kicked out, but now Riley increased the pressure until he totally restricted the air supply and after a few seconds the man slipped into unconsciousness.
He whispered through the dense, tropical undergrowth. �Lena!�
A moment later she was beside him, and he was taking his belt off.
The English museum curator stared down at his pants and raised an eyebrow. �Well, I had no idea you still felt that way about me.�
He gave her a look. �Funny, Lena.�
Dragging the unconscious man to a rubber tree he lashed his arms to the trunk and then roughly tore the sleeve off the man�s shirt before using it to tie a tight gag around his mouth. �Choking someone like that only puts them out for a minute or so and when this fucker wakes up he�s going to be in a pretty bad mood. This way he can�t move or shout to alert anyone.�
�Big softy.�
�Yeah� right,� he said, and snatched up the man�s rifle. �That�s Pinky done, so let�s go and get Perky and then we�re in.�
They moved silently though the jungle until they saw the other man coming their way. After having spent the last few minutes searching for an imaginary ghost up the track he now wanted to know where his associate was.
�Get down!� Riley whispered, and they crouched down into the darkness as the man passed.
They watched his eyes widen when he saw what had happened to the other guard but before he could rescue him Riley was pushing the stolen rifle�s muzzle into the nape of his neck.
�Drop the gun,� he said in Thai.
The man complied immediately.
Selena moved forward and picked up the second rifle while Riley told their latest victim to remove his own belt.
He slid the belt off, and Selena raised another eyebrow. �Well, I had no idea this was��
�Really?� Riley said. �Now?�
�Sorry� just trying to lighten the mood.�
�Haven�t I already heard that tonight?�
He lashed the second man up to another rubber tree and gagged him in the same way. The first man was now conscious again, but neither man was going anywhere, so Riley and Selena made their way back up to the track and drew closer to the villa.
At the top of the track the jungle canopy opened up and they saw the stars high above them once again. Riley made sure they were out of sight and then started to scan Kuan�s villa for ingress points. The Villa Tiānt�ng was a little too much like a Bond villain�s hideout than Riley Carr liked to admit. From further along the coast on the bay to the south, it had looked like any other plush coastal home in the area, but now they were closer he could see it was an entirely different state of affairs.
It was built into the cliffs in the same way as the luxury residences back on Ko Samui�s �Millionaire�s Mile�, and flanked on either side by two enormous waterfalls which crashed down into the warm waters of the Gulf of Thailand far below.
The main construction was glass and steel and elaborately dressed up with floating staircases leading to an impressive rooftop balcony. The views at sunset must have been breathtaking, but of more interest to the Australian were the small outbuildings placed in strategic locations around the perimeter.
�More guards,� he said. �And judging from the number of those guardhouses this bloke must be more paranoid than Stalin.�
�Stand up, drop the guns and turn around very slowly.� The voice was cool, and measured. �If you try and use the rifles I will kill before you can aim them.�
Riley cursed himself for letting someone get the better of him but whoever had done it was damned good � he knew that much.
They obeyed and saw a man in a smart suit. He was training a pistol on them, and the muzzle was too close for comfort.
�Great,� Selena said, turning to Riley and lowering her voice. �The fact you got us caught like this raises significant doubts about your competence, Mr Carr.�
�Thanks, babe.�
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�Mr Kuan is expecting you,� the man said confidently. �You�re already late for your meeting and he�s not the sort of man who likes to be kept waiting.�
�Meeting?� Selena said. �I don�t understand.�
�He will explain.� The guard took a long look at the woman and then turned his attention briefly to the six and a half foot man standing slightly behind her. �Now get up and leave the rifles on the ground.� He waved the gun in their faces.
�My pleasure, mate,� Riley said. �Can�t wait to get this show on the road.�
�Me too. I want this over and done with.�
�Not only that,� he said. �I really need a slash.�
Selena rolled her eyes and sighed. �You�ll just have to hang on to it. Something tells me Kuan isn�t the kind of man who would respond kindly to finding you piddling all over his fan palms.�
The man marched them past the second tier of guards and into the sprawling compound. As they drew closer to the villa they realized just how much money there must be in pushing heroin around the world. It seemed to go on in every direction as far as the eye could see, and now they turned the corner of yet another section of the sprawling Modernist villa and walked beside a high wall punctuated with fold-back windows.
�This way.�
They ascended a floating staircase until they reached the upper storey where a cantilevered infinity pool jutted out over the cliff, shrouded by the tropical undergrowth of flame trees either side of it. The pool pointed out into the hot Thai night and reflected the tropical stars in its smooth surface like speckles of silver on black oil. The sound of waterfalls could be heard roaring in the distance.
Kuan�s man marched them around the wraparound deck and made a big show of his new prisoners for his boss who was sitting just a few yards away. Now, they reached their final destination and looked at one another.
They were in the bizarre setting of a pool party.
Kuan�s eyes widened and a look of smug satisfaction appeared on his face. �Ah � my guests have arrived.�
The crowd of party-goers that was gathered around the poolside table parted to reveal a clearer view of a small man in a sharp suit. A large cigar burned in his right hand. He clicked his fingers and the crowd of people dispersed, leaving behind only two men standing a step or two behind him, each with roughly the same dimensions as a walk-in cooler.
�Are you looking for this, by any chance?� he said, and held up Stanhope�s journal.
Riley and Selena shared a glance but said nothing.
�Allow me to introduce myself,� Kuan said, smiling warmly. �I am Lee Kuan, the man you have been antagonizing for the last few days.�
�How did you know we would be here tonight?� Riley asked.
�I did not know you would be tonight, but after a brief consultation with a colleague it became apparent you were actively looking to retrieve the journal. Due to this colleague�s gross incompetence, it was only a matter of time until you got here.�
�That was my journal and you stole it!� Selena said.
�I�m going to kill you in a few moments, my dear,� he said coolly. �So if that doesn�t concern me you can imagine how little I care about the theft of an old book. You see what happened to the last man who antagonized me.�
He gestured toward the pool where a giant inflatable dragon was bobbing about. Selena realized with horror that there was a dead man stuffed inside it.
�You remember poor Kunchai from your exploits in Bangkok, no doubt.�
He began to laugh � a coarse, weak and dry affair that sounded more like someone coughing, but soon his terrified entourage burst into laughter as well. Selena and Riley shared an anxious glance. �He, of course, is the aforementioned colleague. I�m delighted to say I was forced to terminate his employment after his bungling in Bangkok.�
�This is insane,� Selena said.
�You call getting paid ten million dollars for a book insane?�
Kuan looked carefully at his guests and repeated his words. �She calls getting paid ten million dollars for a book insane.�
Everyone laughed, except for Kuan. �My employer has � shall we say� mystic interpretations of our world. He is driven by more than simple material greed. I am not.�
�Who is you employer?�
�You have no need to know this,� Kuan snapped. �You need only know that your role in this is now over. You used your skills to locate the journal and I was hired to retrieve it from you. As you have seen, we had a slight problem with Kunchai�s end of the operation in Bangkok. It was due to his bungling that I increased my security on the island and now you can see this has all been settled to everyone�s satisfaction. With you out the way the last loose strings have been tied.�
Selena glanced at Kunchai once again, still bobbing up and down on the inflatable dragon with a cocktail glass in his hand and a party hat on his head. �You�re sick.�
�If I am, I will soon be able to afford the greatest doctors in the world.�
More laughter.
�Now, it is time for you to join Kunchai, and exit our party. You�re� what�s the expression � bringing down the vibe?�
�You son of a bitch!� Riley said.
�Don�t worry � it will not be painful or humiliating like poor Kunchai�s death. I have respect for you both. You have already met V�ng here � he is the one who found you stalking outside my villa. He is my most highly trained man, a former soldier in a very covert Vietnamese Special Forces unit you will not have heard of. He will make your deaths fast and painless.�
�How kind,� Selena said.
�This does not mean to say they will not be entertaining for us, so we will now watch as V�ng dispatches you. I presume you are both happy with a burial at sea?�
Before they could reply, Kuan gave V�ng a series of clipped orders in Vietnamese and he waved them over to the infinity pool with the barrel of the gun. The Big Boss then rose from his chair and walked beside the Vietnamese commando.
With V�ng and Kuan a few feet behind them, Riley and Selena walked together around the side of the pool. The tall Australian leaned into her and lowered his voice. �Ever heard of tombstoning?�
She kept her head facing forward and her voice down when she made her reply. �If you mean cliff jumping then you must be out of your mind. We�re forty metres above the sea and we haven�t the faintest idea how deep the water is in the cove below us.�
�You�re right, we don�t have the faintest idea how deep it is, but I have more than a faint idea about what happens when a nine mil bullet tears into your back at twelve hundred feet a second.�
�Jesus, Riley� what have we got ourselves into?�
�Life�s an adventure, Lena.�
�Right, but tombstoning is for numbnuts.�
�Hey! I tombstone back on Oz all the time.�
�Your point?�
He smiled and turned to her as they reached the edge of the pool. It was littered with empty champagne bottles and ashtrays. �We�re going to need that journal though.�
�That�s far enough,� Kuan said. He was still holding the journal in one hand, and a cocktail glass in the other. Behind him, dozens of revellers looked on curiously as the execution of the two foreigners unfolded right before their eyes.
�You can�t do this, Kuan!� Selena said.
�I can, and I will.� He turned calmly to V�ng. �Kill them both.�
Without letting another second pass, Riley charged forward into the pool and sprinted along the diving board. He bounced off the board and flew through the air toward Kuan. V�ng raised the gun and fired at him but the bullets missed and vanished in the night.
The party-goers gasped as Riley crashed to earth on top of Kuan and punched him hard in the face, knocking him into a daze. He snatched his gun and pulled him up over his body to use a human shield.
Seeing no clear shot, V�ng hesitated for just enough time to allow Selena to snatch up an empty champagne bottle and belt it around the back of the commando�s skull. He fell forward onto his knees and then crashed out at the side of the pool.
Riley tore the journal from Kuan�s hand. He heard more gasps and then some macabre cheers from the crowd, and glanced up to see two or three more goons sprinting toward them from the direction of the villa. They were holding submachine guns and began firing wildly in their direction.
�We�re out of here!� he said, and ran over to Selena at the side of the infinity pool.
�What do I do?�
�Stand straight and keep rigid with your feet together. If you turn in the air you�ll have time to come back to position. Don�t hold your nose when you hit the water � blow air out through it when you make contact with the surface.�
�Got it.�
He breathed out as he looked down at the black water. �The pool gives us a bit of an overhang so that�s a lucky break.�
�What if there are rocks?�
�The usual method would be to hit them really hard, break your legs and then die painfully in the sea.�
�Got it.�
The men were closer now, sprinting around the pool decking and firing at them. Their bullets ripped into the varnished wooden deck and kicked up a shower of sharp splinters.
�Now or never, mate,� he said with a wink.
�Should we hold hands?�
�Pointless. We�ll be pulled part a second after we jump, which is on three��
�One,� she said, but then he pushed her off and leaped into the air behind her. A second later they were immersed in the spray of the immense waterfalls.
He spun around and saw a dazed Kuan run up to the edge of the pool and looked down, gun in hand, but the darkness of the night had already swallowed them.
He spun back and straightened up for the entry but saw Selena had timed it wrong, and was going to hit the surface on her back. Better than her front, he thought, but it was going to hurt like hell.
He drilled down into the darkness of the water and for a second the universe was silent. He floated in the black as if he was in outer space, and then he swam as fast as he could to the surface.
He gasped for air as he wiped the water from his eyes. He scanned the horizon for Selena and then he saw her, drifting on the surface and knocked out colder than an ice cube.
�Oh no��
He fought against the violent swell of the tide in the small cove and made his way over to her. He flipped her over and held her out of the sea as he was treading water and thinking about what to do next. It was a hell of a swim around the cliffs to get out of the cove, and he knew Kuan and his men would be after them like shot out of a gun.
And then, on the horizon was Charlie Valentine and he was steering their little boat toward them. �Thank fuck for that!� he called out. �Lena � we�re saved!�
But she was still out cold as he and Charlie manoeuvred her into the boat.
�What the hell?� Charlie said.
�Get us out of here Charlie!� Riley yelled, and leaned over Selena to give her the kiss of life.
She started coughing just as Charlie opened the throttle and steered the boat out of the cove. �Is she okay?�
Selena leaned over and heaved seawater out of her lungs and mouth, gasping wildly for fresh air. �Oh God that hurts��
�She�s going to be fine,� Riley said, rubbing her back.
They got out into the open water and headed for Ko Samui around the north coast of the island.
�Kuan�s men!� Selena cried out.
�Three boatloads of the bastards,� Riley said. �And they�ve got automatic weapons.�
�And what was that?� Selena asked, seeing a puff of smoke on the other boat.
The response was an enormous grenade explosion a few feet off their starboard bow that sprayed them with sea water and nearly tipped their boat over.
Riley turned desperate eyes up to Charlie. �If we don�t get out of here right now, we�re dead meat.�
Charlie got the message and turned the boat into the island. His plan was to hug the coast and make their silhouette less visible. It was all he could think of to give them more time and then maybe they could get back to the safety of Ko Samui.
They pulled into another cove farther around the northern coast of the island and watched with relief as Kuan and his men ripped past them. Waiting until the coast was clear Charlie turned the boat and made the decision to sail north again.
A few tense minutes passed until they all reached the conclusion they had hoodwinked Kuan and it would be plain-sailing back to the larger island, but then they heard another popping sound and turned to see Kuan was once again on their tail. He had turned and was now tearing south toward them, and the second grenade was even closer. It traced over their heads and blasted the water in front of them creating a massive trough which they ploughed into like a tractor crashing into a ditch.
Propelled forward, all three of them were nearly flung out of the tiny boat but they held on as Charlie pulled them out of it and increased speed in a vain attempt to escape their pursuers.
�Shit, Riley!� Charlie said. �They outnumber us, they outgun us and they�re faster than us. We�re properly fucked this time.�
As Kuan raced toward them, Riley and Selena shared an anxious glance.
�Pom might have a point,� he said. �We can�t out run them.�
Selena looked scared. �What the hell are we going to do, Riley?�
�That is a bloody good question, mate,� he said, and for once, he was fresh out of ideas.
Charlie was now pushing the boat to its max and knew there was nothing left in the tiny outboard motor. �Whatever we come up with it needs to be fast because we�ve got about sixty seconds before Kuan gets here.�
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Damn-stupid, ignorant, greedy, good-for-nuthin�- trouble-makin� assholes! What were they thinking? Decker shook his head as for the second time in one week he was forced to take evasive action and stop a bunch of goons shooting up the Avalon.
He increased power to make the turn but this took him further away from Selena, Riley and Charlie down in the boat. He craned his neck to look through the co-pilot�s window and just caught another glimpse of the action before everyone slipped out of sight of the enormous float plane.
I told them: stay away from Kuan. He�s a heroin trafficker with links to the Chinese triads� But did they listen? Like hell they did!
Three thousand feet now and skimming along the top of the clouds. From up here the moonlight bounced off the tops and made it look like he was flying around a world made of whipped ice cream. He�d heard the shooting and seen the explosions from nearly a mile away while he was doing his pre-flight checks back on the waters off Lamai Beach and knew it could mean only one thing: Professor Selena Moore was in trouble. Again.
He�d taken off with the rear hatch open. Dangerous, but part of the crackpot scheme to save their lives that he�d cooked up in the sixty seconds he�d had to come up with a plan.
He reduced the power and turned to port, hoping to come full-circle and make another run-up on the sea battle below. He had a plan, but it was crazy as hell and he was starting to think he was just as stupid as the people he was trying to rescue.
The Avalon slipped down through the clouds again and left ice cream-land behind as he powered the aircraft down toward the ocean and aimed in the general direction of the gunfight. I must be out of my god-damned mind, he thought. Oh no, Mr Decker� I can handle anything that comes my way.
Jesus.
The Albatross started to rumble as he ploughed through a pocket of warmer air and then the fight was visible again down below on the sea�s black surface. The engines whined as he reduced power on the overhead throttles and then it was crunch time.
A hundred feet above and another reduction of power. As the revs dropped the whole aircraft began to rattle and buzz. Decker watched as Kuan�s men closed in on them � three motorboats full of armed men versus Selena, Riley and Charlie as they desperately tried to get back to the larger island before they were caught.
There was no chance of that, Decker knew. Kuan and his men would be all over them like a cheap suit. No, this was the only way and now it was Showtime.
Thundering over the top of Kuan and his men now, their response was predictable. They fired dozens of rounds into the air in the hope of hitting the aircraft but it was going too fast to track with any degree of accuracy. He was also staying high � too high for what he was about to do, but it was the only way.
Over the top of Kuan�s boats he saw Selena and the others dead ahead. Their little boat was bobbing about in the black water and Charlie saw him first. His mouth dropped as he alerted the others to the enormous float plane thundering toward them in a move straight out of Kamikaze 101.
Decker reduced power again and brought the Avalon thundering down on the warm Gulf water. Holy merciful crap! He had come in too fast and bounced right back up out of the sea again. The drag from the surface of the water had slowed the plane and with another power reduction he tried it once more � but it was his last chance.
If he missed the target touchdown zone he would tear past Selena and the others and Kuan would be on them.
He lowered the flaps and took a deep breath. I hope this works� The engines growled and roared as he put her down once again, and this time she stayed down. He pulled the throttles further aft and generated more reverse thrust. The plane shuddered and grumbled and for a second it looked like he was going to go right over the top of them.
He steered to starboard and placed them on his left-hand side.
He prayed they knew what he was trying to do.
Charlie got it at once, and steered the boat to the left a few hundred yards ahead of the Albatross. They were lined up now, but slowing down enough for the manoeuvre had allowed Kuan to close in on them again, and in the background they heard the chatter of submachine gun fire.
Decker wiped the sweat from his brow and pulled open the cockpit window. �Get in!�
Selena yelled something in response but he couldn�t understand. He saw Riley firing on the men in the boats that were racing up behind them, but Charlie�s face was a study of focus and steely determination to stay alive as he swung the boat over and pulled in close to the Avalon.
Decker saw they were slipping back and he slowed the aircraft once more, always aware of the pleasure Kuan would take in destroying his precious plane if he got his grubby hands on it.
Charlie was closer now, steering into the side of the aircraft, but the wake of the enormous plane spilled out and forced the boat away again. The former RMP fought hard against it and swung the wheel to the right while Riley Carr continued to fire on Kuan and his men in controlled bursts.
Decker leaned out of the window and saw only Riley and Charlie in the boat. �Holy shit!� he yelled. �They got her!�
�They most certainly did not.�
He spun around and banged his head on the window frame. �Crap!�
Selena placed her hands on her hips and scowled at the bad language. �I thought you�d be more pleased to see me.�
�I just banged my head, is all.�
�Ah.�
Another glance outside was just in time to see Riley diving inside the Avalon, but now Kuan was almost drawing level with the aircraft. He was still firing on Charlie and the boat, but now Decker saw him point at the plane and a second later his men turned their guns on the Avalon.
�We�ve gotta get out of here!�
�What about Charlie?� Selena yelled.
Riley�s panting face appeared in the cockpit door, his chest heaving up and down with the effort of survival and a soaking wet SIG in his hand. �He�s on board!�
Decker didn�t need to hear it twice. He jammed the overhead throttles forward as hard as he could and changed the flaps for takeoff. The engines howled a deep guttural roar as she picked up power and left Kuan�s men behind in her wake.
Selena moved to climb into the co-pilot seat as Decker pulled back on the yoke and she tumbled over into his lap. �I�m so sorry��
�Don�t be,� he said with a crooked smile. �I�m just glad you�re alive.�
�Me fuckin� too, mate,� said a familiar voice from behind him.
The American turned to see Riley Carr�s broad smile and tanned face, dripping wet but grinning in the pale moonlight. After a few seconds to get his breath back, he said, �I don�t think those bastards like me very much.�
�You think?� Decker said.
�Not at all � but that�s okay because I�m going to take a slash on them out of your door.�
�No, you are not,� Decker said. �Use the head like everyone else.�
�Sure thing, Captain.�
�And don�t call me that.�
�Righto.�
�And it�s a hatch,� Decker said. �Avalon�s a sea bird. You piss out the hatch, not the door.�
But Riley had already gone.
�Mr Decker, firstly, thank you so much for coming to collect us like this, but I wonder if I could ask a very small favor of you. Infinitesimally small, really.�
Decker sighed and rubbed his brow.
�It�s a quantum-sized favor, honest,� Charlie said.
�What?�
�We need to get to Goa,� Selena said.
Decker turned to her. �And what�s in Goa? You have the damned journal!�
�Ah yes,� she said. �But we can�t read it.�
�Oh God� don�t tell me.�
�In Goa is a very good friend of mine.�
�Who can read your journal?�
�Exactly!�
He looked out the window and listened to the hum of the rotary engines. Selena and Charlie looked at each other in silence, and waited for the former US Marine�s response. �Well, we�re not going there tonight,� he said bluntly. He tapped one of the gauges on the instrument panel. �Not enough fuel.�
�But there�s an airport on Ko Samui.�
�And Kuan�s men are going to be crawling all over it. No, if you need to get to Goa then we have to fly west, so our next stop is Phuket. We can fill up at the airport there.�
�So you�ll take us to Goa?� she said excitedly.
Decker sighed. �To Goa � but no farther.�
�Anyone say Phuket?�
They turned to see a smiling Riley Carr stepping into the cockpit and zipping up his pants.
�Yes, why?� Decker said.
�I know a woman there.�
�Of course you do,� Selena said.
* * *
When they landed at Phuket and filled up the tanks, Decker checked the plane and realized Kuan�s men had been better shots than he thought.
�Crap.�
�What?� Selena asked.
�Both the vertical and horizontal stabilizers have taken damage, and look here � the port trim tab is shredded to pieces� no wonder the landing was rough.�
�I thought that was just you,� she said raising her head and fixing her eyes on his.
�Are you trying to be funny?�
�I might be.�
�Looks like you�re going to have to try harder, in that case.�
After a drawn-out conversation with officials at the airport they decided to spend the night in Phuket while essential repairs were made to the Avalon and after agreeing on a price they took a cab out to a restaurant on the coast that Riley knew and they all had dinner together.
They ate spiced crab rolls with red chilli and mango salsa, followed by Yellow fin tuna with a sesame crust and a good helping of Thai asparagus. Most of it was washed down with ice-cold Singha beers too numerous to count, and then after their meal they took their beers, stepped out of the restaurant and walked along the street.
After eating, Riley took a cab to find the woman he had mentioned and Charlie staggered back to his hotel room a little worse for wear. That left just Selena and Decker. She turned to him and smiled. �I need to make a call to an old friend.�
�Sure.�
She made the call as they strolled in the night. �Hello, Diana � how are you? Great� listen, I need you to translate something for me� yes, I have it at last!�
Decker listened to Selena�s half of the conversation and stared up at the stars.
�It is, yes�� she continued. �I know you don�t believe me, but if I�m right, it could change the course of history. This is going to hit Indian culture like a comet from outer space.�
Decker raised an eyebrow and doubted this very much, but he liked watching the way she got so excited about a stupid book. When she cut the call, they decided to take their walk along the beach in the moonlight.
�I�m glad you decided to fly me out of Hong Kong,� Selena said.
�Sure.�
�And you�re supposed to say something like and I�m glad you asked me.�
�Sure.�
�You are an impossible man!�
�Thanks.�
�It was no compliment.�
�I saved your ass in Hong Kong.�
�I suppose I�ll have to hear about that until my dying day.�
�Not unless you plan on dying before you hand me the cash you owe me for flying you to Goa, and then we�re history.�
�Nothing would bring me greater pleasure.�
Decker looked at her in the pale light of the creamy tropical moon which hung above them. It was so large and low it seemed almost close enough to reach out and touch. For a moment, it was as if they were the only two people on Earth. The only sounds were the lapping of the waves on the beach and the sea breeze rippling the palms along the backshore.
�All right, I�m glad you asked me, kinda.�
�Really?�
�Sure, why not? I�m not getting any more business out of Peter Ying and you can take that to the bank�� he stopped, and looked a little embarrassed. �And without that pay check I�m in trouble. Truth is Avalon Cargo isn�t the amazing business opportunity you probably think it is.�
�Er� yes, of course,� she said hesitatingly.
Decker sipped his beer and looked up at the moon. �All I ever wanted was to be an astronaut, but I guess I never made it.�
�You have the Avalon.�
He gave a low laugh and looked down at his boots in the sand. �Sure� but she can�t quite muster the escape velocity I�d need to get into orbit.�
�It doesn�t seem like a bad life, though.�
�I guess. What about you? You always wanted to be a museum curator?�
�Sort of.�
�What does that mean?�
�I�ve never told anyone else this before, but when I was a little girl what I really wanted to be was a treasure hunter. Silly really.�
�A treasure hunter? Impressive. I guess you almost got there, what with working in a museum and whatnot.�
�Being a museum curator probably has the same sort of relationship to treasure hunter as being a cargo pilot has to landing on the moon.�
Decker laughed. Maybe it was the beer, but he was starting not to hate Little Miss Fussy Pants. �You never told anyone that, really?�
�Well�I told Riley once, but that doesn�t really count because it�s sort of like when you tell your dog secrets.�
Another laugh, and then the beers were over so they began to walk back up the beach and over the road to their hotel rooms. As they approached the car park, Selena turned to the American, hesitated and then said, �Tell me, Mr Decker � is there anyone waiting for you at home?�
Decker hesitation was even longer. �There was once, but not any more.�
�I�m sorry to hear that. What happened?�
�Things didn�t work out� you know how it is, right?�
�I suppose so.�
�What about you?�
�There was Riley once, but now only my work.�
Decker couldn�t think of anything to say, and the truth was conversations like this made him feel awkward and uncomfortable. He took her as far as the door to her room and passed a hand over his tired face.
�Goodnight then,� he said.
�Oh, yes. Goodnight, Mr Decker.�
He walked away and stopped and turned. �Will you stop calling me that?�
�I�m sorry, Mitch.�
He�d had a good night, but as he walked back to his room he was pretty uneasy about what she had told him over dinner. This Kuan character sounded like bad news, and it was obvious he was working for someone even shadier, and that just had to mean even more trouble.
All I want is a modest cargo company, he said. Just me and the Avalon, and no trouble.
* * *
This was a telephone call Lee Kuan did not want to make, and his fears were confirmed when he heard the icy voice of Rakesh Madan on the other end of the line.
�We were raided,� Kuan said. �They have the journal.�
�Tell me this is more of your infamous humor,� said Madan.
�Sadly, no� they stormed the place with Special Forces,� Kuan lied easily. �And dived off the cliffs to a waiting boat. Then an aircraft swooped down and took them away. It was very well-planned and executed.�
�Be careful with that word, Lee,� the Indian said coolly.
�What do you want me to do?�
�I will pull your strings when I need you to move, Lee. In the meantime I can track them down easily enough. You forget � I control the skies in this part of the world, and soon every part of the world.�
�You seem very certain,� Kuan said.
�The problem with you, Mr Kuan, is that you have no faith.�
�Is that my problem?� the Triad boss said.
�Don�t try and intimidate me, Lee,� Madan said firmly. �I am not one of your drug pushers or pimps.�
Madan ended the call abruptly and Kuan swallowed hard. He would make Madan pay for treating him like this. The only question was: how?
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Goa
The long flight over the Bay of Bengal was always turbulent, even in wide-body jets flying at high altitude, but they really felt it in the vintage Grumman Albatross as soon as they crossed into the bay from the Andaman Sea.
They flew through the day and reached their destination just as the sun was setting over southern India, lighting the jowar fields and cardamom groves in a soft orange light. Decker was descending the aircraft now in preparation for the landing at Goa International Airport, and their low altitude gave them a great view of Dabolim as he lined up for the runway. Already the tremendous heat of the land below was filling the unpressurized aircraft.
After clearing customs at Goa and parking up in the airport they took a cab out to Diana Silva�s apartment. No one was expecting any problems because neither Kuan nor anyone else could possibly know where they were, but when they got to the apartment they quickly re-evaluated their complacency.
Diana�s door was smashed in and hanging half off its hinges.
�Oh, crap,� Decker said. Just a quiet cargo business.
The American cautiously pushed open the splintered door and leaned his head inside the apartment hallway. Riley and Charlie were right behind him and Selena was at the back, peering over their shoulders.
The telephone table was on its side and the phone cable had been yanked out the wall with so much force the junction box was hanging halfway off the wall and the wiring inside was exposed.
�Either your friend throws one hell of a party or she�s in trouble,� he said.
Selena cocked her head and stared at him. �What do you mean?�
�I mean that if��
�Out of my way,� she said.
She tried to push past him but he extended his arm and stopped her. �Just wait right there,� he said. �Whoever did this could still be inside.�
�He�s right,� said Riley.
�Yes, he�s right,� said a gravelly voice behind them.
They turned to see a tall Indian man standing in the hall with a nasty-looking machine pistol in his large, gnarled hands.
�Oh, bugger�� Charlie said.
�Please�� the man said, and gestured for them to go inside the apartment. �Won�t you come in?�
�Doesn�t look like we have much choice,� Selena said.
�Right again,� the Indian said. �Now let�s hurry it up. Your friend is waiting.�
�If you�ve hurt her, you bastard..!� Selena said.
�Inside, now, and hands in the air.�
They raised their hands and marched inside the apartment with their hands raised above their heads. As soon as they stepped from the hall into the main living space they saw a sorry-looking Diana Silva sitting in her favorite armchair by the window. She was lost among a sea of her belongings, now all smashed up and turned into garbage. Two men in black suits were standing behind her and one of them had a Smith & Wesson M&P 357 pushed into the back of her skull.
�Diana!� Selena said, rushing forward. �Are you all right?�
The Portuguese woman nodded sadly, the tears in her eyes still fresh enough for all to see. �They got here an hour ago. They said they would kill me if I moved from this seat.�
�We�re here now,� Selena said, glancing over her shoulder at the others with fear etched on her slim face.
The tall Indian man lowered himself into the leather chair in the corner, making sure to keep the machine pistol trained on them as he went. �Now we�re all together it�s time to talk business.�
�Who are you?� Decker said.
�They call me Kaleka,� he said.
�Nice to meet you, mate,� Riley said. �Come here often?�
Selena rolled her eyes. �What do you want, Mr Kaleka?�
�You will hand over Stanhope�s journal immediately or Mukesh here will decorate the kitchen annex with the interior of Miss Silva�s head.�
�You son of a bitch,� Selena muttered.
Riley�s eyes changed from passive to cold steel. �And I was trying to be friendly too.�
�Take it or leave it.�
�To be honest, I�d take it, Selena,� Charlie said.
�Seconded,� Riley said, but Decker said nothing. He just stared at the men with a tight, unshaven jaw and hate in his eyes.
Selena pulled her bag from her shoulder and lowered it to the floor. �It�s in here.�
Kaleka shifted a little in his seat. �If you�re getting a weapon, I can assure you that you will all be bleeding out on this delightful rug before you get your finger on the trigger.�
�It�s not a weapon,� Selena said, pulling out the journal. �Although I�m sure you�ll find a way to turn it into one.�
Kaleka�s eyes lit up like diamonds when he saw the small book at last. �Thank you so very much. When we return to Jambudvipa, my employer will be most pleased.�
�Your employer?� Decker said.
�It is not your concern. Now, my men and I will be leaving with Miss Silva and this journal.�
�Leave her here with us!� Selena said.
�Leave her with the dead?� Kaleka said, and began laughing. �I�m not that wicked.� He turned to the man beside Mukesh. �When we leave the apartment, fill them with bullets and join us outside.�
�If you harm her I�ll kill you,� Selena said. The warning in her eyes was clear.
Kaleka put the journal in his pocket and forced Diana out through the smashed door. Mukesh followed closely behind them. They were only gone a few seconds when the other man raised his machine pistol and aimed it at them.
Selena took a step toward Decker. �You can�t do this!�
A greasy grin spread on the man�s face, and they all saw his shoulders shift into the firing position as he prepared to wipe them all out.
Then he dropped the gun and stumbled back a few steps.
Decker and Selena exchanged a confused glance, and Charlie was none the wiser, but all three saw the blood pumping from his jugular at the same time, and then they saw the blade.
�What the..?�
Riley walked over to the man and pulled the knife from his throat. He turned to his friends and casually wiped the blood off on the dying man�s shirt. He also took his gun. �Learned to throw knives on the station when I was a kid,� he said coolly. He looked down at the man and whistled. �Not the first time it�s come in handy, either.�
�Let�s get out of here!� Selena said. �We can still save Diana!�
They bolted from the apartment and jogged down the steps. On the way down, a visibly relieved Mitch Decker turned to Riley. �You were in the police?�
�Eh?�
�You said station back there.�
�He means farm,� Selena said. �It�s how they talk in Australia.�
Decker nodded. �Grew up on a farm, huh? My grandparents had a farm in Jefferson County. How big?�
�Nine thousand.�
�Nine thousand acres?�
�Nine thousand square miles.�
�Huh? That�s bigger than New Jersey!�
�You should try weeding it,� Riley said with a wink as they finally got outside into the Goan dusk. �There they are!�
�Where?�
�There!�
Kaleka and Mukesh were dragging Diana over the road toward the beach.
�Bastards!� Decker said.
They sprinted away from the apartment complex and headed toward the three figures, now turned into silhouettes by the low sun over the water beyond them. All around them the busy Goan nightlife was starting to buzz as thousands of locals and tourists went about another night of hedonism without the vaguest notion of what was unfolding right before them.
�They�re slipping out of sight!�
�If they have a boat waiting I think we�ve lost her, Lena!�
Clambering down over the dunes they pushed past a group of European tourists who were standing in a circle and lighting enormous joints beside a beach hut bar.
�Where are they?� Charlie said.
Decker and the others scanned the beach for any sign of their friend.
�Shit! We�ve lost them!� Charlie said.
�Bullshit,� Riley said. �Keep looking!�
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Riley saw the gunmen first and yelled at his friends as he dived for the cover of the beach hut bar. �They�re firing! Get down!�
Decker threw himself at Selena and pulled her to the ground, shielding her from the bullets with his own body. Exploded palm culms and coconut matting sprayed over their heads as they hit the hot sand and a bullet ripped into Charlie�s upper arm. All around them terrified tourists screamed and scattered in every direction, not knowing where the danger was coming from.
But Decker knew where it was coming from � Kaleka and his thug who were now dragging Diana roughly by her arm across the cooling sand toward the sea.
�Where the hell are they taking her?� Selena said.
�Maybe they have a sub in the Arabian Sea?� Charlie said, wincing as he pulled up his shirt sleeve to see the wound. �Shit � they definitely got me!�
Riley glanced at the wound. �Just a flesh wound, you big girl.�
�The bullet�s lodged inside!� Charlie protested.
Riley leaned in closer. �Oh, shit� sorry.�
�You really think they have a boat moored somewhere?� Selena said, wincing as she glanced at Charlie�s arm.
�No, it�s not that.� Decker pointed through the beach shack towards a low concrete building a few hundred yards to the north.
�You�ve got to be kidding!� Riley said.
�Quads?� Selena said.
�It�s what I would do,� Riley said.
Selena frowned. �That�s no recommendation.�
�Let�s get after them!� Charlie said, wincing again.
Selena turned to him and placed her hands either side of his face as if he were a small, silly child. �Charlie, you have a bullet in your arm. You�re staying here while I call an ambulance.�
�That leaves us, mate,� Riley said to Decker. �Last to the quads buys dinner?�
�And the drinks,� Decker said, fixing his eyes on the Australian.
As she tied a tourniquet on Charlie�s arm, Selena gave a subtle smile � she was glad to know Decker wasn�t all business after all.
Decker didn�t see it. His gaze was fixed on the fracas unfolding over at the quad hire shack, where Kaleka was indiscriminately spraying hot lead from the machine pistol in all directions to clear the punters away from the quads and free up his escape route.
Selena frowned again. �So are you going to let them get away with Diana or just sit here like a couple of idiots?�
�She has a point,� Riley said. �And I�m not getting my wallet out tonight under any circumstances.�
�We�ll see about that,� Decker said, and sprung to his feet. A second later he was vaulting over the rum-soaked bar of the beach hut bar and scrambling through the chaos toward the quads.
�Bastard!� Riley said.
The two men sprinted along the top of the dunes and used the coconut palms for cover as they made their way toward the quad shack. Up ahead, Kaleka had forced Diana on a quad and was climbing on board behind her. With his left hand on the handlebar and his right hand pushing the MP5 in her back, the Indian revved the quad, screeched out of the shack and hit the sand. A second behind him was Mukesh, and as he swerved his quad out onto the beach he turned and fired his pistol at Decker and Riley.
They hurled themselves into the air and crashed down behind the quad hire building with a second to spare. Mukesh�s bullets punched a line of holes in the large bright-red sign above the store and sprayed them both with splintered wood.
Decker pulled his head down to dodge the lead and splinters, and turned to see Selena diving down beside him.
�What are you doing here?� he asked.
�Ambulance took Charlie to hospital,� she replied. �He wasn�t best pleased when I jumped out the back just as the paramedics closed the doors, but I couldn�t miss this for the world! This is treasure hunting!�
�Crazy as hell�� Decker said, turning to Riley. �You know what I�m thinking?�
�That it�s remarkably cheap to hire quads here?� Riley said.
�No,� Decker said, working hard to suppress a smirk. �Which one of us got here first?�
�I believe,� Riley said, jumping to his feet and straddling a Yamaha ATV quad, �that the bet was first to the quads, not the quad shack.�
Before Decker could protest, the Australian fired up the ignition, revved the quad, gave the American a salute and shot away across the sand.
�Son of a bitch,� Decker said. Shaking his head with disbelief he climbed aboard another of the idle quads, a bright red Honda. �Get on!� he yelled at Selena, and she jumped on the back and put her arms around his waist.
By the looks of things Riley had gotten the last automatic and so as Decker balanced himself on the seat he checked it was in neutral before turning the ignition key. He released the park brake and took off after the former Australian commando.
Out in the twilight darkness of the beach everything was still hot and getting dangerous very fast. Pulling in the clutch with his left hand he kicked the shift lever up with his left foot to go up into second, and again into third.
�You can drive this, right?� Selena said.
�Yes,� he snapped.
To the right, the beach twisted in a shallow arc and beyond it the grimy distillation towers of the Hindustan Petroleum Corporation rose up into the haze of the north. To the left, Riley was powering across the sand in pursuit of Kaleka and Diana.
Decker increased speed and changed up into fourth. His quad had five gears and a moment later he was in top, standing up to get a better view of the action ahead. Either side of him, tourists, beggars and vendors illegally selling sunglasses and hats watched in confusion as he burned the Honda over the sand in a desperate attempt to catch up with Diana Silva and her kidnappers.
Weaving in and out of the tourists Riley soon pulled alongside Mukesh and raised his leg. For a second, Decker though he was going to go for the world�s highest kick and strike the Indian thug in the face, but then he saw the Australian launch his boot at the handlebars and the plan became clear.
Mukesh�s quad instantly responded to the sharp kick and spun off down the dunes. The young Indian man struggled to level off but the slope was too steep and the quad tipped over on its two left hand-side wheels. He panicked and turned the handlebars the wrong way and now the quad was flipping over and over like a toy car. It came to a stop a few seconds later at the bottom of the dune, the velocity of the crash snapping Mukesh�s neck like it was balsa wood.
When Riley saw he had neutralized the threat from the young gunman, he looked at Decker for a second before pointing up the beach. �One down, one to go.�
Decker was a trained marine, but he was an officer and a pilot. That gave him a different skillset to those men who trained to be commandos, and the difference was never better demonstrated than in the way they were able to brush off death. He saw now that Riley Carr was no exception to the rule.
He�d read about the soul-crushing selection course in the vast Western Australian outback that men had to pass if they wanted to get in the SASR. He had nothing but respect for those who even attempted it, never mind passed.
Ahead, Kaleka was now turning east at the top of Miramar Beach and when they made the same turn a few seconds later they saw him and Diana violently swerving off the sand. Racing up the dunes the Indian hitman launched his quad up a series of low, concrete steps and disappeared into a small grove of palm trees.
�Where now?� Decker said, pulling up beside Riley.
�He went in there!� Selena said.
�Goa Miramar Resort,� said Riley. �Stayed their on my third honeymoon.�
Before Decker even had time to consider how Riley Carr had persuaded at least three women to marry him, the Australian was ramming his quad up the concrete steps and weaving it through the palm grove in pursuit of the kidnapped woman.
Decker followed suit and as he hit the grove, he heard the now familiar sound of people screaming up ahead. The sound of terrified holidaymakers was met by a fierce barrage of quad-horns and then the grim sound of automatic weapons� fire. Somewhere up there in the resort, a very dangerous man was starting to feel hunted. If he started to feel trapped as well Decker was worried innocent people might get hurt.
With Riley no longer in sight, Decker followed the narrow track that wound through the palms and dropped down to third gear to take a shallow corner. Mud and gravel chips flew up in a wide arc behind him as he dropped down again to second and revved wildly to gain speed and come out of the bend.
The track was now leading up a slope, at the top of which he was able to see Riley again. The Australian�s quad was stationary and he had raised himself up off the saddle in order to scan the area for Kaleka.
Decker pulled up beside him and joined the hunt. They were parked up in the center of the resort and now security guards were scrambling to contain what they presumably thought was a terrorist threat in the middle of their luxury hotel.
�Great,� Decker said. �We don�t need this.�
�We need to get out of here,� Selena said.
Ahead, the American saw the Goan moonlight flash for just a second off Kaleka�s rear brake lights. He was over the other side of the resort now, beyond the main swimming pool and heading for the entrance. If Riley was thinking the same thing as Decker, it was that if Kaleka got into the backstreets of Panjim they would probably never see either him or Diana ever again.
�Last chance to take the bastard out,� Riley said, revving the quad. He nodded his head in the direction of the security guards. �Tell these guys thanks but not today.� And then he was gone, skirting around the eastern edge of the enormous swimming pool.
�Son of a bitch!� Decker said, and let his clutch out too fast. The quad lurched forward in a series of violent judders as the guards behind him opened fire with their pistols. Decker crouched low against the quad to avoid the rounds but they were firing over his head to avoid hurting the few remaining guests who were too drunk to scramble to safety.
At the end of the pool, Decker turned the handlebars and made a sharp right turn as he worked hard to catch up with Riley once again. Time was running out, and he didn�t want to have to tell Selena they had lost both her friend and the journal.
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�Can�t you make this thing go any faster?� Selena said, her arms still wrapped tightly around Decker�s waist.
�I wish I could make you go away faster,� he muttered under his breath. �Does that count?�
�What was that?�
�I said I only wish I could make it go faster.�
�Of all the pilots in the world��
�What?�
�Just saying how lucky I am to have you here.�
�You make your own luck, lady.�
He twisted the throttle again and the quad shot off through the complex. Zooming along a paved walkway and smacking down off the kerb they swerved and skidded on the asphalt for a few seconds before Decker regained control. He looked down at the gauges and shook his head. �She�s nearly out of gas!�
�Look out!� Selena yelled.
Decker looked up. �Holy crap!� An old man was leading two water buffaloes across the street. Only in India.
�Go around!� Selena said.
�You think?�
Decker yanked the wheel to the left and dodged the second buffalo by a few inches, causing their handler to turn and raise his stick in the air and shout a string of profanities at them.
�Just a small cargo business!� Decker said. �Something to retire on.�
Selena ignored it. �There!�
Up ahead, Riley fired his gun and blew out the right rear tire of Kaleka�s quad slowing him but not by much of a margin. Encouraged by the successful shot, the Australian aimed his weapon again. As with the first shot he was more cautious than usual because of the presence of Diana Silva on the quad. Her body was shielded behind the enormous bulk of Kaleka, but if a nine mil hit the wrong part of the Indian it would drill right through him and plough straight into Diana. He�d seen it happen in combat.
�For Christ�s sake be careful, Riley,� Selena said.
Riley was too far away to hear her warning, and the roar of the quads� engines would have drowned her out anyway. Now, he slowed his breathing, aimed and fired again and took out the other rear tire. For a few seconds it looked like he�d won the day as Kaleka struggled to control the wounded quad. Showers of sparks burst out in a shower behind him as the steel wheel rims ground against the concrete paving.
�Good shot,� Decker said.
�He could have killed Diana!�
�That�s why it was a good shot.�
With the loss of buoyancy, Kaleka�s quad was slowing now and both Riley Carr and Decker and Selena were almost on his tail. The Indian drove the trashed quad the last few hundred yards right through the middle of the tourists drinking around the pool. He was doing it in purpose to use them as human shields. Skidding to a halt at the gates he ordered Diana off the quad and grabbed hold of her, roughly pulling her slender frame in front of him and pinning her against his muscular body with his powerful arms. With his other hand he pushed the muzzle of his gun into her throat and began to walk backwards toward a Jeep Compass that skidded to a halt in front of them.
�Get back or I put a bullet through her neck!�
Riley waved Decker and Selena back. �Do as he says!�
�But��
�Just do it!�
Kaleka opened the rear door and manhandled a sobbing Diana Silva into the large black SUV. Climbing in behind her, he slammed the door and a second later smoke poured from the rear wheel arches as the driver floored the throttle and spun the squealing tires.
Decker and the others were helpless as they watched the Compass racing away down the narrow road. At the end of it, the Jeep swerved hard and disappeared from sight altogether.
�Damn it all!� Selena cried out. She turned around in a circle and clasped her hands to her face. �I can�t believe we let them get away with Diana and the journal!�
�There�s nothing we can do here,� Decker said. �We need to check Charlie�s okay.�
They began the long walk back to Charlie at the other end of the beach. �He�s not going to believe we screwed this up,� Selena said.
�And what the hell do we do now?� Riley said. �She could be anywhere.�
�I�ve got an idea,� Decker said. �That Kaleka guy � he said something about returning to Jambudvipa � is that right?�
�Shit � you�re onto something there, mate,� Riley said. �Jambudvipa � that�s what he said, all right.�
Decker turned to Selena, but she was already on her iPhone.
�What is it with babes and iPhones?� Riley said.
Selena stopped and looked at him. �I�m sorry, I missed that.�
Riley looked sheepish for a second. An experienced commando he surely was, but he was also a young man who never knew when to shut up. �Er� just sayin� you�re sort of addicted to the thing and I wonder what you�d do if there was no signal. Cold turkey or something?�
�I know somewhere around here where there�s no signal. Would you like me to ram it up there to test your hypothesis?�
Decker cracked a smile but looked away.
�Sorry, Lena,� Riley said.
�Apology pending review,� she said sharply. �And in the meantime, looky-here.�
She held up the phone and showed them an image of the biggest yacht any of them had ever seen.
�What the hell is that?� Riley said. �A floating palace?�
�Pretty much,� Selena said. �This is the world�s biggest superyacht � Jambudvipa� apparently it�s from an old Sanskrit word meaning island or continent.�
Decker shook his head. �Modest. I like that.�
�I thought that was the Azzam?� Riley said. �Owned by the President of Qatar.�
�No,� said Selena. �Apparently not, and according to this the Azzam is owned by the President of the United Arab Emirates, not Qatar.�
The Australian shrugged �A bloke can�t know everything.�
�The Azzam is nearly six hundred feet long, but the Jambudvipa is six-hundred and fifty feet long. That makes this guy the lucky winner of the world�s biggest yacht.�
She held up the phone again and showed them both a picture of a man in a black tuxedo. He was at some kind of official event, standing on a red carpet and offering the camera an obviously fake smile.
�Who the fuck is that?� Riley said. �Talk about wooden � I�ve seen more life in an animatronic Disney dinosaur.�
�Allow me to introduce you to Rakesh Madan.�
�Wait,� Decker said. �I know that guy � I recognize the name but not the face. Isn�t he some kind of steel magnate or something?�
�No,� Selena shook her head. �He�s a tech guru � famous for satellite design, apparently. He also happens to be one of the richest men in India, and by extension, the entire world.�
Riley scratched his head. �And this arse-munch is the guy yanking Kaleka�s strings, am I right?�
�This arse-munch, as you put it, is the owner of Jambudvipa, so my guess is yes.�
�Jesus. Where�s she moored?�
�In the Gateway to India marina in Mumbai.�
As they walked the final few steps up to the hospital, Selena slipped her phone into her pocket and turned to the American. �Mr Decker, I have a miniscule, trifling favor to ask you.�
�Oh, God� not again.�
�Just to Mumbai � that�s all.�
As she spoke, Charlie Valentine walked out the door with a big smile on his face and his arm tied up in bandages. �Evenin� all!�
Decker looked at Charlie, and then glanced back to Riley and finally to the proud face of Selena Moore. He put his hands in his pocket and focussed on the horizon for a second or two and then gave a deep sigh. �Just to Mumbai, and no farther.�
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Mumbai
Dr Diana Silva felt the cold steel muzzle of Kaleka�s pistol push into the small of her back as they waited for the elevator to arrive. They were standing in the opulent marble entrance lobby of the Jambudvipa, the private super yacht of Rakesh Madan. A gentle metallic ping drew her attention to the elevator�s arrival and a moment later the burnished chrome doors swished open in luxurious silence.
Kaleka sighed and pushed the gun into her back even harder. �Get in.�
The elevator doors shut behind the two of them and the Indian hitman selected the top deck. The elevator serviced all seven decks of the enormous private yacht but today it was taking the prisoner up to the private realm of one of India�s most notorious recluses.
The elevator�s ascent was silent and felt almost motionless. The only sensation of movement was given by the flashing blue lights every time they passed a floor. As she waited, she gently rubbed her face � she already had the beginnings of a black eye from when Kaleka had hit her back in Goa, and now she wondered how far he might go with a gun in his hand.
A few seconds later the doors opened to reveal a vast private apartment with double-hung windows giving a breathtaking view of the city�s skyline beyond. The view rose and fell almost imperceptibly as the yacht bobbed up and down in the warm waters of the marina.
�Ah, Dr Silva � how kind of you to join me.�
Diana heard his voice, but couldn�t see him in the enormous apartment space. She tried to scan the room for him but before she began Kaleka pushed her violently out of the elevator with his shovel-like hand. She staggered forward and fell over to find herself face to face with the snarling face of a white Bengal tiger.
She gasped and scrambled backward, and as she got to her feet she heard Madan give a low chuckle.
He stepped out from behind a large Chinese folding screen and extended a hand to help her. �Please, it cannot hurt you. It was turned into a rug ten years ago.�
Diana rejected his hand and straightened her shirt as she pulled herself up to her full height. �How tasteless.�
�In your world, perhaps, but I personally shot this animal on a hunt in Madhya Pradesh. It was not my first kill, but certainly my bravest. Every day I am reminded of how fierce these beasts truly are.�
�Not this one.�
�No�� he said, eyes crawling all over her. �Not this one.�
As he spoke, Madan dismissed Kaleka with a string of orders, and the hitman disappeared into a room behind the elevator shaft. Then Madan turned to the Portuguese woman and smiled. �Please � allow me to show you the view.�
She followed him to a set of French doors which overlooked a large stretch of deck on the starboard side, with views over the bustling city in the distance.
Madan opened them and they stepped out onto the terrace where a brass side table was covered in a white cotton cloth and shaded from the late sun by a large parasol. �Please, have a seat.�
�Do I have any choice?�
�Of course not.�
Diana sat at the table and Madan joined her. As the billionaire�s eyes scanned Cumballa Hill, Kaleka stepped out onto the deck. He was holding a tray which he placed gently on the table. An antique silver teapot was in the center, and two china cups. Beside them was an upturned metal bowl, shining dully in the last of the day�s light.
Madan waved him away with his hand and began to pour the tea into the cups. �India is very famous for its tea,� he said. �We produce more tea in India than anywhere else in the world except China. This tea is from my own personal tea gardens in Darjeeling.�
�Why am I here, Mr Madan?� As she spoke, she was certain she saw the upturned metal bowl move slightly in her peripheral vision.
He stopped pouring the tea and added some milk before pushing Diana�s cup over to her. �What many people do not realize is that we have the British to thank for Indian tea. It was the British who introduced tea to India, and they did so to destroy the monopoly the Chinese had on tea production.�
�I asked you a question.�
�Yes� and not an unreasonable one. Look � the first stars.�
Diana followed his hand up into the sky and saw a scattering of stars beginning to shine in the evening sky. �Why did you bring me here against my will?�
�Ah � a satellite! I wonder if it�s one of mine?�
Diana was dimly aware of Madan�s great fortune and how he�d made it, but she had no interest in any of it. �I am a prisoner, then.�
�I prefer to think of your status as a temporary guest, and I am your host. You have not been mistreated in any way, I hope? I know Kaleka can be a little exuberant in his work but pay him no attention. He is a loyal servant and will not harm you.�
She rubbed her black eye. �Unless you tell him to.�
�Unless I tell him to.�
Now she saw the bowl move again, but this time she was much more confident that it had really moved and it wasn�t just her imagination. She pushed back away from the table a few inches and pulled her hands into her lap.
Madan smiled and looked back up at the sky. �In the early days the Indian Space Research Organization would only allow private companies such as mine to place nano-satellites into orbit, which they launched alongside their own, but now things are a little different. Madan Industries now has three full-size multiband communications satellites in orbit, and we hope to launch more very soon.�
�I know nothing about space, or satellites,� Diana said.
He gave another of his insincere smiles. �No, but you do know about this � you are leading authority on ancient languages and symbols, after all.� He pulled a small book from his jacket pocket and placed it on the table beside the silver tea service.
�What�s this?�
�Don�t you know? This is the most valuable item in all of India.�
�It doesn�t look like it.�
�It�s not made of gold or encrusted with rubies, no, but such things are not the only measure of wealth in this world, Dr Silva.�
�I don�t understand.�
Madan turned the small catch and opened the leather bound book. He opened it and began to leaf through it. �Many of the pages are damaged by water,� he said with genuine sadness in his voice. �One can only imagine how such a tragedy happened, but thankfully for us much of its contents are still intact.�
�What contents?�
�See for yourself.�
Madan handed it to her.
�This is a diary?�
�A journal, yes. It was the property of a British explorer and geologist for the British Geological Survey over one hundred years ago. He died in China when the plague ripped through Harbin in 1910 and his journal disappeared. It showed up in a private collection in Hong Kong recently. Now it is mine.�
�And what has this to do with me?� She was playing for time. She knew what was going on.
�Don�t be coy, Dr Silva. How do you think I knew who you were or where to find you? It is not easy to find someone in India, but the process can be expedited if you have a bird in the sky who listens for you.�
�You spied on me with your satellites?�
�Not exactly,� he said calmly. �I was spying on someone else and when that person telephoned you they dragged you into it, shall we say.�
�Selena Moore!�
Madan suppressed a mischievous chuckle. �The very same, yes � the young and foolish Professor Moore. She called you yesterday and told you she had discovered something that would change world history.�
�Yes, that�s right.�
�Something that might indicate an archaeological discovery that would � and I quote � hit Indian culture like a comet from outer space � and I right?�
Diana recoiled slightly when she heard Madan quote her friend word for word. It meant this stranger really had been listening in on their private conversation the day before, and it disgusted her. �How could you spy on people like that? This was a personal telephone call.�
�This is 2017, Dr Silva � there is no such thing as privacy anymore� not if you are poor, at any rate � but a rich man like me can still afford to purchase a private life.�
�You disgust me.�
�Don�t be rude, Dr Silva. You forget I have been very civil to you, but this can change.� He gently tapped the top of the upturned bowl for a moment and then lifted it to reveal a hideous red scorpion. It started to crawl off the table but Madan turned the metal bowl the right-way up and flicked the furious creature inside with his teaspoon.
�What is that thing?�
�This is hottentotta tamulus, if you prefer its formal name, but we shall call her an Indian Red Scorpion. She is widely considered to be the most dangerous of all scorpions.� The creature attempted to crawl out of the bowl once again but Madan knocked it back down with the spoon. It curled its metasoma up and fired its stinger at the spoon�s bowl. Diana flinched as the heavy telson at the tip of the metasoma clunked against the silver.
�Keep that thing away from me!�
�Do not disrespect her like that,� Madan snapped. �Scorpions are some of the very first predators to walk on dry land. Over fifteen hundred species and right here before you is the most lethal of them all!� The tiny red scorpion scuttled about in the bowl and grew increasingly erratic as it searched for an escape route.
�You�re frightening me.�
�Many people do not realize that the scorpion is an arachnid, just like a spider, and also like a spider they do not sting unless provoked.� He removed his Armani glasses and stared at the creature without blinking for a few moments. �But if she stings you, and it is not treated, then you will die. This is how they have outlived even the dinosaurs � injecting a lethal cocktail of toxins into their prey and paralysing them while their insides dissolve. Then she will suck the contents of her victims� insides into her own stomach and leave the hollowed-out exoskeleton aside.�
�You�re making me feel sick, Mr Madan. Is that your intention?�
�Of course not.�
�I can�t think of anything worse than being trapped with a scorpion.�
Madan flicked the scorpion out onto the smooth, white table cloth and Diana screamed. Calmly, the Indian billionaire turned the bowl over and trapped the little red arachnid once again beneath the metal. �Are you sure you can think of nothing worse than that?� he said with a smirk.
�I don�t know what you mean��
�Turn the journal to page forty-one please. Do it now.�
She did as he asked and stared at the page. On the left-hand side was a series of standard geographical coordinates, but beside them were the strangest symbols she had ever seen before. There were around twenty of them, and they were spaced apart as if they were almost in a grid, similar to the way Japanese characters are sometimes written.
�I recognize these as coordinates,� she said, �but what are these?�
�They are the symbols recorded in Tibet by Arthur Stanhope, the British explorer whose journal you are holding in your hands. Their location is marked by the coordinates you see on the same page, and it is my belief that the symbols will reveal to us the location of the ancient Tibetan Kingdom of Shambhala.�
�And what do you expect me to do?�
�I expect you to translate them.�
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Mitch Decker had seen a lot of things in his time but even he was shocked when he stared up at Jambudvipa. He was standing in the marina surrounded by other boats and yachts, all white sails flashing in the late sun and clanging halyards. A seagull screeched and turned into the sunset as the American looked up at the largest super yacht in the world. It towered into the hot, twilight sky and reflected the fading Indian sunshine on its glass and steel infrastructure.
The studies they had made of the yacht while flying to Mumbai on the Avalon had been of little use without more detailed floor plans and the notoriously reclusive Madan had made sure they were not online. Thankfully, the international press had covered the construction of the world�s most expensive toy in great detail, and Selena, Riley and Charlie had been able to study various articles on the yacht while Decker piloted the Avalon along the coast.
Most of the articles contained useful cutaway images showing the internal design of the massive boat, but only in vague detail. The most detailed one they found was an extensive article in The Times of India, the country�s largest English language newspaper. This contained a lengthy written piece on the yacht but also a handy graphic cutaway of the enormous vessel.
Thanks to this article they were able to see that the lower decks were for the staff and engine room. Above those were dozens of guest apartments and two swimming pools. The upper decks were mostly the private residence of Rakesh Madan himself, including an aviary, a private rooftop garden and even his own private helipad. The article was basic but enough for what they needed and they ignored the many rooms and spaces that were simply left without explanation.
Down at sea level, sailors meandered past them along the walkways and streamed in and out of boats up and down the marina, but the entrance to Madan�s personal Nirvana was guarded by two men standing like sentinels either side of the gangway.
�You�re certain this Madan guy owns this thing?� Decker said.
�Yes, and not just this one,� Charlie said. �He also owns other yachts in marinas in Shanghai, Tokyo, New York and London � not to mention all around India, of course.�
�But this is the main attraction, right?�
�I believe so. This is his private home. The others are rented out to various corporations, mostly in the comms sector.�
�I think it�s dreadful,� Selena said, leaning back and trying to count the floors all the way to the top. �It�s obviously some sort of Freudian scream for help.�
�Like a dick thing?� Riley said.
Selena sighed. �I�m not sure Freud would put it quite like that, Riley, but yes. I can�t help notice that it�s only men who are always making statements like this sort of thing.�
Decker, Riley and Charlie were all quiet for a moment before the former Marine finally broke the awkward silence. �Anyway� maybe we�d better get going. Somewhere in that monster is your friend.�
�But how do we get in?� Selena said.
Decker scanned the lower levels of the enormous boat but the only way in was the gangway. He sighed and shook his head deep in thought, and then he saw a catering truck delivering a box of limes to another boat and had an idea.
* * *
�And you�re positive this is going to work?� Selena said.
�Absolutely,� Decker said as he glanced at Riley. �Ready?�
Riley watched as the men unloading the truck disappeared into another yacht. �All clear, mate!�
Decker hefted a box of lemons out the back of the catering truck and looked at Selena. �Your turn.�
She looked at the boxes and sighed. �They look awfully heavy.�
�Your Turn,� he said with less patience.
�Oh, very well.� She picked up a smaller box of limes. �Happy now?�
�You can�t deliver a box limes without the limes, Professor Moore.�
�Don�t italicise �professor� like that.�
�Huh?�
�You said it funny, like you don�t mean it.�
�Oh, God. Can we just get on with this?�
Riley and Charlie jogged over. �They�re on their way back.�
�So let�s get going,� Decker said firmly. �Some of us have a life to get back to.�
Riley and Charlie each selected boxes and the four of them walked along the marina and up the Jambudvipa�s gangway, with Decker in the lead.
One of the guards stepped forward to block the gangway entrance and raised his hands. He spoke in Hindi and then switched to English when he saw their confused faces. �Stop right there.�
�But we have lemons!� Selena said, nodding her head proudly.
�Who are you?� the other man said.
�We come from the� er,� Decker looked into the sky and then back to the two men. �The Maharaja Catering Company. We�re here to deliver this fruit to the yacht.�
The two men exchanged a suspicious glance and returned to Decker. �Four Americans are delivering fruit in Mumbai?�
�Actually it�s one American, one Aussie and two English,� Riley said.
�We specialize in fusion cuisine,� Charlie added, but shut up when Selena nudged him in the ribs with her elbow.
�We are expecting no delivery today. Go away.�
�Decker turned around with the box, and for half a second everyone thought he was going to pad back down the gangway, but then they all saw a sparkle in his eye and the beginnings of a crooked smile on his lips.
In a heartbeat, he turned around and hurled the box of fruit at one of the men while powering a hefty haymaker into the jaw of the other. The punch propelled the man clear over the rail and he crashed down into the water with a terrific splash but the sound was lost in the general bustle of the marina.
The other man rushed forward, but tripped on the limes now rolling all over the deck. He flailed wildly for a few seconds and looked like he was competing in a log-running competition, but then Riley Carr smashed him in the chops with the bottom of his fruit box. He went down on the deck in a shower of mandarins and satsumas and was out for the count.
Riley turned to Selena and clapped his hand on her shoulder. �Orange you glad you brought me along for the ride?�
�Oh, for God�s sake,� Decker said.
�That was funny mate!� he said. �Americans!�
�If it was funny,� Decker said slowly. �I would be laughing.�
Riley squared up to him. �You wouldn�t know funny if it crawled up your pants and grabbed you by the ��
�Riley!�
Decker stepped forward to meet the Australian. �Oh yeah?�
�Yeah!�
�Your face is pretty funny right now. I�ll give you that.�
�Boys!� Selena said. �We have someone to rescue � can you save the bicep measuring for later?�
�Don�t think they were measuring their biceps, Lena,� Charlie said.
�Urghh.�
�Sorry, just saying.�
Selena turned to Riley. �Why are you always taking the pith?�
�Weh-hey, that�s my girl!� he said.
�Enough of this crap,� Decker snapped. �The good professor here is right � your friend is on this boat��
�And the journal!� Selena said.
Decker sighed and rolled his sleeves up. �Your good friend, and the journal, are on this damned boat. So let�s go get �em!�
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Diana could hardly believe what Madan had just told her. As a doctor of ancient languages and a specialist in palaeography she had heard of Shambhala, but she knew it as a mythical kingdom � not a real place in the physical world. It was described by the Hindu and Buddhist traditions in a similar way to how Christians talked about heaven. The fact that Rakesh Madan believed he could discover it made her question his mind.
�What makes you think I am able to translate these for you?�
�Professor Moore seemed to have a great deal of confidence in your abilities, and I must say that after researching your academic past I must agree with her. If anyone can translate these symbols, then that person is you, Dr Silva.�
�Perhaps, but what makes you think I would even consider translating them? After all, you violently kidnapped me and tried to murder my friends.�
Madan tapped his fingertips on the upturned bowl. �I think you could be persuaded to work for me, one way or another.�
Diana felt her flesh crawl as she heard the little red scorpion clattering about beneath the silver bowl, striking its sides with its stinger in a vain attempt to free itself. She wondered how far a man like Madan would go to get what he wanted. �What do you expect to find in Shambhala � treasure?�
�I am worth over ten billion dollars, Dr Silva. Do you want to ask another question?�
�Then why are you doing this? Is this some kind of religious calling?�
�I am a devout Hindu and perhaps there is something to that. The wonders of Shambhala are beyond our imagination, and I take the prophecy very seriously.�
�What prophecy?�
�The Destroyer of Filth will cleanse our world in the end times.�
�The Destroyer of Filth?�
�Kalki, the tenth avatar of Vishnu. Only he can bring in a new age of enlightenment, and it is written that he will appear in Shambhala when it is time for this to happen. This is why it is imperative that I find this sacred place, and those symbols will lead me to it.�
Diana had returned to the journal to escape Madan�s increasingly unnerving stare. Many of the pages were water-damaged as he had said, but plenty were left unharmed and she flicked through them casually as her captor continued to talk about prophecy and the end times. When she returned to the page with the symbols, something else caught her eye. �What�s this here � this mention of strange and magical glowing water? Did the water glow in your mythical kingdom?�
�Shambhala is also known as the Land of the White Waters, so this is another piece of evidence that makes me think the symbols are authentic.�
�But there is no such thing as magic.�
Madan smiled broadly. �You are an accomplished woman, Dr Silva. I am compelled to tell you that it is my intention to destroy your European civilization.�
Diana was shocked. �I�m sorry?�
�Not just yours � but also American, Chinese and Japanese culture as well.�
�I don�t understand.�
�These are the places that have concentrated power over the last few decades and turned the world into the corrupt, degraded hole we now witness every day on the global news networks. I intend to be the destroyer of filth, and annihilate it all from the face of the Earth.�
Diana frowned and pushed the hair from her eyes. �You are mad. You cannot destroy global civilization � not even with your Shambhala magic.�
�That is where you are quite wrong, Dr Silva � and you disappoint me with your failure to put the dots together. The power of Shambhala will enable me to become the Destroyer of Filth himself, and with that power I will wipe the planet clean of these vile cultures and usher in a new age of peace and prosperity for all.�
�For all the survivors, you mean. What you�re talking about would kill millions of people!�
�Billions actually � by my estimation nearly three billion.�
�I can�t believe you can mean these things.�
�Of course I mean them,� he said without emotion. �If I am in fact the tenth avatar of Vishnu then I must appear in Shambhala before I can destroy the filth of the world. That is why I must find it, and it is why you will help me.�
Diana snapped the journal shut. �I will not translate it,� she said defiantly, and then she rolled up her shirtsleeve and put her arm on the table. �You can kill me with your little creature if you want, but I will not help you in your plans to destroy these civilizations with whatever power you think you�re going to find in Shambhala.�
Madan was silent for a moment as he stared at the metal bowl, then he pushed his seat back and got to his feet. It was nearly dark now, and he gestured for Diana to follow him inside. �Won�t you join me?�
�I thought you wanted to kill me with that thing,� she said, glancing at the bowl. She could still hear the clattering inside the bowl.
�You are an intelligent and educated woman, Dr Silva. You have calculated � correctly � that I will not harm you so long as I need the symbols translated.�
She followed him into the apartment and held her breath as she once again beheld the tremendous opulence. It was a picture of Persian rugs, antique mahogany chests and the occasional potted palm. High on the ceiling three fans dotted along the length of the room whirred gently to keep the thick, humid air circulating in the enclosed space. The sound of their wooden blades swooping in the air was all she could hear as she stepped into the corridor behind Madan and began making her way toward another room.
Entering it, her attention was drawn to Kaleka who was standing beside an enormous plasma screen on the far wall. �What is this, Madan?�
�When I intercepted Professor Moore�s telephone call to you yesterday and realized you were the essential part of the puzzle, I decided to buy myself a little insurance.� He snapped his fingers and Kaleka switched on the screen.
Diana gasped. The terrible reality of her situation was brought into sharp focus by the sight of her elderly parents on the screen before her. They were tied to chairs with gags in their mouths and looks of terror on their faces. Standing beside them was a man in black, holding a small box in his hands.
Kaleka�s phone rang and after a few moments he snapped it shut. �We have company.�
�I was expecting it,� Madan said. �Bring them to me.�
Kaleka quickly left the cabin and Madan returned his attention to the sobbing Portuguese woman. �Your parents look so vulnerable��
�Please!� They were sitting in their front room back in Porto, and she recognized the picture on the wall behind them. In her mind that house was the safest place in the world but now Madan had violated it and made it a place of terror and fear.
�I hardly need tell you what is in the box,� Madan said.
�Cabr�o!� she yelled. �Let them go!�
�And I also hardly need to say that my man forgot to pack any antivenom to counteract against the toxins when they sink into your mother�s neck � or your father�s perhaps. You can choose who is first.�
�Please, don�t do this�� she broke down and sobbed in front of Madan, the thought of her parents dying in such agony because of something she could stop was almost unbearable.
�So, perhaps you will now reconsider my little business proposal?�
She nodded slowly, and pushed the tears from her eyes. �Yes� yes, I will translate the symbols, but please let my parents go.�
Madan smiled widely. �I thought you might be more helpful after seeing this. Now get to work on the translation. Your parents� lives depend on your ability to give me what I want, and you have one hour.�
Diana swallowed hard and turned her tear-streaked face from the terrible image of her parents and back toward the battered, tatty old journal on Madan�s table.
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Leaving the wreckage of the gangway fight behind them, Decker, Selena, Riley and Charlie made their way inside the yacht and soon found themselves in a labyrinth of carpeted corridors and plush private suites.
�Which way now?� Riley said.
Selena looked at the plans they had researched. �This way, I think � up these stairs.�
They walked up two flights of stairs and then stopped in a short corridor lined with doors. �I don�t like this,� Decker said. �This place is too quiet for me.�
�Me too,� Riley said.
Selena pursed her lips as she studied the plans. �It�s like a sodding maze. I think this door leads to��
�That�s far enough,� Kaleka said.
They turned to see him leaning back against a wall and pushing a beedi between his lips. With the same hand, he raised a lighter to the tip of the thin, Indian cigarette and fired her up. Decker was more interested in the Micro-Uzi in his other hand. �All right, now drop them.�
�Please, there�s a lady present,� Charlie said.
�The guns, Mr Valentine� drop the guns.�
Charlie glanced at the others. �How do you know my name?�
�Mr Madan knows everything about everyone. Now lose the guns.�
Decker lowered his first and the others followed suit.
Blowing smoke above his head, Kaleka smirked and waved the gun in the direction of the double doors at the far end of the corridor.
�You watch your back, Kaleka,� Decker said. �I don�t forget and I don�t forgive.�
The Indian was unmoved. �Please, I beg you � give me a reason to punch you full of holes with this gun. Any reason. I beg you.�
�Leave it, Mr Decker,� Selena said.
They marched forward with the Indian at their backs, Micro-Uzi in hand, and when they passed the double doors they found themselves in a level of opulent luxury none of them had ever dreamed of before. A vast ocean of plush, white carpet spread out before them, sunken in the middle where they immediately saw Diana Silva seated opposite Rakesh Madan on a long leather couch. On the table beside them was Arthur Stanhope�s battered journal.
�Diana!� Selena said. �Are you okay?�
Diana turned to reveal the shiny, purple black shiner around her right eye, but before she could reply, the entrepreneur saw them and gave a warm smile. �Ah!� he said, twisting around and rising to his feet. �How kind of you to join us. There was I, thinking I would never get to meet you in the flesh, and yet you were stupid enough to walk right into my life.�
�What have you done to her, you bastard?� Selena said.
�I�m sorry to say Dr Silva needed a little encouragement to assist me in my travails.�
Selena rushed to her old friend and studied the black eye. �So you hit her in the face?�
�It was him,� Diana said, nodding her head in the direction of Kaleka. �He knocked me out earlier and when I woke up I had this on my face.�
�Problem is,� Riley said, �if you hit a woman, then I have to hit you three times harder. That�s the rules.�
Madan and Kaleka looked at one another and then burst out laughing. �It looks like your knight in shining armor has failed to appreciate the predicament properly,� Madan said.
�You can�t always carry that gun,� Riley said.
�True but sadly for you, none of you will be here long enough to exact your pathetic revenge fantasies.�
�You�re going to kill us?� Decker said.
�I had considered slavery, as a matter of fact.�
Selena was horrified. �Slavery?�
�It is a sad truth that India has some of the worst slavery problems in the world, with nearly half of the entire world�s slaves right here in this country. Your fate was to join the ranks of these lost causes. I know an individual who needs people to work his granite quarry free of charge. Those people were to be you.�
�Were to be?� Charlie said.
�I decided against it. If you escape then you would be too dangerous to me. I cannot spend my life worrying about this. For this reason you are to be killed.�
�How thoughtful,� Selena said.
�Think nothing of it,� Madan said. �I shall enjoy watching it.�
�You�re sick, mate,� Riley said.
�Yes, I am, apparently. A good doctor in Switzerland once told me I was a dacnomaniac. Can you imagine that?�
�What the hell?� Decker said.
�Someone who kills just for the sake of killing,� Diana said. �There�s no hatred or revenge or sick pleasure � they just kill to kill.�
�Jesus,� Riley said. �You really are sick��
Madan gave a quiet shrug. �What can I say? Kaleka! Get Laghari and take these people to the insectarium on Deck 2.�
Kaleka loomed forward and raised his gun. �Yes sir.� He made a short call and a moment later another tall man dressed in black appeared. Unlike Kaleka he was clean-shaven and he was wearing a Glock in a shoulder holster.
�You called?�
�We�re taking them down to the scorpions,� Kaleka said.
Decker and the others looked across at Diana. �Scorpions?�
She gave a sad nod. �He keeps them downstairs. He�s obsessed with them.�
Kaleka and Laghari marched them downstairs to Deck 2 and assembled them in a darkened windowless cabin. It was lit only by gentle blue lights arranged around the outside of the room.
As they moved further in they saw they were actually standing on a walkway that went around all four walls of the large cabin with one stretch cutting across the center of the space like a bridge. Leaning over a steel rail, Selena looked down into what looked like any number of the insectariums she had seen in dozens of zoos over the course of her life.
Small trees and shrubs fought for supremacy among specially arranged rocks and the only sound was the hum of some kind of humidity-control equipment.
�And this is on a bloody boat!� Riley said, almost enjoying himself.
On the far wall was a switchable privacy window, and without warning it cleared in a heartbeat to reveal Rakesh Madan. He was watching them from the safety of a private room, and an expectant smile was on his thin, trembling lips. Behind him a guard was holding Diana at gunpoint.
He leaned forward, pushed a button in front of him and spoke into a small microphone. �You may proceed.� His voice emanated through speakers hidden in the black walls, and it was weirdly distorted.
Kaleka waited for no further commands. He spoke to Laghari and raised his gun toward the prisoners. It was all very quiet and respectful. Kaleka marched Decker, Selena and Riley over and Laghari gently guided Charlie and Diana. �Walk onto the viewing gantry, please.�
�What do we do?� Selena asked Riley.
�He�s pointing a gun at us, Lena. We do as he says.�
A moment later, Diana slipped free of Laghari�s grasp and pulled the Sig Sauer from his belt holster. In a heartbeat she fired a shot into his shoulder. He gasped, but before he had a chance to react, she fired a second time, striking him in the upper leg. She heard the bone shatter and then the man cried out, collapsing to the floor with his hands wrapped around his leg in an attempt to squeeze the burning, agonizing pain away.
Charlie seized the moment and booted the wounded man backward over the rail. He fell into the enclosure with a muffled scream but Kaleka ended the uprising by smashing the gun out of Diana�s hand with a powerful karate chop and firing his own weapon in the air.
�Enough!� Madan shouted while Laghari was still crawling around inside the enclosure, half-dead. �Now move to the gantry!�
They started to walk onto the central bridge section that Madan obviously used as a platform to view the insects from high above, but then his voice boomed around the room once again. �Not you, Professor Moore. You stay with Kaleka.�
She looked at her friends for a moment, confused.
�What�s going on, Madan?� Decker said.
�With the journal translated I no longer need Dr Silva, but I feel it would be wise to take Professor Moore with me to Shambhala. She has an encyclopaedic knowledge of these things. She lives, you die.�
She walked back to Kaleka and before the others had a chance to respond, the viewing gantry dropped away and Decker, Riley, Charlie and Diana tumbled into the scorpion pit.
�Where are the bastards?� Riley said, desperately using the light on his wrist watch to light the floor.
�I�m releasing them now!� Madan purred. He pushed a button on his control panel and the ceiling fell open above their heads. They could see now it was a false ceiling, and it was raining scorpions.
�Holy crap!� Charlie said. �Take cover!�
Riley dived for the cover of one of the trees. �Crazy bastard keeps them up there and drops them on his victims!�
�There must be hundreds of them,� Diana said.
�Over one thousand,� Madan said.
With the lethal shower now over, Decker stepped up on a small rocky island in the center and stared at the floor. It was literally crawling with scorpions, and now he saw vents opening in the walls.
Madan smirked. �Some cobras and kraits to keep you company. Don�t say I�m not generous.�
�This is a God-damned nightmare!� Decker said, flicking a scorpion off the rock with the toe of his boot.
�Let them go, you sadistic bastard!� Selena urged Madan.
�Never� I must see them die. I have to kill them.�
She looked down into the pit and saw the terror on her friends� faces as the scorpions and snakes grew in number and gradually surrounded them on their tiny little rocky island.
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Decker scrambled further up the island and immediately spun around three-sixty to scan his new surroundings for any sign of an escape route. His eyes lingered for a moment on the writhing body of Laghari as he desperately tried to brush dozens of the lethal creatures from his face and chest. He had been unable to flee when the scorpion nest had fallen from above. Now, the countless enraged creatures were firing their stingers at his flesh and bursting their lethal toxins inside his body.
With Laghari�s hoarse screams of terror filling the macabre enclosure, Decker instinctively brushed himself down, even though he knew none of the creatures were on him � yet.
They all watched the young Indian slapping at the scorpions, but then his movements became slower and gradually he settle down until he was no more than a silent heap covered in crawling, scuttling insects.
�That is not the way to go,� Decker muttered.
�Sounds like they�re actually enjoying it,� Diana said, the disgust palpable in her voice.
Decker pointed to Rakesh Madan who was still peering down through his window high above their heads. �Well, he certainly is.�
�There is no way out, my friends,� Madan called down. A look of smug satisfaction spread on his lean face. �Eventually you will fall down and pass out with exhaustion, and then they will get you.�
�There must be some kind of way out of here,� Riley said. �They didn�t get all this junk in here without a door.�
�There,� Diana said, pointing to the far side of the room. �Is that a door?�
�Yes, but it only opens from the other side.�
�Dammit!�
The scorpions clattered closer, and the snakes slithered around them. �Will he really make us stay in here until we pass out?� Charlie said.
�Seems like the kind of guy who would,� said Decker.
�Listen,� Riley said. �That�s not the way I plan on going out, so I�ve got an idea.�
�Hit me.�
�We can stack these rocks up high enough to climb onto what�s left of the viewing gantry, right?�
�Not with old Kaleka watching over us with a gun, we can�t,� Decker said.
�Leave him to me,� the Australian said, gently crouching down and extending his hand toward the writing floor.
�What the hell are you doing, Riley?� Diana said, horrified.
�We have scorpions back on the station. They�re not as dangerous in Oz, but you get to learn how to handle the little bastards.�
He flattened his hand on the floor, knuckles down and gently pushed one of the scorpions back with his other hand. Nudging it back by its front pincers he was able to get it to reverse into his hand. �They can�t sting backwards, you see�� he said, standing up and giving his friends a broad smile.
�What now.�
�Now this.�
He hurled the scorpion at Kaleka and it struck him on the throat. The Indian screamed and stumbled backward. Instinct drove him to drop the gun into the enclosure as Riley knew it would, and the Australian caught the weapon as Kaleka hurriedly brushed the scorpion off.
Riley didn�t wait a second to fire at the panicked Indian standing above him and he loosed three shots until they all heard the ominous sound of dry-firing. �Damn thing�s out of bullets.�
Madan instantly responded by killing the lights and then they all heard the door opening and shutting.
�He�s chickened out!� Charlie said.
�Good job, Riley,� said Diana.
�Move those rocks!� Decker said. �They�ll be back in here with more guns than the US infantry!�
Riley was already heaving one of the rocks up and stacking it on another. Charlie and Decker joined in as Diana kept an eye out. Riley was the tallest and a minute later he was able to reach up and grab part of the gantry. He heaved himself up out of the pit and looked up. �Madan�s gone!�
Charlie sighed. �Bastard must have decided to cut his losses and get out of here while he still has Lena.�
Riley lowered his hand into the pit and helped the others out one by one, and when they were all safely out of the enclosure they all knew what they had to do next.
* * *
They made their way along a corridor and quickly found themselves in the engine room. Decker didn�t like big engine rooms. They were dangerous places. He could control an aircraft, but in a place like this � all full of gauges and tubes and machinery � anything could happen. He�d heard all about boiler explosions, high-pressure fuel lines bursting open and burning sailors, compressor airlines and crankcases exploding, and� give me an old plane any day.
�God this place is noisy!� Diana said.
�I�ll say,� Decker said. �I can�t get out of here fast enough.�
�But which way?� Charlie said.
�Up,� Riley said. �On a boat, always up.�
�You never saw The Poseidon Adventure!� Charlie said. �They had to go down to go up.�
�Never saw that one,� said Riley. �Read a book about Poseidon once though.�
They stepped cautiously up the steel staircase and reached another door. Decker thought he saw daylight through the tiny porthole and that meant they were making progress. At the rear, he watched Riley, Charlie and finally Diana step through and then he made for the door.
It swung shut behind Diana and as he reached his hand out to push it open he felt a pair of greasy hands grab him around his neck. It shocked him, and he called out for help but between the vice-like hands around his neck and the noise of the engine room right behind him his cry for help was no more than a pathetic squeak.
He stared through the porthole with desperate, bulging eyes as he watched his friends jog along the corridor and slip out of sight. Soon, one would turn and notice he was missing � but how soon? Whoever was strangling him wasn�t going to take very long about it, he realized with horror.
The assailant dragged him back into the noisy engine room, and pulled him down onto the riveted steel floor panels so he was out of sight of the porthole. With one hand on his throat he pulled a long, filthy cloth from his pocket and wrapped it around Decker�s neck to use as a ligature.
The American stared up and saw his attacker for the first time. He was an older man, presumably one of the senior officers in the engine room, and now his scarred, sweating face was hovering close over him. He leaned in even closer, the effort of choking Decker reducing his speech to a hoarse whisper, �Time to die!�
Decker thought it just about felt like it, too. The ligature around his throat was getting tighter by the second and he felt the blood pounding in his temples as the blood supply was trapped in his head. He began to grow dizzy and felt the thug�s breath on the side of his face as he spoke once more. �Enjoy hell!�
The American had never been this close to death before. He called out for help but by the time his scream had gotten past the ligature around his neck it was nothing more than a weak croak. His vision grew blurry and he saw stars swirling all over the engine room. He knew it was seconds now and he would lose consciousness and then the man would choke the last of the life out of him with no struggle at all.
He had read about extra reserves of adrenalin surging through people in their final moments and now it happened to him. From some deep, primal urge to live he felt a burst of energy powering through him and managed to pivot forward until he lifted the Indian off his feet.
Decker was a bigger man, but the weight of the Indian hanging off his back and using the ligature around his neck to stay there was almost enough to send him tumbling forward. He kept his balance and stayed on his feet, finding his last ounce of energy to tip forward once again and heave the man over the top of his shoulders.
He crashed down on the floor at Decker�s boots, and the American stumbled back and grabbed desperately at the ligature, untying it and tearing it away from his throat. His gasps for air were deep and his lungs burned, but he was still alive, and he had just seconds to end the threat from the other man.
Still breathless, he padded forward and stomped on the man�s face as hard as he could. The Indian�s nose collapsed under the impact of the blow and Decker heard it shatter and squash all over his face.
The man howled and screamed and when Decker removed his boot he saw the nose was smashed all over his face and blood was streaming down over his mouth and chin. He spoke in rapid Hindi, but through the blood bubbles and phlegm his words would have been unintelligible in any language.
Decker said nothing, but lashed out a second time with his boot, this time with a full swing-kick that hit the man�s head like an AFL placekicker going for a field goal. The blow propelled the man backwards over the rail and sent him crashing down on the generator where he landed with a sickening crack.
Decker wasted no time in taking the man�s weapon and charging back up the engine room steps. He burst through the hatch to find the others were long gone, but he knew where they were headed when he heard the sound of helicopter rotors speeding up.
The helipad.
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Decker used a steel staircase on the starboard side of the yacht to reach the top deck and when he got there it was just in time to see Madan and Kaleka hauling Selena across the Helipad toward a glossy new Jet Ranger.
Scanning the deck for his friends he saw Riley and Diana hiding inside a set of steps just below the pad.
�Where the hell have you been?� Riley said.
�You�re not going to believe this, but��
�Nevermind,� Riley said. �They just dragged her out of the elevators a few second ago and we got separated from Charlie. He�s over there behind the ATC cabin and Lena�s well on her way to the chopper so it�s now or never.�
�Good job I have some back-up then,� Decker said, pulling the gun from the engine room out of his belt.
�Where did you get that?�
�A friend gave it to me,� Decker said, and fired the weapon twice. He felt the recoil as the nine mil parabellums burst from the flashing muzzle. Hauling airfreight around south Asia had never required the use of firearms, and this recent adventure was the first time he had fired a gun since Afghanistan, and even then it was a training exercise. A senior officer and pilot in the US Marines was rarely in the front line, and most of his time in the Leathernecks was spent at forty thousand feet, just the way he liked it.
�We�ve got to get closer!� Riley said. �Over to Charlie.�
Firing the gun as he went, Decker and the others ran to the small cabin that Madan used as his ATC center and launched themselves into a dive to avoid the final spray of rounds from Kaleka�s Micro-Uzi.
Madan and Kaleka were still hauling Selena toward the Jet Ranger and when they saw the chaos unfolding on the helipad they speeded up their escape to the chopper.
Kaleka was starting to lose his patience with Decker and his friends. They had humiliated him in front of Madan too many times and this time would be the last or awkward questions about his capacity would start to be asked. �Kill them!� he screamed. �They�re behind the control room!�
Madan climbed on board the helicopter, and his men joined him a moment later dragging Selena Moore into the idling machine as they went. He spoke a series of orders into his radio and Kaleka began to retreat, firing short burst from the Uzi as he made his way toward the Bell.
When Kaleka was inside, the machine began to rise from the helipad, its rotors whirring faster and faster until they were a blur.
�Do something!� Diana yelled. �He has the journal and Selena and he�s getting away.�
�Like buggery is he,� Charlie said. He vaulted over the wall separating the control room from the helipad and sprinted toward the chopper.
�Are you fucking kidding me?� Riley yelled. �Not even I would do that!�
�Crazy son of a bitch!� Decker muttered. He raised his gun and fired rapid bursts to give Charlie as much cover fire as he could.
The men fired back, a lethal volley of rounds aimed at Decker, and the American and his friends ducked back behind the ATC center as the men raked the cabin with submachine gunfire. They obliterated it into plastic splinters and glass shards with a devastating fusillade, and Decker clamped his eyes shut for a second as the dust settled on top of him. A quiet life� that�s all I ever asked for�
The former military policemen had reached the rear of the chopper when they turned and started firing on him. He still had part of his upper arm in bandages from the attack in Goa, and now it was like he was begging for more.
He dived to the floor of the helipad and made a couple of rolls, but he was no parkour specialist. Decker could see he was trying to roll right under the tail boom and come up smelling of roses the other side where Selena was being forced into the side door.
But he timed it wrong, and ran out of momentum too soon. He ended up coming to a stop without any cover and as he stumbled to his knees the men fired on him.
Decker had to distract them. He raised his arms over the wall to engage the enemy once again, firing the last few rounds at the chopper. The bullets fractured the cockpit window but it was not enough to help. Out of rounds, he ejected the empty magazine out of habit and watched helplessly as Madan�s goons grabbed Charlie and held him down while Kaleka belted him with the grip of his pistol.
Knocked out cold, Charlie Valentine was bundled into the chopper alongside a horrified Selena Moore.
�We can�t let them go!� Diana said.
�They�re too heavily armed,� said Decker.
�He�s right,� Riley said. �We�ll be cut to shreds. That was bloody idiotic what Charlie just did and he�s lucky they didn�t use him for target practice.�
Decker rubbed the sweat from his eyes as he jammed the pistol into his belt and sighed. He stared at Riley and Diana for a few moments, and they both looked exactly how he felt � angry, scared and ashamed. They had let Madan get away not only with Stanhope�s journal and Diana�s translation of its mysterious symbols, but also let him kidnap two of their friends.
�Things just keep going from bad to worse,� said Decker, but before anyone made a response, the air was filled with the sound of the Jet Ranger�s turboshaft engine and its speeding rotors. Wherever Madan was taking Selena and Charlie, they were already well on their way.
�I can remember the coordinates in the journal,� Diana said. �But not the symbols.�
�That�s something, but we�re going to need some back-up now,� said Decker, scratching his head. �The only question is, who?�
�Don�t worry about it,� Riley said. �I have an idea.�
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It turned out that it wasn�t just a joke that Riley Carr knew a woman in every city. The one in Mumbai happened to be Akshara Johar, the sister of Arjun Johar, a Deputy Central Intelligence Officer at the Indian Intelligence Bureau, which many argued was the oldest intelligence agency on Earth.
After several minutes of heated arguments and an eye-watering face slap delivered to his left cheek, the Australian jogged down the steps of Akshara�s Dharavi apartment block with a smile on his face.
He waved a piece of paper in the air. �Got it!�
An hour later they were sitting in a small office like three delinquent teenagers opposite the headmaster�s desk.
�And you say he has now kidnapped two people?� Johar said.
�Yes,� Riley replied. �Good people.�
Arjun Johar looked anxious, but keen. �We have had Madan under surveillance for some time, but even the Indian Intelligence Bureau has its limitations, and you must bear in mind that Mr Madan is very rich. So rich, in fact, that he has more wealth than our entire bureau�s annual budget. It is not easy to monitor a man who can outspend you at every turn.�
�Why are you monitoring him?� Diana asked.
Johar tried to suppress a concerned glance. �The reason we are watching him is because of his space program.�
�His space program?� Riley said.
Johar nodded. �As you may know, there is a global race at the moment to see who can develop the first private space program � a vehicle that can take people into space and then return them safely back to earth. The Americans have SpaceX and here in India we have Rakesh Madan and his Svarga rocket.�
Decker frowned. �The Svarga?�
�Yes. Svarga refers to one of the eight loka or cosmic planes in the cosmology of our religion. This is why Madan named his space program after it � it reflects the symbolism of the Hindu universe, and space.�
�How touching,� Diana said. �You�ll forgive my attitude, but Madan threatened my parents in Portugal and I still don�t know if they are safe or not. When I called them there was no reply.�
�I�m sorry,� Johar said. �I don�t think there is anything I can do��
�I called the police in Porto,� she said quietly, a tear forming in her eye. �They said they are not at home and are searching for them, but��
�They�ll be fine,� Riley said. Ever the optimist, he squeezed her shoulder and gave her a warm smile. �They�re probably safe in a police station somewhere and lost in the system.�
�I hope so��
�Deffo, mate.�
�You were saying something about Madan�s space program, Mr Johar,� Decker said, bringing it back to business. He didn�t want to look heartless, but his training as an officer meant he was always focussed on the strategic view.
�Yes,� Johar continued. �Whoever can offer the first flights into space will be able to make enormous sums of money as the world�s elite line up to take flights into orbit. We know Madan has plans to develop the technology further and intends to offer journeys to the moon, but this is a much bigger undertaking.�
�Tourists on the moon?� Riley said.
�Not exactly,� Johar said softly. �The initial plan is to send people into orbit on the Svarga and then send them on what�s called a free return trajectory around the moon, still � a hell of a view seeing it up-close like that, no?�
�And the cost per ticket?�
�I believe he�s aiming at the five million dollar range for a trip around the planet, or ten million dollars to fly around the moon.�
�Where do I sign up?� Decker said with an embarrassing grin.
�And this is why you�ve had him under surveillance?� Riley said.
�Of course. No government would allow such a program to be developed on its soil without being properly monitored. Space travel is no game, and Madan�s satellite technology is some of the best in the world. Eventually, individuals like Rakesh Madan will rule the planet with their wealth and technology, all completely unaccountable and untouchable. They must be kept in check.�
�But now he�s kidnapped two close friends of mine,� Riley said.
�Yes,� Johar said, flicking through the intelligence dossier on his desk. �Professor Selena Moore and Charlie Valentine.�
�Any idea where he might have taken them?� Decker said.
�According to one of my agents, they were taken to a private property in Darjeeling. We think he is raising a small force of paramilitaries there for some purpose. They arrived a few hours ago.�
�Are they in danger?� Decker asked.
�I can�t answer that. He may be keeping them as hostages to use as bargaining chips later, but�� Johar said, and broke eye contact.
�What is it?� Decker said.
�Yeah, spit it out, mate.�
�There are rumors.�
Decker and the others shared a glance. �Rumors?�
�Listen, it�s important you realize that there is no evidence to support the rumors about Madan.�
�What rumors, dammit?�
�Some say he is involved with something akin to the Aghori.�
�What�s that?� Riley said, but Diana gasped.
�When he was with me he talked about how he was the tenth avatar of Vishnu and the Destroyer of Filth, but it was just wild rambling. I dismissed it as crazy, but now I�m not so sure.�
Decker leaned forward. �Mr Johar?�
Johar frowned, and looked vaguely embarrassed. �I can�t comment on Madan�s claims to be the Destroyer of Filth. If true then this is concerning � it shows he has some kind of god-complex.�
�Let�s just agree that he�s nuttier than an almond farm,� Riley said.
Johar raised an eyebrow. �Quite. As far as the Aghori are concerned I can say that they are ascetic sadhus, a small group of what you might call monks, perhaps.�
Diana raised an eyebrow, and she had lost some of the color in her cheeks. �Monks!�
�What�s the problem, Diana?� Decker said.
�The Aghori are cannibals,� she said flatly.
Decker and Riley nearly leaped out of their chairs, but Johar raised his palms to calm them. �Please� these are just rumors. It is inevitable with a man like Madan and his high profile.�
�But cannibals?� Riley said.
Johar sighed. �The Aghori are an ancient feature of the culture, Riley, and they are not really a cannibal sect. Yes, they go to the charnel grounds��
�The what?� Riley said.
�It�s a sort of graveyard,� Johar said. �Only it�s above ground.�
�Eh?�
�It�s a very important part of Hindu and other Indo-Tibetan religious rituals,� he said. �The provision of a site above the ground which allows for the� er� putrefaction of the human corpse is an essential part of these traditions.�
�What, traditions written by Stephen King, you mean?� Riley said.
Johar didn�t understand what he meant, but Diana moved things along.
�So these aghori dwell in the charnel grounds?� she said.
�If they eat corpses then they would do, wouldn�t they?� Riley said. �That�s just like the fat kid hanging around Hungry Jack�s.�
Diana frowned and stared at the Australian. �Don�t be so horrible!�
�It�s not the aghori we�re talking about anyway,� Johar said firmly. �If � and it�s a big if � the rumors are true then we�re talking about a modern murder cult.�
Decker shifted in his chair. �So he is connected to some kind of cult?�
�As I say, the rumors refer to something called the Hatyara Cult or killer cult. If true, then they are a secretive group whose sordid proclivities are somewhere between those of aghori and the thuggees.�
�We�ve got to get our friends back, like yesterday!� Riley said.
�Yes,� said Diana. �They risked their lives to rescue me and now I must repay that debt.�
�Not so fast,� Decker said, raising his hands. �You don�t just walk into the private estate of a man like Rakesh Madan and do as you please. There are things to consider � how many men has he there? Are they armed?�
Johar smiled. �I have a man named Bhandari in the north. He has been monitoring Madan�s tea plantation on and off for some time now. I will contact him and arrange to meet him up there.�
�And what about us?�
He shrugged. �I cannot tell you not to go. You are free men and women.�
�How fast can you make this happen, Arjun?� Riley said.
�Arranging the meeting with Bhandari is no problem, but it will take some time to requisition an aircraft to fly up there. Perhaps a few hours.�
Decker smiled for the first time since the meeting began. �I think I might be able to help you out there, Mr Johar.�
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Darjeeling, West Bengal
Decker, Riley and Diana climbed out of the Bolero and walked across the asphalt to the other side of the road. Their flight up to the north of India had been smooth and uneventful, and they had hired the SUV with equal ease from the local airport.
Now they were joined by Arjun Johar who had just ended a call to his superiors and stepped out into the sunshine behind them. The faint scent of tea drifted on the warm air as they shielded their eyes and scanned the surroundings.
Ahead of them to the left the road zigzagged its way into the small town of Darjeeling, perched on the lush western slopes of the next rise. A taxi with music blaring from the driver�s window rattled past on its way south, and when it faded from view the total silence of the Himalayan foothills returned once again. In the hazy distance, a lammergeier screeched loudly.
�What the hell was that?� Diana said.
�Bearded vulture,� Riley said. �They�re all over the Himalayas.�
�Are they dangerous?� she asked.
Riley leaned back and pretended to calculate her weight. �No, you�re too heavy for them to carry off.�
She rolled her eyes and slapped his arm. �Fool.�
�Over there,� Decker said, interrupting the moment. �To the north of that valley � that�s got to be Madan�s tea garden.�
Arjun Johar nodded in confirmation and they took another look at their map. They estimated they were at least a mile away, and that was a mile through the steep terraces of tea plantations and even wilder, untamed foothills beyond them.
�We can�t go through that,� Diana said. �And the only other way is to drive right up to his main gate.�
�No, that�s not the only other way,� said Decker, and passed her the binoculars. �Take a look over there where those two low ranges come together. There�s some kind of track winding in and out of the plantation.�
�I see,� Diana said, and handed the binoculars to Riley.
�I got it,� the Australian said. �Looks like it starts not too far where that unsealed road leaves the western part of the town.�
�Right,� Decker said, already walking back to the Bolero. �Are you guys coming or you want to stand around up here all day enjoying the view?�
�First we must go into the town and meet with my agent, Bhandari,� Johar said.
The former Marine drove the Bolero the last few hundred yards into the town and parked up around the back of a large store. Packing the Glock he usually kept in the Avalon, Decker and the others followed Johar across the road and threaded their way through the tourists until they reached a small hotel on a side street.
Going inside, Johar glanced around the room for a few moments but couldn�t see the other IIB man. He ordered some bottled water and a copy of the The Hindu. �We wait,� was all he said.
They sat together at the table and kept their eyes on the clock. Decker wondered if this Bhandari character had been caught by Madan while on a reccie of the tea plantation, but then Riley pointed out a suspicious looking man approaching them rapidly from the outside terrace.
Riley leaped up and took hold of the man by his throat and hooked his feet out from under him at the same time. He was helpless now, writhing in the Australian�s grip like a man hanging from a branch. �What�s your business, mate?�
�That�s Bhandari!� Johar said. �Put him down at once!�
Diana rolled her eyes.
Riley let go of the man and he fell to the floor.
When Bhandari got to his feet and dusted himself off, Johar made the formal introductions and they all shook hands. �Agent Bhandari, these are the people you were briefed about � Captain John Decker, Corporal Riley Carr and Dr Diana Silva.�
Bhandari nodded at them and gave a fast, businesslike smile. �Our man arrived a few hours ago by chopper,� he said. �They flew in from Jalpaiguri where they landed in a private plane.�
�As we did,� Johar said.
�Except the helicopter part,� Decker added. �We drove up in a hired car.�
�Any news of our friends?� Riley said.
Bhandari shook his head. �I�m sorry, no.�
�So what�s the deal with Madan�s little tea business?� Decker asked.
Bhandari said, �He inherited the plantation from his father years ago. It�s not lucrative.�
�He keeps it for sentimental reasons?� Diana said.
Bhandari shook his head. �Rakesh Madan has never known sentimentality. He keeps the plantation purely because it provides an isolated retreat for him to hide when Mumbai becomes too much.�
�How many does he employ?� Decker asked.
�None.�
�But we saw several people working in the fields.�
�Slaves.�
Decker clenched his teeth. �Slaves?�
�I expect that sounds far-fetched,� said Johar.
Decker shook his head. �Not at all. Last time I had the pleasure of Madan�s company he threatened to sell all of us into slavery.�
�He meant it,� Bhandari said bluntly.
Decker clenched his jaw as he thought about Selena Moore and Charlie Valentine ending up as slaves in some vile coal mine somewhere. He didn�t like to admit it to himself but he was starting to think of these new people almost as friends. He hadn�t known them very long, but he had already been through more with them than many people he�d known for most of his life.
And the English woman was beautiful too, not that he would ever tell her that.
Now, he visualized her at Madan�s mercy. What the hell he was planning down there for them was anyone�s guess, but the American didn�t share Johar�s cool evaluation of the Indian billionaire.
He had seen him in action and witnessed the madness and hatred in those eyes. For Decker, believing the rumors about Madan and the cannibalism and Aghori death cults wasn�t such a crazy leap of the imagination, and he silently prayed Selena and Charlie were still alive.
�They�ll be fine, mate,� Riley said.
Decker looked up, startled. �Huh?�
�We�re going to get them back safe and sound. It�s obvious you�re worried about them � we all are. Lena means everything to me. If anyone�s hurt them, they�re just dead men walking.�
Decker nodded, but didn�t know what to say. He was even starting to like Riley Carr in a strange sort of way. No matter his many flaws, one thing was for sure � Decker had never met anyone as loyal and optimistic in all his life as this mad, young Australian.
After Bhandari briefed them all on the layout of the plantation and gave as accurate an overview of the manpower and weapons there as he could, he and Johar moved away for a few moments. The two Indian Intelligence agents had a brief conversation in Hindi, glancing across at Decker and the other foreigners from time to time in a way the American thought was more unsettling than reassuring. Not for the first time he wondered if he could trust these people � yet more strangers he was expected to rely on if he was get out of here with his life.
�It�s time to go,� Johar said eventually. �Agent Bhandari says if we leave now it will be just after dark by the time we reach the plantation. This way we can find our way there safely but not be seen when we arrive.�
�Sounds like a plan,� Riley said. �Let�s get our friends back.�
�But remember � this could be dangerous,� Johar said.
Decker nodded. �I�m in.�
�And me,� Diana said.
They followed Johar and Bhandari out of the hotel and checked their weapons. �It�s now or never, I guess,� Decker said.
Riley clapped a hand on his shoulder. �It�s always now or never, mate.�
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Decker and the others followed Agent Bhandari along the footpath leading out of the town and down the slope to the west. The Indian intelligence agent had spent weeks learning all about the plantation and the local area, and now their lives were in his hands. Ahead of them, the sun was sinking behind the ridge of a ragged mountain range and away from the gentle bustle of Darjeeling the night was quieter now.
Diana moved forward and joined Bhandari. �I had no idea slavery was so common in India.�
Bhandari offered a businesslike nod. �Sadly, yes. Trafficking people into slavery on tea plantations is more common than you would think� even children in some cases. It is easy for a man like Madan to have people abducted and then force them to work on his estates.�
�It�s terrible.�
�Many of the most popular brands of tea in the West are made from tea picked by slaves. Even if they are paid, the wages are so low it�s practically the same thing.�
�All right, Bhandari,� Decker said, joining the conversation. �What�s Madan likely to do with our people?�
Bhandari gave a sympathetic shake of his head and shrugged his shoulders. �I�m sorry, but I think he will kill them � if he hasn�t already done so. If they are alive then he will be keeping them close to him. He is no fool.�
�Where?�
�The private residence is in the north, obscured by a small magnolia forest.�
�And you said he had around two dozen men � is that right?� Riley said.
�Yes. He has men watching the pickers out in the fields during the day, and there are others who hang around the inner compound � his personal security. One of them is a very special type of bastard. His name is��
�Kaleka?� Decker said.
Bhandari turned to face him. �You have met this man?�
�Oh, sure,� the American said. �I thought people like him only existed in James Bond movies until a few days ago.�
�Sadly, no.�
�Why is he like that?� Diana asked, referring to his notorious strength.
�No one really knows, but some say he has a rare medical condition that has increased his muscle mass. That is where he gets his strength. When he was young, he was not allowed to keep pets because he killed them all by accident� snapped their necks when he hugged them.�
�Can you be more precise in the number of guards?� Riley said.
�Between twenty and thirty � and armed with automatic weapons,� Bhandari said, glancing at the Glock in Decker�s belt. �I�m so glad you came prepared.�
�Right,� Decker said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. �I could say the same about you.� As he spoke he indicated the Herstal P90 slung over the other man�s shoulder.
Bhandari laughed. �It�s not even standard-issue,� he said. �It�s a private weapon I keep at my home. Arjun�s revolver is also his personal gun.�
�It�s better than nothing, I guess.�
�Tell me, Mr Decker � what are you doing in this part of the world?�
�I really have no idea,� he said. �I was just trying to deliver some cats.�
Johar and Bhandari both frowned. �I don�t understand � ah� we�re at the river.�
They had reached a narrow stream around six feet across with a few rocks scattered here and there. Bhandari skipped across it like a mountain goat, and Johar followed next. Riley went third and then Decker held back while Diana crossed.
�All right,� she said as she made the other side and Riley pulled her up onto the opposite bank, �how much further now?� She raised her hand to shield her eyes from the low sun and scanned the mountains looming ahead of them. Clouds were gathering along the ridgeline and obscuring some of the higher peaks.
�It�s just over that hill over there,� Bhandari said, nodding to a low tea-covered rise to their left. �Once we get over the top of that slope we will be on Madan�s property.�
�That�s good news,� Diana said.
�That�s not the good news,� Riley said. �The good news is that he�s probably got at least twenty armed men guarding the place and we�ve got one automatic pistol, a revolver and a PDW between the three of us.�
�Yes,� Decker said with uncertainty. �There�s that too.�
The banter quietened as they trudged up the final hill, weaving between the rows of waist-high tea bushes. As they reached the top of the hill Bhandari gave the signal for them to squat down until they were hidden by the crop and then he crawled forward with the binoculars. After assessing the scene he handed the binoculars to Decker.
There was no doubt they were in the right place. The main compound was modest and surrounded by several outbuildings, but the giveaway was the men sitting in an open-top Jeep with Kalashnikovs slung casually over their shoulders or propped up on the rear seat. The American was willing to bet his plane that not too many commercial tea gardens required men armed with Soviet-era automatic rifles to keep the tea pickers in line.
�We in the right place, boss?� Riley said, and crawled forward to join the ex-Marine.
�Hell yeah,� Decker said, handing him the binoculars. �Four armed guys at two o�clock just for starters.�
�And plenty more where they come from, I�d say,� the Australian said.
They waited in silence for another half an hour, just watching the clouds whipping around the snow-capped peaks above them and enjoying the tea-scented air. The quiet moment was broken by Johar who crawled over to them with a businesslike smile on his face. �Bhandari says it�s dark enough to go in.�
They made their way down the slope in the darkness and reached the accommodation buildings used by the tea pickers. A few yards beyond it was the administration center where Madan�s estate management team ran the plantation during the day but tonight it was empty, dark and locked up.
Decker raised himself up on his toes and peered inside the accommodation block window. �All sleeping like babies,� he said.
�Hardly surprising considering how hard they are worked during the day,� said Bhandari.
Ahead of them to the north was Madan�s residence. Most of it was hidden by the magnolia trees Bhandari had described earlier, but parts of the roof were visible above the canopies.
�Looks like it�s Showtime,� Decker said.
* * *
Lee Kuan smacked a fresh ten-round box magazine into the �korpion and walked through the plan in his head just one more time. The �korpion was a Czech machine pistol chambered for nine mil rounds which fired out of the muzzle at nine hundred bullets per minute. It felt good in his hands, and he knew how to handle it.
Which was just as well. Get caught on this mission and it was Game Over.
From his seat in the back of the stolen Indian Army KrAZ-6322, he leaned forward and gave more orders to V�ng who was at the wheel. �When we get to the gates, smash through them.�
The man nodded. �Yes, Boss.�
Through the muddy windshield Kuan now saw the machine shop and simulation facility of the Svarga Space Center. It all looked much larger than the pictures he had studied on the internet. There were three other men in the back of the KrAZ, but Kuan now turned his attention to the man sitting directly opposite him. Unlike the others who were all wearing black riot gear with face masks and holding machine pistols, this man was in civilian clothing, unarmed and sweating profusely.
�Now, Professor Khabir,� Kuan began, pushing the muzzle of the �korpion into the terrified man�s left kneecap. �You are very sure you can get us into the center with your security clearance?�
Khabir nodded. �Yes. As I already told you, as a senior aerospace engineer I have access to all areas.�
�This is what I want to hear� good. And you remember what my men will do to your daughters if anything goes wrong today?�
The man looked down, his face contorted in deep, indelible anguish. When he spoke, it was through words choked with fear. �Yes� yes, I remember.�
�This is also very good,� Kuan said.
�The gates!�
Kuan looked from Khabir to the driver and saw the security booths up ahead. They were either side of the road which was blocked by the two flimsy boom gates.
�Smash through them!�
Two security guards saw the approaching military truck and waved for it to stop. When it failed to do so they pulled their pistols and started to fire at them.
�Get down!� Kuan yelled.
V�ng pulled his head down below the dashboard as the guards� bullets drilled into the truck�s windshield in an attempt to stop the attack, but it was too late. They were going too fast and the attack was totally unexpected � Kuan knew from his research that the space center had never been attacked in all its thirty years.
The KrAZ blasted through the boom gates and increased speed as it raced toward the mechanics laboratory to the north of the enormous complex. Now they heard the sirens raging in the background as the guards alerted the base�s entire security force of the invasion.
�We have to work fast!� Kuan said to his men. �No one deviates from the plan.�
They skidded to a halt outside the laboratory and leaped out of the truck � Khabir at the end of a barrel of a gun.
�Do it, now!� Kuan yelled.
The confused Professor Khabir swiped his card through the lock and the outer door swung open. As they filed in, several security guards approached from the south and used the KrAZ for cover as they fired on the invaders. V�ng returned fire, killing two and forcing the third to retreat.
�Time�s running out!� Kuan yelled. �This place will be swarming with them in minutes. Activate the decoy explosives.�
V�ng pulled a remote detonator from his pocket and hit the button. Seconds later they heard the sound of deep, heavy explosions on the other side of the base. �That should keep them busy for a while.�
They jogged along an internal corridor, each man knowing exactly where he was going, and then reached another door. Kuan pushed the muzzle of his gun into Khabir�s back. �This is where you come in.�
Khabir nodded and wiped the sweat from his head. He swiped his card a second time but this time the door stayed shut. On the tiny security screen Kuan and Khabir saw the prompt at the same time.
The kidnapped professor raised a trembling hand and allowed the computer to take his palm-print. A gentle green glow swept up and down and then they heard the chunky door click open.
It opened to reveal a sterile laboratory and half a dozen scientists in white coats. They turned and stared at the intruders with a confusion that quickly turned to terror, and when they saw the machine pistols they scrambled in every direction.
Kuan ordered his men to open fire on the fleeing scientists. �Kill them!�
Khabir shielded his eyes from the slaughter as every last man and woman in the lab was ripped to pieces by the savage fusillade ripping from the muzzles of the intruders� guns.
�You killed them all!� Khabir said, in shock.
�And your daughters will be joining them if you don�t do as you�re told, got it?�
Khabir got it, and nodded to show Kuan that he would be compliant.
�Good � now, where is it?�
�Over there.� Khabir raised a trembling hand and pointed at a small bomb no bigger than a suitcase. �That is the Yama I.�
�That�s it?� Kuan said.
Khabir nodded grimly. �That is it.�
�This has the power to destroy an entire city?�
�Yes� and I just hope God has mercy on me.�
�You won�t have to wait long to find out,� Kuan said, and fired the �korpion into the professor�s chest at near point-bank range. He blasted him back into a shelf of lab equipment and his dead body crashed to the ground in a pile of smashed test tubes and leaking chemicals. �Get that out to the truck!� Kuan yelled.
He watched V�ng and the rest of his men load the weapon onto a small hydraulic forklift and drive it back along the corridor toward the parking area. Outside, most of the base�s security and fire team were heavily engaged in fighting the fires the decoy grenades had caused in the Avionics lab on the other side of the base, but several men with pistols were crawling all over the KrAZ.
When they saw the intruders they turned their weapons on them but the fire fight was short and savagely unfair. Kuan�s men outnumbered them three to one and had automatic weapons. Minutes later the Chinese triad boss and his team were weaving the forklift around the dead bodies of the security guards and loading the Yama I into the back of the truck.
Kuan clambered into the back of the KrAZ beside the bomb and banged on the back of the cab up front. �We�re out of here, V�ng,� he said. He turned and looked at the small nuclear bomb and a grim, nervous smile appeared on his face. �We�ll see who�s the Big Man now, Rakesh.�
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Selena Moore and Charlie Valentine watched in horror as Kaleka dragged two young men into the room by their necks, one in each of his powerful hands. He threw them to the floor where they crashed a few yards in front of Madan, who now smiled and nodded his head with appreciation. �The runaways have returned,� he said.
�Please� sir!�
Madan looked terrifying � stripped naked to the waist he was now smeared in the cremation ashes of his last victims. This was an old Aghori tradition he had imported into his new cult, and now his eyes were bulging with excitement at the horrors to come. He moved a forefinger and Kaleka powered a hefty kick into the pleading man�s stomach. A sharp cracking sound was followed by a howl of pain as the man doubled over, winded, and began to nurse his broken ribs.
�No begging,� Madan said quietly. �I will not allow begging.�
�This guy�s a psycho, Lena,� Charlie whispered. �And something tells me these two poor bastards are just for starters.�
�Making us the main course, you mean?�
Madan rose from his chair and began to strut up and down in front of the kneeling men. He gently stroked his moustache for a moment and then turned to the small audience of guards and lackeys in the room. �Now, friends, we must take these men to Ashoka�s Hell.�
Selena and Charlie exchanged a worried glance as Kaleka and his goons pulled the two men to their feet and then turned their guns on the English prisoners. �This way,� Kaleka said. �Now.�
They followed Madan and Kaleka through a door and then down a flight of stone steps until they reached what Selena thought looked like a dungeon.
�What the hell is this place?� Selena said taking a step back. Her reluctance to enter was met by Kaleka, who slammed her forward hard with his hand. She stumbled into the chamber and Charlie reached out a hand to stop her falling over.
�This is my homage to King Ashoka,� Madan said with pride. �Not far from here, in Patna, but a very long time ago, the king created a torture chamber so elaborate and dreadful that even to this day, thousands of years later, it is known to the enlightened as Ashoka�s Hell.�
�I�m not happy about those furnaces, Lena.�
Selena glanced at him, but said nothing.
�The delights of Ashoka�s Hell are as varied as they are imaginative, but two of them in particular stand out to me � boiling people alive in human blood, and drowning them in molten metal.�
�The furnaces, Lena,� Charlie repeated. �There are fucking furnaces and now he�s talking about molten metal.�
�Of course,� Madan continued, �these are not exactly methods of torture, but methods of execution � but you would be surprised how quickly someone tells you what you need to know when faced with a wrought-iron crucible full of molten copper an inch above their stomachs.�
�Yes, funny that,� Selena said.
�Molten copper eats through human flesh like a starved tiger on a baby deer, Professor Moore. There�s nothing remotely funny about it.�
�I think you missed the sarcasm,� Charlie said.
Madan walked over to him until their faces were no more than a few inches apart. �When that metal leaves the crucible, Mr Valentine, I�ve heard men scream for the mercy of death. I say that without any sarcasm.�
�You can�t murder these men, Madan,� Selena said, breaking the silence that followed his last sentence. �They�re guilty of nothing except wanting to escape your barbarity.�
�But guilty all the same,� Madan said, and turned to Kaleka. �Take them over to the furnaces and strap them down to the bench.�
She watched with confusion as Madan�s friends and lackeys gathered on a viewing platform above the furnaces.
Madan noticed her disgust and turned to her. �Not much happens on the estate. You must forgive them. The last time we gathered was to watch a thief boiled to death in human blood but the truth is several of my workers died this season and I can�t afford the extra wastage. Copper is much easier to source.�
�You kill your workers to get the blood?� Charlie said.
�Naturally.�
�You son of a bitch,� Selena said.
�Kaleka � prepare the crucible.�
Then everything changed. She saw Decker first, and he looked different now. His face was harder, a steely determination in place of his usual relaxed nonchalance. It was another reminder that Mitch Decker wasn�t just the pilot of a questionable cargo plane, but a former US Marine officer with all the training and experience that went with it.
Kaleka leaped for cover behind the furnace, kicking the crucible over with his steel toecap boot as he went. The runaways were still strapped to the benches, and now a large puddle of molten copper was spilling out below them, slowly eating into the wooden legs of the benches holding them up. They screamed for help, and in the chaos Selena and Charlie rushed over and untied them as Decker�s assault unfolded in Madan�s personal torture chamber.
The American had the Avalon�s Glock in his hand and was firing on Kaleka. The Indian scrambled up the steps to join Madan who was trying to flee through a door behind the viewing platform.
His bullet hit one of the goons behind Kaleka and struck his shoulder. A burst of shattered bone and bloody tissue exploded into the air and the man spun around with the force of the impact. Selena wondered what would happen next, but then Decker fired again and dropped the man with a clear shot to the forehead, and her wondering was over.
But the battle wasn�t. With new cover behind the viewing platform, Madan ordered Kaleka and the other men to return fire on the invaders. Fire poured from a vast array of destruction in the hands of Madan�s forces, including machine pistols, automatic rifles and even a couple of grenades.
Selena and Charlie were taking cover behind the furnaces now, and Diana ran over to them as Decker fired on the platform to cover her.
�Are you okay?� she asked,
�Yes,� Selena said, glancing at the smouldering copper. �But very nearly not.�
Another grenade skidded and spun to a stop beside them, and Riley surprised even Selena by snatching it up and throwing it back where it came from. He had cut it too fine and it detonated in the air between them and the intended targets on the platform. The explosion was hefty, and blasted pieces of twisted shrapnel all over the chamber at hundreds of miles per hour. They lodged into the wall above the Australian�s head and tore a large chunk out of the calf muscle of one of Madan�s fleeing men.
The man crashed into the floor of the platform a few feet away from the exit door and pleaded with Madan to pull him up, but the Indian billionaire ordered Kaleka to deal with him and his response was to kick him away. The kick was so powerful he propelled him clean off the platform and he landed on the floor in the molten copper. As the liquid metal splashed all over his back the man�s hoarse screams of terror rose above even the sound of the gunfire.
He rolled over in panic, but only succeeded in covering even more of himself in the molten metal, and now he scrambled away out of the chamber with chunks of his cooked flesh falling away under the weight of the sizzling, cooling copper.
Decker was almost out of ammo and he knew it. He always counted a magazine down � old habits die hard � and the situation in Madan�s torture chamber was going from bad to worse. With his final rounds expended in an attempt to hit Kaleka as he disappeared through the viewing platform exit, the American searched the room for another weapon.
He was answered by Riley, who had snatched up the burning man�s MP5 and his rampuri � an Indian gravity knife rightly feared by any who knew of its reputation. Used for centuries by the Indian Thuggee cult, one of them was now in the hands of Riley Carr, and Decker wasn�t sure which would turn out to be the most dangerous proposition.
Bhandari reloaded his Herstal P90 and charged the viewing platform. Firing short bursts as he advanced, he took out the last of the men Madan had ordered to guard the door. Behind him Johar was providing cover, and now Riley and Decker moved forward to join them.
�Glad you could make it, Mr Decker,� Selena said as he passed the furnaces.
�You and Charlie head back to the accommodation block and start releasing the tea pickers,� Decker said, ignoring her comment. �Looks like Madan and his men are heading out the back, so we�ll go after him while you free the slaves� and get Diana away from this nightmare.�
Selena, Charlie and Diana ran for the chamber�s main entrance and disappeared from sight, but Decker�s attention was already focussed on the sound of submachine gunfire coming from the other side of the door.
�Where are Bhandari and Johar?� he yelled at Riley.
�They went through the jaws of hell a few seconds ago,� Riley said, pointing the rampuri at the viewing platform door.
They ran to the door and were met by a terrible sight � Bhandari was dead. His skull had been shattered and he was lying in a pool of his own blood. Johar had been trying to revive him but now he pushed away from the corpse with a look of rage on his face. �This is Kaleka�s work. Killing Bhandari has pushed this way over the line,� he said.
It was then Riley heard the sound of helicopter rotors booming above compound. �Where�s Madan?� he asked.
�He�s gone,� Johar said. �He and the others have fled with their army. They�re already on their way to Shambhala.�
�And Madan�s still got the buggering journal!� Riley said.
�Sure,� said Decker. �But we�ve got Selena and Diana and they know more than any damned journal.�
Johar looked at his dead friend. �I must avenge him, Captain Decker.�
Decker nodded and placed a hand on his shoulder. �Let�s get back to the Avalon.�
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Yadong Valley, Tibet
Decker had put the Avalon down in some tight spaces, but landing on the Yadong River was pushing things even for him. Deep in the valley now, the ridges of the snow-capped mountains on both sides were high above the vintage floatplane. The windows gave a view of high altitude firs, birches and kharsu oaks flashing past them as they roared down the narrow valley toward the river.
Judging a water landing wasn�t easy. Most runways he used for his cargo flights used VASI, or a visual approach slope indicator. This was a simple setup of lights at the side of the runway. These lights were designed to appear red or white depending on the angle at which the pilot was seeing them. This helped the pilot judge if he was on the correct glide slope, or angle needed to touch down on the right part of the runway. Too many white lights and you were too high and about to sail right over the airfield. Too many red lights and you were on a crash course with the ground � to many reds and you�re dead, as the saying went � but two whites over two red and you�re bang on target.
There was none of that when landing on water, which could be a problem when the landing site was a rushing torrent filled with rocks. Decker wiped the sweat from his brow and replaced his hand on the yoke. Absent-mindedly, he licked his lips and blinked as he refocused his gaze on the river below.
This was the roof of the world, where China, India and Bhutan came together in a mess of disputed, tangled borders and the wildest mountain ranges on Earth.
In the movies, the plane just slipped on down and the actors powered on to the final act, but this wasn�t the movies. This was a real life, and he was really flying twelve tons of wood, steel and chrome down nature�s idea of a bowling alley at just over one hundred miles an hour. A momentary lapse of concentration meant turning the Avalon into a raging fireball, killing all his friends and letting Madan complete his psychotic plan to destroy civilization.
Not an option.
He gently pulled back the throttle a fraction of an inch and reduced power. The faithful old aircraft lost more altitude as he steered against a strong crosswind whistling through the narrow valley. The others looked on in silence as he made another power reduction. The river below was racing up to meet them at a staggering speed now, and Selena pushed back into her seat instinctively.
The former US Marine casually feathered the propeller to reduce the drag and adjusted the trim tab one last time. Pulling the throttle back to idle now, the engines responded instantly and they all heard the revs drop away and a second later they were down,
�We�re on the water, everyone,� Decker said almost to himself. He steered the aircraft gently to the riverbank on their starboard side and breathed out with relief as he patted the instrument panel as if it were a loyal Labrador.
�Not a bad job,� Selena said tying her hair up. �I can see that with a little practice you�d be very good at this flying lark.�
Decker opened his mouth to reply to the Englishwoman, but shut it right back up again. There was no talking to someone like that.
Bringing the aircraft to a stop at the side of the river, they unbuckled their belts and after gathering the equipment they needed, and some weapons from the plane�s armory, they climbed out of the starboard hatch and stepped out into the small town.
The people of Yadong didn�t quite know what to make of a 1940s flying boat splashing down in their quiet part of the world, and they slowly gathered in number as the Avalon crew assembled at the side of the river.
�Looks kinda neat,� said Riley.
�Looks like the sort of place that�s great to turn around in,� Decker said with a frown. �Come with me.�
Riley followed Decker back inside the Avalon and they reappeared a few moments later heaving a large object between the two of them. It was wrapped in a tarp which was lashed down with old seat belts from the plane.
Selena raised an eyebrow. �And that is?�
Decker just looked at her. �You want to go up the river, right? I mean, you�re not planning on swimming to the coordinates, right?�
�Ah � a boat!�
�You are one smart lady,� he said with a sarcastic wink. �An RIB as a matter of fact � a Rigid Inflatable Boat.�
While Decker and Riley constructed the boat, Diana quelled the increasingly perplexed crowd of townsfolk with a few quiet words of garbled Chinese.
After a few moments they were ready to go, and they climbed into the inflatable boat as Decker yanked the start cord. It took a second attempt before the fifteen horsepower two-stroke fired up, puffing a small cloud of blue smoke into the air. He lowered the propeller into the rushing water of the Yadong River and turned the tiller, steering the boat out into the middle of the icy water and starting their journey up the Yadong River.
The sun flashed on the powerhead of the motor as its gentle hum filled the air. Decker lowered his aviator shades from his forehead until his eyes were covered, and leaned back on his elbow. For a moment he, he almost relaxed.
�No tourists up here,� Riley said, scanning the scree and fir covered slopes either side of the river. �Too far for the fat bastards to waddle.�
Selena rolled her eyes. �I can�t take you anywhere.�
* * *
Their journey up the winding, exotic river had whisked each one of them away from the individual problems of their lives, and for an hour or so they had forgotten the danger they were in. The white water rushed past their boat and Decker calmly steered them through the obstacle course of razor-sharp rocks and shallow banks as they continued their way north.
Nearing the coordinates, the conversation turned to back to business, but not for long. After spending a few seconds talking through their tactics, the peace of the wild river was shattered by the crack of a gunshot and the sharp, metallic ping of a bullet ricocheting off the front of their boat.
Diana gasped and Selena shot a glance at Decker back on the tiller. �What the hell was that?�
Like the others, Riley Carr crouched down into the boat and desperately scanned the area for the sniper. �We�re under fire!�
Decker�s eyes crawled over the mass of trees and rocks lining the two steep mountain sides either side of the valley.
�Rocks!� Johar yelled.
Decker spun the wheel and steered the boat around a pile of rocks racing toward their boat. The raging rapids sucked them deeper into the gorge and now the craggy canyon loomed above them until only the slimmest slit of gray sky was visible.
�Where the hell is he?� Riley yelled, desperately scanning the edge of the gorge cliffs high above for any sign of the shooter.
�Not he,� Charlie said, checking his mag and pulling the slide back on his SIG. �They� look!� He pointed into the crack of sky ahead of them and the silhouettes of at least three men were visible along the top of the cliffs.
�Christ almighty!� Decker said. �Madan has the whole river covered!�
�We�re sitting ducks!� Selena said.
Riley spun around. �Who�s shitting ducks?�
Selena rolled her eyes. �I�ll give you one thing, Carr � you really are hard to keep down.�
�Which is funny,� the Australian said with a grin. �Because that�s what all the babes say.�
�Oh for fu�� A bullet ended her sentence midway, ripping through the bow�s grab rope and pinging off the rub strake. �Holy crap, that was close!� she said, visibly shaken up.
Decker spun the wheel again and sent a high arc of river water spraying up into the air on their starboard side as he strained to dodge the incoming fire. The small outboard motor revved wildly as they swerved from side to side to evade bullets one second and razor-sharp rocks in the river bed the next.
�Get the damned Remington!� the American yelled.
�I like your thinking, mate,� Riley said, reaching forward into the bag and pulling out the enormous shotgun. As the boat raced from side to side, the Australian struggled to load the twelve gauge cartridges into the weapon, but after a few tries he turned to the others with his famous smile. �Loaded and ready to go.�
Without another word he lifted the gun and fired it into the air at one of the men high above them. A direct hit, the man tumbled down off the cliff and smacked into a small island of rocks in the middle of the river.
�Christ, Riley,� Selena said, rubbing her ear. �You could have let me know you were going to fire it.�
�I didn�t load it just so I could scratch my arse with the barrel.�
�Still��
He shrugged his broad shoulders. �Foras admonitio, Lena� foras admonitio.�
�Huh?� said Decker.
�Without warning, mate,� Riley said. �Motto of my old commando regiment before I went into the SAS.�
More gunfire rained down from the men in Madan�s defensive perimeter as Johar fired at a man on their portside, hiding up in some scraggy shrubs along the western ridgeline.
Charlie also returned fire now, rapid bursts of three. The spent casings fired out of the ejector port at a rate of knots and disappeared into the rushing rapids that were flashing past their boat. On target, he emptied the magazine and took out another of the men.
With both the chamber and the magazine now empty, the pistol slide locked open so Charlie pushed in a new magazine. This automatically chambered the first round of the mag and he was ready to go, once again lifting the gun into the aim and firing on the shooters ahead of them.
�There�s so many of the bastards!� Riley said.
�Madan must have ordered them to form a perimeter all the way around the location,� Decker yelled forward from the stern.
�At least we know we�re in the right place,� Riley said.
Diana gave him a look. �We didn�t need this to tell us that, Riley! My translations are always good and Stanhope�s coordinates were perfectly clear.�
�Sorry, ba� sorry, Diana.�
She gave him a smile. �Forget it.�
�I just hope they don�t know where the Avalon is,� Decker said, shaking his head. �That plane gets shot up and we�re trapped here.�
�Shot up?� Charlie said. �If they find it they�ll blow it up, never mind shooting it.�
�They certainly will,� Johar added.
Decker glared at them, looking more panicked now than when they realized they were being hunted by snipers. �Huh? You think they�d do that?�
Riley reloaded the shotgun. �Are you crazy, mate? Of course they fuckin� would!�
�You guys live like this every day?� the American said with a shake of his head.
�Not every day,� Selena said.
�All I want is a quiet cargo business� a few nice, gentle flights every week� a steady income� and now this.�
�Ah, fuck off, mate!� Riley said, slapping his hand down on the American�s shoulder. �You love it!�
�Wrong,� Decker said wearily. �You love it because you�re a kid. I do not love it because I�m��
�Just an old fart?�
�I was going to say in comfortable middle age,� Decker said. He lowered his voice so his words were masked by the sound of the chase, ��asshole.�
�And I�m no kid,� Riley said. �Five years in the commando regiment and four in the SAS. A kid went in but he didn�t come out, believe me.�
Decker nodded his head. He hadn�t meant to insult him, but the truth was he had at least fifteen years on the Australian and he was starting to feel old around the much younger, stronger man.
But Riley was clearly not bothered, as he was now firing the Remington into the air at the snipers, and between him and Charlie they were taking out the last of them.
With the last man down, the Australian turned and put the shotgun over his broad shoulder. �Not really the weapon for it, but it felt like a duck hunt, so that�s all cool.�
Selena shook her head but kissed him on the cheek all the same. Like the others she was glad it was over but they were much further now, and the sunlight was dimmer this deep into the gorge. This could only mean more trouble from Madan and his small army of thugs.
�Thank God that�s over,� Decker said with a sigh. �I hate boats.�
�You think we got all the bastards?� Riley said, scanning the cliff tops as Decker reduced power to the throttle and slowed the RIB.
�Must have,� Diana said. �No one�s shot at us for several minutes now.�
�Fuckers lulling us into a false sense of security maybe?� Charlie said.
�No, I don�t think that�s it,� Selena said. She raised her hand and pointed at a dark recess in the side of the gorge a few hundred yards ahead of them off their port bow. �We�re here.�
�She�s right,� Decker said. �We�re through Madan�s outer perimeter � take a look up ahead.�
They looked along the river and saw two helicopters parked up on the side of the river.
�This is the place then,� Charlie said.
�So now we just have to go inside and get the goodies, right?� Riley said.
�Something tells me it�s going to be a little more complicated that that,� said Charlie.
�Me too,� Selena said, shouldering her backpack and tying her hair up.
Decker cut the engine and steered the boat up into a small bay of fine gravel a hundred yards south of Madan�s choppers sitting incongruously on the river bank. They climbed out of the boat, paranoid about more snipers as they unloaded their weapons and prepared to go inside the canyon.
�You really think Shambhala is in there?� Diana said.
Selena shrugged. �Maybe.�
�Hope so, mate,� Riley said, throwing the Remington over one shoulder and some ammo belts over the other. �Otherwise we�ve come a long fuckin� way for nothing.�
Decker listened to the banter but made no reply. The comments about the Avalon getting blown up were still bothering him and now he was walking into a Tibetan canyon with a load of strangers who were searching for a mythical kingdom.
Somewhere, sometime, his life seemed to have taken a distinctly wrong turn. He was shaken from his thoughts by Riley Carr who was now standing on a boulder at the cave�s entrance a few yards ahead of him.
�What the hell are you waiting for?� the Australian called out. �Need a dump or something?�
Selena sighed and gave Decker an apologetic look. �I�m so sorry, Mr Decker. He�s not always like this, I promise.�
�Come on, you Jessies!� the young man shouted, and beckoned them with an exaggerated arm wave. �Let�s go shoot some bad guys and get the loot!�
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Rakesh Madan worked hard to contain his excitement as Kaleka carefully set the C4 charges on the cave wall. He turned to the small group of nervous acolytes standing in the entrance to the cave and said, �To think this is exactly where Arthur Stanhope found the essence! What we are about to find will have the power to annihilate more than half the world!�
This was one of the most remote locations in the world. It was inhospitable and almost impossible to reach, but thanks to the hard work of Selena Moore and her friends he had the journal, the coordinates and Diana Silva�s helpful translation.
He was filled with a sense of pride and accomplishment he rarely felt. He had done it � he�d finally located Stanhope�s cave, and now they stood waiting in anxious silence as Kaleka padded back to his leader and handed him the detonator. His destiny was about to unfurl right in front of him.
Just as he so richly deserved.
�Our labours are nearly over, Kaleka,� he said as he took the small device from the man towering over him. �These symbols tell us that this is the eastern gateway to the Kingdom. Soon we will be in Shambhala��
As Madan turned to face the wall, Kaleka gave his leader an uncertain look but stayed at his side. Taking one last look at the original carved symbols the British geologist had drawn over a century earlier, the Indian entrepreneur crouched below a large boulder for cover and detonated the C4 plastic explosive.
�Now it is time to grasp my destiny,� Madan said, flicking his Maglite on. �Move forward!�
They walked through the smoke and dust and after moving along a narrow tunnel they reached another canyon, similar the one they had just flown above in the helicopters, only this one was totally underground and pitch-black. Everyone gasped as they took in the scale of the place.
The beams of their flashlights crawled along the walls until they could reach no further. �This place must be enormous,� Madan purred. �These flashlights have a range of nearly four hundred metres!�
They were at the bottom of the canyon, walking beside the same river bed that Arthur Stanhope had seen glowing a century ago, but even here, deeper into the mountain it was still dry.
Shining his beam ahead of him, Rakesh Madan saw two ornately carved statues standing in eerie silence either side of the dried-up river. He gasped when he saw them and dropped his flashlight. �Kaleka � my Maglite!�
Kaleka stooped to retrieve the flashlight for his boss and then raised his own beam. �What is it?�
�They are gods� but none I recognize from the scriptures.�
Kaleka traced his flashlight beam all over the statues and behind them they heard several low rumblings of fear from the men. �Good God,� he said, stepping closer to the enormous statues. They were perfectly hewn out of the same rock as the mountain, and totally without damage or any kind of blemish. �They could have been carved yesterday � and their swords are made of some kind of metal.�
Madan was transfixed. �And yet we know they are countless thousands of years old, Kaleka! We are the first people to see them since the final days of Shambhala.�
Kaleka gave a brief nod of his head. �I never doubted.�
�We truly are on the path to Shambhala, my loyal servant. Make a note of these statues � I want them on the Jambudvipa by the end of the week. We don�t want them damaged by the main event.�
�Yes, sir.�
Shining their flashlights along the old river bed, they passed the statues and continued on their way deeper into the underground canyon. With each step into the dusty darkness, Rakesh Madan�s mind bubbled over with insane thoughts of the awesome discovery he was about to make. The incredible power he would soon be able to harness for the good of humankind was only moments away.
A gust of icy wind rushed them from ahead. Madan shivered and turned to Kaleka. �Did you feel that?�
Kaleka nodded, but was too occupied searching the canyon with his flashlight to make a reply. His face was etched with a strange blend of excitement and fear.
�That was wind � icy wind! There must be another way into this place. We must be almost upon the kingdom!�
Kaleka turned and shouted at the men to hurry up, but Madan was moving forward alone now, mumbling to himself. �Shambhala must be close now� I feel the breath of the gods on my face.�
They continued forward until they reached a large archway covered in carved symbols identical to those that had been back on the eastern gate. Madan frowned when he saw them, and flicked through the pages in Stanhope�s journal until he found the section where Diana had made her translation.
Waves of anxiety flooded through him as his eyes crawled over the Portuguese academic�s work. He was certain he understood the symbols now, and began to translate those carved into the stone archway. He didn�t come all this way to be stopped by a few simple carvings.
He was the Destroyer of Filth.
He was the Tenth Avatar.
Wasn�t he?
His destiny stretched out before him on the other side of this archway, and he wasn�t going to let anything get in his way.
�What does it mean?� Kaleka said.
Madan replied in icy tones, and never took his eyes off the symbols above their heads. �It says we must pass the Guardian of Shambhala if we wish to enter the kingdom.�
Kaleka frowned as he peered through the archway into an empty tunnel. �What guardian?�
�I don�t know.�
�The men are already scared.�
�The men have more to fear from me than anything in this cave system, Kaleka.�
�Yes,� Kaleka said quietly, but he wondered if this time Madan�s terror had met its match. He shone his torch above the archway and saw a recess had been carved into the cave. It formed a stone balcony that stretched almost all the way around the cave, and there were several more arches carved into the rock wall behind it. Above each arch were yet more of the mysterious symbols.
�This place is like a labyrinth!� Madan said, following Kaleka�s flashlight beam.
�What do you think is up there?� Kaleka said.
Madan closed his eyes and was silent for a long time before finally speaking. �I have consulted with the gods, and they have told me where I must go.�
Kaleka gave Madan a sideways glance of doubt, but was careful not to let his boss see it. �And what did they say?�
�They said you are to follow me,� Madan said.
With fear on their faces, Kaleka and the rest of the men reluctantly followed Rakesh Madan as he mumbled to himself, eyes wide with expectation.
The Destroyer of Filth was nearly ready to fulfil his destiny.
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Decker led the way past the destroyed stone gate and followed the dry river bed as it snaked around to the right and disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel beyond. Raising his flashlight he swept the beam over the dusty, cracked channel carved by millennia into the cave floor.
�Looks like this is the right place,� Diana said, looking down at the dry river. �This must be where Stanhope found his glowing water.�
�Maybe,� Decker said, �but it sure as hell isn�t here now.�
They walked deeper into the underground canyon and then their flashlights fell on the two enormous statues either side of the river. �Woah!� Riley said. �Check these babies out.�
Selena and Diana shared a glance, but Selena spoke first. �They�re some kind of gods, I think � but I don�t recognize either of them.�
Arjun Johar stifled a gasp as he stepped forward. �They are similar to Brahma and Vishnu, and yet different. Is this really happening?�
�It is,� Diana said. �It really is.�
�This is going to be the archaeological discovery of the century, Lena!� Riley said. �And on our first bloody mission too!�
�On your first mission?� Decker said. He stopped dead in the middle of the tunnel and turned to face them. �I thought you said you were old hands at this sort of thing?�
�Ah, well�� Selena said.
�Something about making ancient discoveries being your bread and butter � wasn�t it?�
�Yes, er� this is the case, in a manner of speaking.�
�What does that mean?�
�It means we�re old hands at searching for things, mate, but this is the first time��
Decker joined in and finished the sentence along with the Australian: �the first time we ever found anything. I get it.� He shook his head and sighed. �So you�re not professional treasure hunters at all and I�ve been risking my life with a bunch of crazy amateurs, right?�
�You catch on quick, mate,� Riley said with a mischievous wink.
�We are not amateurs, Mr Decker,� Selena said. �I am a professional curator engaged in the hunt for ancient relics and artefacts and I have discovered countless objects for the London Museum of Archaeology.�
Decker shook his head. �And I never even heard of that place.�
�It�s very small,� she said. �Nice and tucked away in a quiet part London.�
�A quiet part of London where no one ever goes,� Riley said.
�Countless objects, huh?� Decker said to Selena.
�Yes, only this is my first major discovery of an ancient site believed previously to be mythical. Clear?�
�I guess so,� he said, feeling like he was in third grade again. �Tell me,� he continued, changing the subject. �What are these statues doing here?�
When Selena spoke it was as if she was in a dream. �They�re guarding the kingdom��
�If that�s true,� Charlie said with a sigh, �they�re not doing it very well. Look � footprints.� He shone his beam down to the dust in the dry river bed at the base of the statues and drew their attention to a jumble of messy prints and scuff marks.
�Either the rats around these parts wear really massive boots, or Madan was right here in this part of the cave system very recently,� Riley said.
Selena moved forward and shone her flashlight on the statues, particularly on the swords. �This sword almost conforms to the finest examples of Sino-Tibetan ironwork,� she said, mesmerized by the object in her flashlight beam. �And yet it�s different� older and yet more refined somehow.�
Riley Carr interrupted the eerie silence. �Over there,� he said, sweeping the beam a little further along. �Looks like we have our first decision to make.�
�What is it?� Selena asked, turning and lighting him up in her beam.
�Get that buggering thing out of my face, would you, Lena?�
�Sorry!�
�What is it?� Decker asked.
�A fork in the road,� said Riley.
They peered through the dusty gloom to see the tunnel diverge into two smaller pathways leading away into the darkness. They moved forward a few yards and now Riley�s flashlight beam joined Decker�s as they studied the two tunnels.
�Looks like Madan went that way,� Riley said, picking up some more scuff marks in the dusty floor.
Decker took a deep breath and followed the footpaths with his beam until they too vanished in the darkness ahead. �Just me and the plane,� he muttered to himself shaking his head. �A nice little cargo business��
�What was that, Mr Decker?�
He turned and saw Selena had left the statues behind and was now right beside him.
She glanced up at his face and gave him a smile. �Did you say something?�
�I said let�s get on with this,� he said, returning the smile.
�Oh, good,� she said quietly. �Because I thought you were mumbling about your bloody plane again.� She winked at him and moved on ahead.
Decker opened his mouth to reply but shut it again. He was learning that no one got the better of Professor Selena Moore.
Following the river further they reached the first sign of human hands since the statues � a stone archway carved into the mountain itself. The river had once flowed through it but they all stopped dead in their tracks when they felt a gust of icy wind blow rush through the door and strike them like daggers.
�That�s freezing!� Charlie said.
Johar nodded. �We�re getting closer.�
Diana moved forward. �Look � there are some words carved into the plinth over the archway.�
�More of the same symbols,� Riley said.
Decker turned to Diana. �Can you translate them based on what you saw in Stanhope�s journal?�
She stepped forward and stared at the carvings. �Yes, I think so. The first one says Travellers, and the one at the end means Shambhala, for sure. This one has been damaged��
Selena sighed. �Is it still translatable?�
Diana stared at the symbols for a few moments. The rest of the team kept a respectful silence in the eerie tunnel as she tried to remember what was in the journal and how she had translated it. �Perhaps� I think it means guardian. These symbols are telling us that we must get past the Guardian of Shambhala if we are to reach Shambhala.�
�It does indeed mean guardian,� said a voice from above.
Decker and his friends spun around in the darkness and shone their beams into the air but they were already surrounded by Madan and his men. They had not seen them because they were standing on a rock ledge which ran around the canyon near the door several metres above their heads.
�You bastard, Madan!� Decker said, reaching for his gun.
�Tut-tut,� Madan said. �Drop your weapons or my men will cut you down dead like dogs in a second.�
�He�s got us, mate,� Riley said. �Check out the kit on those arseholes.�
Decker saw what the Australian was referring to � Madan had at least a dozen men and they were all armed with MSMCs, a lightweight Indian-manufactured submachine gun chambered for five mil MINSAS cartridges. At this range, not even Riley�s Remington would be enough to take out more than one of the men before they were all dead.
Decker sighed and dropped his weapon, and the others reluctantly followed his lead. �This is one great big pile of crap you got me into, lady,� he said to Selena.
�Don�t blame me! You could have told us to bugger off at any time.�
�Oh, that�s great � I offer the Avalon to help your ass out and now it�s all my fault!�
�Please, please�� Madan said. �Ladies and gentlemen � calm yourselves. You are about to witness the greatest event in the world, and you are arguing about simple trivialities.�
�Fuck off, Madan,� Riley said bluntly.
The Indian laughed. �Whose idea was it to invite an Australian?�
Riley lunged forward. �You son of a bitch��
More laughter from Madan and his men.
�What do you want, Mr Madan?� Selena said, her commanding voice cutting through the noise.
�I want greatness, and I will have it � but first I need some assistance persuading the guardian to let me into Shambhala.�
�The guardian?� Charlie said, turning to the others. �You want us to fight the guardian?�
�In a manner of speaking,� Madan said. �However, the guardian is not a man, but a challenge� some kind of statue that looks almost like Lord Vishnu. We have already seen it and it is impressive. It looks very dangerous, so I am glad to have found several volunteers who will sacrifice themselves as we work out how to pass the challenge.�
Madan turned to Kaleka. �Take them!�
The armed men clambered down from the upper level and quickly took the Avalon crew�s weapons. At gunpoint, they then marched them forward though the archway and down a short tunnel until they reached a strange inner chamber. It was a small hollowed-out cave at the bottom of a short flight of steps, at the bottom of which were several dead bodies covered in poison darts.
Beyond the corpses, the guardian was as Madan had described � a large statue of a god vaguely resembling Vishnu and yet different somehow. He was meditating on a giant lotus flower and two of his hands were in his lap while the other two were held outwards in a welcoming gesture.
�Excuse my men,� Madan said, indicating his fallen servants. �They learned the hard way that the steps are lined with poison dart guns. Through a process of trial and error we have determined that the only way to get through to the statue is to run as fast as possible and then jump into its arms.�
�You murdered three men finding that out?� Riley said.
�These men gave their lives as a sacrifice to a greater good.�
�You disgust me,� Diana said, taking a step back toward the tall Australian.
�I don�t understand,� Selena said, lifting her eyes away from the dead men. �You said you can get through if you run very fast, so where are the men who got through?�
�They vanished into thin air,� Madan said.
�I�m sorry?�
�They disappeared in the arms of the statue, Professor Moore,� he said with a sigh. �And left nothing behind them except their screams.�
�So you�ve killed more than three of your own men�� Riley said.
�I told you they sacrificed themselves� see for yourself.�
Madan ordered Kaleka to select a man and the giant Indian hauled a smaller man from the gathering near the entrance to the chamber.
�Please� not me! Mr Madan, please!�
�Run toward the statue, Ahuja,� Madan said serenely. �He will not harm you.�
�No� no!�
�Or perhaps you would prefer it if I had your entire family extinguished?�
The man looked at his colleagues but none met his gaze. �I can do this�� he mumbled. �I will be the first to show the way.� He peered down the corpse-lined steps and hesitated.
Kaleka stepped forward and pushed the muzzle of his gun between the man�s shoulder blades. �No backing out, Ahuja.�
�Need I remind you, Ahuja,� Madan said, �that Kaleka here knows over forty methods of torturing individuals� think of your children.�
�Over fifty,� Kaleka corrected him quietly.
The man�s face drained of any hope as he realized his fate was inescapable. After a short prayer, he turned to face the statue and took a deep breath. Now it was his turn to go, and he would be the first man to see Shambhala.
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Ahuja stood calmly before the low platform and assessed how hard he had to jump to get on top of it and reach the statue�s arms. He took another deep breath and glanced back at the gun in Kaleka�s hands. Mumbling just one more quiet, fast prayer, he started to sprint toward the platform. He skipped down the steps, dodged the darts and then leaped toward the statue�s arms.
Then he vanished, leaving only a scream behind.
�What the hell?� Decker said.
Selena looked at him, confused. �I don�t understand.�
�He just vanished into the bloody ledge!� Riley said.
Johar took a step closer. �He ran straight into the statue and just� disappeared!�
�Like black magic�� said Kaleka.
Madan moved forward. �You see my predicament. Shambhala is the other side of this strange altar, and yet whenever my men try to climb over it they simply disappear. It is most inconvenient, but I am more than certain that a woman of your abilities, Professor Moore, should be able to traverse the obstacle and lead us through into the sacred kingdom.�
�You�re out of your mind, Madan!� Decker said. �You can�t send an innocent person into whatever the hell that thing is!�
�She goes, or Kaleka here will kill you all, starting with Dr Silva.�
Kaleka grabbed Diana Silva and hauled her over to the side, raising his gun to her neck.
�You son of a bitch, Madan!� Decker growled. �You let her go!�
�It�s fine, Mitch,� Selena said, reaching out and touching his arm. �I�ll go.�
�Good,� Madan said. �I can afford to lose no more of my men, which is why you and your friends will be the next to offer your lives for my destiny.�
�You�re crazy,� Riley said.
Madan grinned. �That is what my psychiatrist kept saying right up to the moment I had him killed, however, that is another story. Right now, your little team is going to leap into the arms of this statue, one by one, until we figure out what is happening.�
Selena walked forward alone to the top of the steps and took a deep breath. She looked down the ancient stone staircase and started to study the chamber. Turning to Riley, she gave him a wink and without further warning she sprinted down the steps.
�Lena!�
Triggering the booby trap as she rushed down the steps three at a time, the poison darts fired with little puffs of dust and bounced off the rock walls in all directions, but she was through. She was going fast, but not as fast as the other men and now she unexpectedly stopped dead in her tracks and struggled to stop herself falling inside the statue.
Decker squinted in confusion as he stared at what was happening right before his eyes. None of it made sense and he thought he was losing his mind. Selena was no longer in the chamber but she was now upside down. He rubbed his eyes, and moved forward. Everyone else joined him, including Madan.
�My God!� The Indian billionaire said. �What is happening?�
Selena turned and walked back to the base of the steps. As she drew closer she suddenly flipped up the right way again.
�Lena?� Riley called down the steps. �Are you okay?�
�Come on down,� she shouted. �The water�s fine.�
Madan was suspicious, and ordered Kaleka to send his men first. They ran down the way the Englishwoman had just done and screeched to a halt at the base of the steps as soon as they were past the blowpipes. This time, none of them leaped into the statue�s arms.
When they were all in the lower level of the chamber, the mystery suddenly became clear.
�It�s like a pseudoscope,� Selena said, �a kind of optical instrument that reverses a person�s sense of depth perception � look at the mirrors.�
She pointed to four very large, strategically positioned mirrors which they could now see from their new location in the chamber. �Everything you could see from the top of the steps wasn�t reality, but a version of it via these mirrors. Clever.�
�I don�t understand,� Diana said.
�It�s simple,� Selena continued. �Just like a pseudoscope, the chamber uses these four mirrors to reverse the image and swap what your right and left eye sees. This has the effect of changing the depth perception, so things that are close appear further away and things that are further away appear closer. It also means that elevated objects appear as depressions, or holes, and holes appear as an elevated object � as we have just seen.�
�Yikes,� Riley said, pulling a face. �That�s grim.�
�You can buy them online,� Selena said casually.
Charlie peered down into the hole. �So that guy thought he had to jump onto the statue�s platform to get across when in fact it wasn�t a platform but a sodding great big hole.�
They peered down into the hole. It was a carved in the shape of the statue but concave and not convex, and at the bottom of it near the head was a dark tunnel leading to nothing but darkness.
�Precisely.�
�So he just leaped to his own death,� Decker said, giving a low whistle. �That�s nasty.�
�Wonder how deep it is?� Riley said, wincing.
�Maybe they�re still falling�� Charlie whispered.
�Pseudoscopes are usually much smaller,� Selena said, �but the one built by the makers of this challenge is much more impressive � still, it gave the same effect. Once you get past the mirrors you can see the illusion, so that�s why they built the steps with the poison darts. By forcing people to run so fast toward the statue they ensured they never had enough time to stop once they realized it was all fake. By the time they realized what was going on and that they were leaping into a pit it was already too late to stop.�
�Ingenious!� Madan said. His eyes glazed over in a thousand-yard stare. �So how do we get across?�
�This way,� Selena said. She pointed at what had looked like a convex block of stone from the wrong side of the mirrors, but now they could see it was in fact a doorway which opened to reveal the center of the temple � Shambhala itself. �I am not so rude as to deny you your destiny,� Professor Moore,� he said, leaning forward cautiously to check for further traps. �So please be the first to enter Shambhala.�
Selena stepped out of the chamber and found herself bathed in light. She gasped when she saw the source � several hundred yards away at the bottom of a ravine was a lake full of sparkling, glowing water. It was so powerful it was almost like a sun.
She felt a gun push into her back as Madan joined her. He gazed out over the strange underground canyon and beheld a true cornucopia of ancient riches. Statues and ornaments rested where they had been for millennia and golden idols and jewels glittered along the riverbanks, but Madan was only interested in one thing.
�Ah � the Land of White Waters�� he said, his voice trailing away to an amazed whisper. �We truly are in Shambhala��
Selena was amazed when she saw the lake. It was glowing a powerful white neon color, so bright she almost had to shield her eyes.
�It�s just like Stanhope described!� Diana said.
They continued their way down to the water. �What the hell is all this?� Decker said. �Why is this water glowing, Madan?�
Madan smiled. �You want to know, don�t you?�
�If we�re going to die here then I don�t see why we can�t,� Selena said, forthright.
�Very well. It is my belief that the water is glowing because of a very high lunium content.�
Selena looked confused. �Lunium � what�s that?�
�A very special substance which, as far as we know, is found only here due to its unique location at the foothills of the Himalayas. It was named by Stanhope because its brightness reminded him of the moon.�
Charlie said, �I still don�t get it.�
�Have you ever heard of tritium?�
Selena shook her head. �Never.�
�Me neither,� Johar said.
�Don�t look at me either,� said Riley.
Madan stared at the water. �This is understandable. Tritium is a radioactive isotope of hydrogen. It is used for many purposes, including as a radio luminescent on watches and other instruments so they glow in the dark. It collects in the atmosphere and falls to earth in precipitation. Then it pools in places like this. It exists only in trace quantities, however.�
�I see.�
Now he smiled. �And it is also used as a key ingredient in the manufacturing process of neutron bombs.�
Selena�s mouth opened with shock and she turned to Decker, staring at him to see if they were thinking the same thing. �Oh my God� you�re making a bomb!�
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�Wrong,� Madan said. �I already have the bomb � or three of them to be accurate � Yama II, III and IV, but I need the lunium to increase their yield. You see, the lunium is hundreds of times stronger that tritium and will make the bombs more powerful than you can possibly imagine.�
�So you want this lunium to make the bombs more dangerous?� Selena said.
�That depends on what my man here reports to me.�
After a brief conversation with one of his men, the man then walked to the water and conducted a short test. He returned to Madan and nodded his head.
�It seems as if my journey has not been in vain,� Madan said with a strange look in his eyes. �Kalki has appeared in Shambhala� and now the new age can begin. I am the Destroyer of Filth and my holy mission is clear.�
�Absolutely fuckin� nuts,� Riley said.
�Where�s the target, Madan?� Decker said.
�Target?�
�You have your goddam lunium, or whatever the hell it is,� the former Marine said with disgust. �So where�s the target?�
�You are most impertinent, Captain Decker.�
�What city, dammit?�
Madan burst out laughing. �What city? Why all of them, of course�!�
Decker and Selena exchanged a confused glance. �I don�t understand,� Selena said. �How many of these bombs are you making?�
�Just three.�
�Then how��
�No bomb can be that powerful, Madan,� Riley said. �And that makes you full of shit, mate.�
Kaleka joined the laughter, and then Madan spoke. �No, Corporal Carr, no three bombs alone are powerful to destroy every city in North America, Europe and the Far East, at least not in the way you�re thinking.�
�I still don�t get it,� Diana said.
�You don�t get it?� Charlie said. �Imagine what I feel like.�
�This is over,� Madan said, and ordered his men to transport the lunium containers out to the helicopters. �I told you that I was the tenth avatar of Vishnu, but you doubted me. I told you when I reached the heart of Shambhala I would no longer be Rakesh Madan, but Kalki himself, and that then I would become the Destroyer of Filth with a power so great it can raze entire civilizations to the ground, but you doubted me. Now, I see you still have a lingering trace of doubt in your eyes.�
He barked some Hindi at Kaleka as the final lunium disappeared through the narrow tunnel and headed out to the choppers.
�I still think you�re talking crap, Madan,� Riley said.
�No,� Diana said coolly. �He�s not talking crap. He really is going to end global civilization with just three bombs.�
Decker and the others turned to look at the young Portuguese academic. �What�s going on, Diana?� the American said.
�He�s going to do it with his birds.�
�His birds?� Decker said.
Johar�s shoulders visibly slumped. He understood.
�His satellites,� Diana said. �He has several satellites and he�s launching more this week.�
�Ha!� Madan said. �You were listening to me after all. She is right, ladies and gentlemen, and the launch is tomorrow morning.� He glanced at his watch. �In just a few hours in fact.�
�But just three bombs?� Selena said. �That�s enough to take out three cities, not three civilizations.�
Then Decker got it. �Holy shit,� he drawled. �The bombs aren�t going to destroy the civilizations.�
Selena looked up at him. �Mitch?�
�The people are going to destroy their own civilizations, aren�t they Madan? You�re going to set man against man and woman against woman. You�re going to have every man, woman and child claw each other�s eyes out to stay alive!�
�Mitch?�
Madan started chuckling. He was revelling in this.
Decker clenched his jaw. �He�s using this lunium to create a super-EMP bomb.�
�Ha!� Madan said. �Throughout this duel you and I have engaged in, you have not disappointed me, Captain Decker,� he said. �And even now you impress me. Yes, the lunium, which is far more potent than tritium by several orders of magnitude, will be used to create the most powerful nuclear electromagnetic pulse bombs the world has ever seen.� Without warning, he turned to Kaleka and ordered everyone out of the mountain. �We have what we need� the prophecy is being fulfilled. The Destroyer of Filth has manifested in Shambhala today! I am the Tenth Avatar!�
Kaleka trudged back in from the choppers with a grim look on his face. He approached Madan, his face now tight with fear. �I got a call when I was outside in the valley. Lee Kuan raided Svarga.�
Madan�s face contorted with rage as he turned to his second-in-command. �Lee Kuan did what?�
�He raided the Svarga,� Kaleka repeated. �And he stole the Yama I.�
�He stole the prototype?�
Kaleka offered a grim nod. �Yes.�
�The vile traitor�� Madan said, his words trailing away into the darkness of the chamber. �What can he be planning?�
�Blackmail,� Kaleka said flatly.
�He must be destroyed. Send Singh�s unit after him and have him killed.�
Kaleka nodded and immediately made a phone call.
�The prototype is highly unstable,� Madan said. �He must be stopped. When it is retrieved, have his entire family wiped out.�
�Yes, sir.�
�You are dangerously crazy, mate,� Riley said. �And that little fact is unbeatable.�
�Yes, Mr Carr, but sadly, you are not,� Madan said. �Kill them!�
Kaleka raised his rampuri but the Australian�s response was like lightning. He lunged at Kaleka and disarmed him in a second, snatching the rampuri and thundering forward with only one thing on his mind � the survival of himself and his friends.
The Indian stepped back and the tip of the blade missed its target and slashed open the side of his shirt instead. He brought his enormous hand down on Riley�s wrist and smashed the blade from the Australian�s hand with such force he nearly broke his arm. Riley�s response was to ignore the pain and bring his other hand up and power a chokuzuki punch into Kaleka�s throat.
The Indian staggered back as he struggled to suck air through his smashed windpipe, and Riley took advantage of his confusion to land a solid uppercut on his jaw and knock him off his feet.
In the chaos, Decker and the others rushed the remaining men and began fighting for their lives. As the battle grew around them, Selena ran forward and grabbed the knife that Kaleka had knocked from Riley�s hand. Snatching it up she felt its weight in her hand. �Riley � catch!�
The Australian�s arm shot out and he caught the rampuri. �Thanks, mate!�
But a man lunged at her and grappled her to the rocky ground. Her face smashed into the stone chips and the impact nearly knocked her out cold. The man struck her again and again.
She began to grow more frantic as the blows rained down on her, and raised her forearms to shield herself from the frenzied attack. The blood rushed to her head as a sense of danger overwhelmed her now. The fear she felt for her own life was ratcheted up again as the beast tore her arms out of the way and clawed at her face and neck.
Through her blurred vision she saw two hands grab the man�s shoulder and then pull him off her. She heaved herself up to her elbows to see Mitch Decker punching the man repeatedly in the face until he fell forward in the ground, bloodied and unconscious.
Any of Madan�s men who were still standing now ran from the cave and one of them fired some shots at the last of the lamps and plunged the place into darkness.
Diana screamed, and now they heard more shots firing in the darkness. Everyone dived for cover wherever they could find it. Madan�s forces were unleashing a final onslaught to give their leader the time he needed to transport the lunium out of the mountain and return safely to the choppers outside.
Decker heard another scream and fumbled for his flashlight. Switching it on he just caught Riley Carr punching one of Madan�s goons into the statue pit. As the screams faded into the pit, Riley rolled up his sleeves and scanned the darkness for another fight. �Who wants some more?� he yelled.
Decker rolled his eyes to heaven and ran over to him.
�You decided to join me then?� Riley said.
�Uh-huh.�
�Thought you�d taken up knitting to be honest, mate.�
Across the chamber, Diana was desperately scanning the chaos to find her friends in the half-light when she felt a heavy hand on her shoulder and another slip around her throat. She gasped and tried to scream but it was too late � Kaleka was pulling her back into the dark recesses of the weird inverted chamber and throttling her as he went.
She clawed at his powerful hands, but his grip was like iron and after just a few seconds she began to lose consciousness. She saw stars forming in the darkness and tiny slivers of light flashed across her eyes as the blood flow was slowly being cut from her head.
She had read about a surge of strength people felt when they were in mortal danger and now she knew it was true. She felt the energy course through her like electricity � she saw her parents� were they still alive? She had to know. She couldn�t let an animal like Kaleka kill her like a dog in this cave.
She spun around and delivered a feisty and powerful kick into the man�s groin, sending him doubling over. He fell to his knees and howled in agony as the pain from the hefty impact on his balls travelled up through his body and turned his stomach inside out.
She thought she had him beaten when he lashed out with his shovel-like hand and belted her across the cave. By the time she pulled herself up, he had staggered to his feet and slipped away with the rest of them.
�They�re gone!� Selena yelled.
�And the bastard�s got his bloody lunium, too!� said Riley.
Decker helped Johar to his feet as Charlie scramble over to them, his nose bleeding heavily. �He�ll be airborne in minutes,� the American said. �We�ve got to put an end to this, dammit!�
�So let�s get on with it,� Riley said. �If this is the final act I want to go out in a blaze of glory!�
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When they reached the surface it was to see both of Madan�s Bell LongRangers swooping away from the riverbank and turning south toward the Yadong Valley.
Decker was all fight. He rolled up his sleeves and sprinted down to the RIB. �We�re not stopping now!� he called back over his shoulder. Moments later they were speeding the rigid inflatable south along the river � this time in the direction of flow so they were going much faster.
Riley greedily snatched up the Remington and began loading it. �I�m feeding bitch till its guts burst!�
�He has a real way with words, doesn�t he?� Decker said to Selena.
�He has a big heart though,� she said.
�A big heart is an easy target,� said Decker.
Madan�s choppers were staying low so they could take pot-shots at the Avalon crew and now Kaleka turned in the rear seat of his helicopter and leaned half out the open door. In his hands he gripped a submachine gun and he was bringing it into the aim. He pushed the stock into his shoulder and fired a long burst of fire at Decker�s RIB. Bullets ripped through the surface of the rushing water as the Indian�s line of fire danced devilishly closer to the RIB�s bow.
�Get down!� Decker yelled.
Riley lifted the Remington and returned fire. The rushing rapids softened the sound of the shotgun blasts as they echoed off the canyon walls either side of their boat, but they were moving too fast and his shots missed the target.
Kaleka corrected his aim and now his bullets struck the bow and ripped along the portside gunwale. Diana screamed and buried her head in her hands and Charlie loosed a string of curses.
Decker was trying to steer the boat and keep his head below the firing line at the same time, and then Riley suddenly stopped firing and swore loudly.
�What�s the problem?� Decker said, keeping his eyes fixed on the river.
�Jammed!� Riley un-jammed the gun and returned fire. Empty shells flashed in the sunlight as the ejector port spat them out over the side of the RIB. A few seconds later he swore once again, this time even louder. �Damn thing�s not extracting properly!� Riley said
�What?� Selena said.
�Ejector�s jammed. Give me a second.�
Riley dropped to the floor of the boat while Charlie and Johar covered him with their pistols. He removed the barrel lug and took the barrel off the stock. Then he removed the bolt and the extractor and cradled it in his hands while he pulled a Swiss Army Knife from his back pocket.
�How long, Riley?� Charlie said. �I can�t keep these guys busy with a pistol for long.�
�Not long.�
�Thank God,� Johar said.
He pushed down on the extractor depressor plunger with the screwdriver in his pocket knife and pushed the extractor spring back until the lug came up under it. He took out the extractor and wiped the packing grease from it and gave it a quick polish.
�That�s the bolt sorted,� he said.
�Hurry up, Riley!�
His hands worked fast.
�You�ve done this before,� Diana said.
�Looks like a second he got cheap,� he said, shooting Decker a quick glance. �But yeah.�
�That was money well saved,� Charlie said. �We nearly got killed!�
Riley spun around and raised the shotgun, firing a second later. The round struck the side of the second chopper and shattered the cockpit window. �Need to polish the chamber when we get back too,� he said casually.
The pilot in Madan�s back-up chopper struggled to see through the shattered glass which gave Riley another chance. He seized it with both hands, firing round after round in rapid succession at the blinded helicopter hovering above them.
Striking the side of the chopper, the pilot spun around in an evasive manoeuvre but in his panic he hit the side of the canyon with the tail boom. The tail rotor scrapped into the rock and jammed up and then the whole bird spun wildly out of control and fell sharply out of the sky. It piled into the side of the river at the bottom of the canyon in a crumpled heap of twisted metal and bent rotor blades.
Decker screeched past the wreckage a second later, still swerving and dodging the fire raining down from Kaleka�s submachine gun up in Madan�s lead chopper. They passed the crippled helicopter on the river bank and saw the men inside desperately clambering their way out. A heartbeat later the helicopter exploded in a fierce fireball. Some of the crew were still trapped inside and they heard their screams receding into the rushing noise of the rapids as they continued on their way down the river.
Ahead of them, Madan increased speed and swerved violently to the left to miss an outcrop jutting over the edge of the canyon. They watched as he narrowly missed the obstacle and Kaleka leaned out once more with his freshly reloaded weapon.
�Rocks!� Selena yelled.
Decker looked from the chopper above his head down to the river and saw a pile of jagged, razor-sharp rocks protruding from the center of the river. He spun the wheel over to the right and the boat turned fast, almost tipping them out into the fast-moving water. �Thanks for the advanced warning!�
�I did my best, Mr Decker,� Selena called back. �I�m a museum curator not a ship�s lookout.�
As she spoke, they all heard a low, grinding noise coming from the bottom of the RIB and then a long, thin crack appeared on the starboard side of the boat. �Thanks,� the American drawled. �I think you just made your point.�
Charlie dived down to get a closer look at the crack. �It�s not great news but it�s not big enough to sink us� for a while.�
Carried fast down the river by the speeding white water, they watched helplessly as Kaleka emptied his magazine at their wounded boat and drilled the side of the hull full of holes. Then Madan spun the chopper around and flew up out of the canyon, vanishing over the edge and leaving nothing behind except the gently fading echo of the rotors as it reverberated off the rock walls beneath.
Their boat was sinking fast, so they swam ashore, soaked to the skin and all their weapons and ammo dripping with river water. Like so many drowned rats, they crawled up onto the gravelly riverbank and heaved the air back into their lungs.
�That�s just bloody fantastic!� Selena managed to say in between gasps.
�You�re telling me,� Riley said. �Bastard�s got clean away with the magic nuke potion and us silly buggers are literally up the creek without a paddle!�
�It�s only an hour to the Avalon,� Decker said, tipping water out of his hat and sighing. �If we get our asses in gear we still have a shot.�
�You think we can catch him?� Diana said.
�I think we can get to the authorities in time to tell them about his plans, sure.�
Charlie was first to his feet. �That�s presuming his men don�t find the Avalon and blow her to matchwood.�
�Yes,� Decker said sullenly. �Presuming my plane isn�t about to get turned into matchwood.�
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Kolkata
When Selena awoke the Avalon had left the Himalayas far behind to the north and was starting to descend over the riverine lakes and timber factories of Kanchrapara just north of Kolkata. She knew they had been lucky � they all did. When they had finally got back to Yadong the aircraft was exactly where Decker had moored it, and with the exception of a few locals taking pictures of it, it had gone untouched. They were all relieved but the former US Marine had almost kissed it when he saw it was in one piece� Men, she thought.
She also thought about Shambhala. Finding such a place was a dream come true, and she could hardly wait to return there and establish a serious dig. She hoped the Chinese authorities would allow her museum the permission to do so, and she was certain Atticus could swing it, but none of this would happen if they didn�t stop Madan.
Outside the Avalon, the powerful Hooghly River shone brightly in the Bengali sun and made her turn her eyes away and her attention returned to the cabin. She yawned and looked at her watch. She had been asleep for less than hour, but it was good to catch up. Since she and Riley were attacked in Hong Kong her life had been turned into a relentless and desperate hunt and she was ready for some peace and quiet.
She had been sleeping on one of the beds in the rear of the vintage aircraft. An identical bed ran along the portside opposite her and Riley Carr was also asleep on it. He had one of Decker�s old baseball caps over his face to shield his eyes from the daylight.
Arjun Johar was sitting closer to the cockpit and talking in urgent Hindi to someone on his telephone. Selena heard the words Rakesh Madan several times and didn�t need three guesses to know what he was talking about.
Charlie and Diana had found a table under piles of crates in the center of the plane and were now sitting opposite one another. She was staring intently as he explained all about the glim dropper � a notorious old con he had updated to work in the modern world when he worked as a grifter in Germany.
�What�s that?� Diana said.
�The glim dropper is a con almost guaranteed to get a few hundred quid off the mark, but the problem is you need someone with a glass eye.�
Diana laughed. �A glass eye?�
�Right, and while getting glass eyes is not hard, finding someone who needs one and who also wants to be part of a con is not so easy. Trust me, I�ve tried.�
She laughed again. �I�ve never met anyone like you before.�
�Thanks� I think. Anyway, so I updated the con and substituted a flash drive for the glass eye.�
�A flash drive?�
�Sure. They�re super common and people keep all their private stuff on there � especially family photos.�
�Ah, now I see.�
�Right, so I go into a shop and tell the owner I lost a flash drive full of family photos of my sister�s wedding. I lay it on a bit thicker and tell him my sister died�� he leaned a little closer to Diana and lowered his voice to a whisper. �I don�t have a sister, by the way.�
�I�m glad to hear it.�
�So I tell this bloke I�ll give him a thousand quid if he finds it and I�ve got a few hundred photos of some random woman�s wedding off the internet on the drive in case he looks. I give him my contact details and then I piss about pretending to look for it under his shelves all over again before leaving. Next day one of my associates goes into the store � and he only goes and finds the sodding flash drive, just like magic.� He snapped his fingers and leaned back in the seat, a smug smile slowly appearing on his lean, unshaven face.
�And then?�
�The bloke in the shop sees his chance for a thousand quid slowly slipping away so he offers to return it direct to me � just being a gent and so on, natch. Only my associate makes a big brouhaha about returning it himself if the shopkeeper gives him the address.�
�This is very devious.�
�I learned it off a perp in Stuttgart. Eventually the shopkeeper offers to pay my associate a couple of hundred quid for the flash drive � he�s got one eye on my thousand quid reward, see? My associate then drives him up to five hundred, and the transaction is made. My associate walks out the shop with five hundred nicker and the greedy bastard in the shop�s got a two quid flash drive with random internet woman on it. Everyone�s a winner � piece of piss.�
Diana shook her head and gave him a disapproving look, and Selena sighed and walked into the cockpit. Decker was sitting in the captain�s seat and searching through a pile of papers on his lap.
�Lost another approach plate, Mr Decker?�
He turned, mildly startled by the unexpected interruption. �No, I just can�t find it. It�s different.�
Selena raised an eyebrow and watched as the American scratched the back of his head and cursed. Then he smiled and pulled a piece of paper from the pile and waved it at her. �Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose International � all right here!�
�I�m pleased to hear it. As much as I enjoyed your white-knuckle ride landing on the Yadong River, I�d prefer something a little more civilized this time, if you can manage it.�
�How�s Arjun?� Decker asked, leaning over the side of his seat and glancing back through the cabin.
�Busy.�
�He asked me to drop below ten thousand so he could get a signal. He�s arranging a meeting with the authorities in Kolkata.�
* * *
Inspector Jyoti Banerjee of the Kolkata Police looked at them with concern in his sad, tired eyes. The sound of his air-conditioner filled the office with a gentle hum, and the addition of a small Delonghi desktop fan added another layer of white noise underneath their conversation.
He turned to Arjun Johar �And you say Rakesh Madan has some kind of nuclear weapon?�
�Johar nodded grimly. �We believe so.�
�This is a very sensitive issue,� Banerjee continued. �Rakesh Madan is one of the richest men in India. He has his own space program, for heaven�s sake. We cannot rush in like a bull in a china shop, as you say in English.� As he spoke these words he turned to Selena and gave her a pleasant smile.
�We�re aware of Madan�s standing in India,� Selena said.
Banerjee looked unmoved. �After your incredible telephone call this afternoon I had my office put together a briefing dossier on Mr Madan. He gives millions of dollars to rural development programs all over the country every year, including right here in West Bengal.�
�I understand that, but��
�It seems impossible to imagine him building nuclear weapons let alone searching for this��
�Lunium,� Decker said.
�Searching for this lunium all over the Himalayas � just so he can fit it into some kind of super weapon and destroy most of the northern hemisphere�s electronic infrastructure.� He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head. �Have I got that right?�
�Yes,� Selena and Decker said simultaneously.
Johar said, �The IIB has had him under loose surveillance for some time now related to the space program, and I can vouch for what is being said here today.�
Decker sighed. �He�s planning on processing this lunium and using it to enhance three nuclear weapons he�s created in his labs at the space center. He calls them the Yamas � II, III and IV. There�s a prototype as well but these are the three going into orbit. We think his plan is to launch them into space on the Svarga and deliver them into low-earth orbit.�
Banerjee looked more uncomfortable by the second. �Continue.�
�After that he can manoeuvre the things wherever he wants and then when they�re in position he plans on detonating them over North America, Europe and the Far East and creating the biggest electro-magnetic pulses in history. If he succeeds he�ll fry every electrical component across these regions. This is literally the greatest threat humanity has ever faced.�
�So you say, but I must tell you that my superiors were sceptical.�
�Were?�
�After your phone call the Assistant Superintendent spoke with the Deputy Commissioner and he went even higher. One of our satellites was re-tasked to survey the areas you described. This surveillance revealed the unusual activity you reported in the Yadong Valley, and for this reason it has been decided to send a unit of the Anti-Terror Squad to Madan�s Space Center.�
�And what about Kuan?� Decker said. �Don�t forget he broke in and stole the prototype nuke.�
�Kuan, yes� I thought you said he and Madan were working together?�
�They were, but clearly they�ve had a disagreement of some significance,� Selena said.
�Whatever the hell their situation is,� Decker drawled, �Kuan is clearly planning on the mother of all paybacks. He�s gone rogue with an active nuke and nowhere�s safe until he�s caught.�
Banerjee nodded. �Yes� as it happened I had my office look into it immediately. It turns out that no robbery was reported by the center��
�Hardly surprising,� Decker said. �Madan isn�t exactly going to fess up to having illegal nukes in his space center, is he? I imagine he is considering this as strictly his own little problem. We already know he has a unit out looking for Kuan.�
�Are there any leads on Kuan?� Selena said.
Banerjee nodded. �The vehicle containing the bomb was picked up by CCTV cameras in Bankura several hours ago. It looks like he�s heading toward Varanasi.�
�Why?�
Banerjee spread his hands and pushed back into his seat. �We think he�s targeting the temple there. It�s one of the most holy sites in Hinduism.�
�My God�� Selena�s voice trailed away.
Banerjee moved to get up from his seat. �I have a first-class agent named Jha. She will lead the team on Varanasi, and I will lead the assault on the space center. We end this today.�
�I want our people there too,� Selena said.
�This is impossible,� Banerjee said quietly.
�No, they�re right,� Johar said. �If it weren�t for these people we would know none of Madan�s plans, plus I�ve seen them in action at the tea plantation and in the Shambhala cave complex. They can look after themselves.�
Banerjee looked sceptical, but saw the point Johar was making. He offered a shallow shrug and gave a brief nod. �Very well � but only because I respect Agent Johar so much.�
�Thank you,� Selena said.
�So when do we start?� Decker asked, looking at his watch. �I�d kind of like to get on with my life, if you know what I mean.�
�The plan is we put two teams together. One will be sourced from agents local to Varanasi and they will locate Kuan and stop him from detonating the weapon he stole. The other team will be headed by me and go to the Svarga Space Center where I intend on personally arresting Rakesh Madan and ending his space program once and for all� but we have to be very careful.�
�How so?�
�This is where it gets sensitive. As I have said, Madan is very powerful and has many close friends in high places. Simply talking about launching a counter-terror strike on him would raise serious eyebrows on the wrong foreheads. Remember � there�s no evidence to support any of these claims.�
�So what do we do?�
�I can assemble a team of men I trust,� Banerjee said. �And we go to the Svarga Space Center unofficially.�
�How long to get there?� Selena asked.
�It�s on our side of the border between West Bengal and Odisha,� Banerjee said. �So four hours by road.�
�That�s too long,� Selena said.
�I can request an aircraft immediately,� Banerjee said. �The problem is the nearest airport to the space center is miles away and we would have to drive from there.�
Selena leaned forward in her seat, her eyes sparkling with a new idea. �Where is the space center, exactly, Mr Banerjee?�
�Like most space centers, it�s on the coast.�
Selena turned to Decker and opened her mouth to speak, but the American cut her off before the first word fell from her lips.
�To the Space Center, and no farther,� he said.
�Thank you, Mitch.�
He sighed and put his hat on. �And I�m not paying for the fuel, dammit.�
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Svarga Mission Control
Decker flew Selena and Charlie, plus Johar, Banerjee and his 2IC Gurung, and a small team in the West Bengal counter-terror force from Kolkata down to the coast near the Odisha border. After landing in a small natural cove they were met by two black SUVs and minutes later they were on the road.
As they approached the space center, the first thing they saw was the enormous Svarga rocket sitting on the launch pad. The Svarga was Madan�s obsession � the first truly re-usable rocket in the world. He had beaten SpaceX and the ISRO�s Avatar projects, and the evidence was the one hundred and fifty feet-high rocket now waiting for its final countdown.
�That�s an amazing sight,� Selena said. �I�ve never seen a rocket up close before.�
Decker smile and turned his attention to the rocket. Gas was starting to escape from the cryogenic boosters as the liquid oxygen and liquid hydrogen inside them were warming up.
�Is that normal?� Selena said.
Decker nodded. �The gas is being vented through bleeder valves on purpose to reduce pressure, but most of what we�re looking at is just water vapor which is condensing around the liquid gases. It means she�s almost ready to fly.� His eyes crawled up the side of the red and white rocket and then continued up into the dark blue Indian sky. He felt a surge of jealousy in his heart as he realized the rocket might be about to take off, but he was as Earthbound as a wingless bird.
�It�s beautiful,� Selena said.
�It�s ugly as hell,� Decker said.
Selena turned to him. �I�m sorry?�
�It�s got some kind of insane neutron bombs on board � a super-EMP device. They�re going to detonate in the atmosphere and take out every piece of circuitry and silicon chip over three continents.�
�He�s right,� Charlie said, glancing at his watch. �And according the launch schedule we�ve got less than an hour to stop it going into space.�
Closer now, the rocket loomed above them despite its distant location over in the secure launch area. Directly ahead of them was the main entrance to the center, which Banerjee studied with pride.
�Very recently,� he explained, �India beat the Russian record when we sent one hundred and four satellites into space. We launched them into orbit on the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle from the Satish Shawan Space Center in Andhra Pradesh. The previous Russian record was thirty-seven, and��
Before he could finish, his phone rang, and he swept it up to his ear to take the call. He nodded a couple of times and then turned to the others. �That was Sergeant Jha. She says they have landed in Varanasi and are preparing to engage Kuan and his men at the temple.�
�I�m going to bet fifty bucks Kuan�s about to have the worst day of his life,� Decker said as the driver pulled the Tata LSV over and parked up behind some trees on the perimeter.
�Certainly sounds like it if this Sergeant Jha is half as good as you say she is,� Selena said.
�I meant meeting Riley Carr,� Decker said with a sarcastic grin.
They were parked a few hundred yards short of the main entrance and Banerjee checked his weapon as he spoke to them. �We can�t risk the guards on the security gate radioing our presence through to the mission control building. If Madan gets the slightest sniff of what we�re doing he might bring the launch forward.�
�And once that bird�s flown it�s game over,� Decker said. �US missile defense systems are good but not that good. There�s no guarantee with BMD systems that you can stop a ballistic missile.�
�Exactly,� Johar said. �If it takes off, then civilization as we know it is over. It is as simple as that, friends.�
Decker nodded grimly and checked his own weapon. He�d left the marines many years ago but loading and checking a gun was second nature to him. He checked the magazine, slipped it back in the grip and clicked it into place, all in one calm, fluid motion.
Selena raised her eyebrows in respect. �You�ve done that once or twice before, Mr Decker.�
�Guess you could say that,� he said neutrally. He didn�t like speaking about his military career. He preferred to talk about the Avalon and his grand ideas for a cargo fleet that would one day rule the airways.
Decker turned to Banerjee. �We all ready?�
Banerjee and Johar spoke for a few seconds in rapid Hindi with the driver and then after a short word to the other men he clapped his hand down on the American�s shoulder. �We are ready, my friend. The question is � are you?�
Decker looked at Selena. She looked nervous. �Are you ready, Selena?�
She looked shocked at his use of her first name. �Yes,� she said, but her voice was thin with fear. �I�m not much of a fighter though.�
Decker gave her a comforting smile and nod of encouragement. �Just stick with me and you�ll be��
�Dead within the hour?� she said, cutting him off.
�No,� he said with a heavy sigh. �I was going to say just fine.�
�I was joking,� she said, and then lowered her voice. �Americans��
�Huh?�
�Okay,� Banerjee said, interrupting them. �We�re go.�
They clambered out the back of the vehicle and made their final preparations. Banerjee raised his arm and studied his watch for a few seconds. �According to this we�re an hour from the scheduled launch time. So any mistakes and all of this was for nothing.�
As he spoke, Decker surveyed the enormous plain of windswept grass and reeds that surrounded the space center. For reasons of both security and public safety, the perimeter was several kilometres out, and from back here the center looked like a tiny jumble of toy buildings, shimmering in a mirage caused by the intense Indian heat, even now as dusk fell over the land.
�All right everyone,� Banerjee said. �We�re going in so say your prayers.�
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The team attacked in the measured, deadly fury that was the hallmark of Special Forces the world over. Decker and Selena were starting to know what each other was thinking, and thanks to Inspector Banerjee they were now kitted up with tactical headsets and had a team of men from the West Bengal Anti-Terrorism Squad fighting alongside them.
Breaking through the perimeter fence had been easy in the dusk. The heated alloy jaws of the pro bolt cutter made short work of the job and soon their truck was through the hole and they were racing across the field. Security was mainly focused on the launch pad so when the team stormed the Control Center five kilometres to the west they knew they had the advantage and were ready to take Madan�s guards by surprise.
For Decker, all of this brought back memories of the conflicts he had fought in as an officer in the US Marines � memories he thought would never resurface. Like loading the gun, he guessed, there were some things you just couldn�t forget about or walk away from, no matter how hard you tried.
Closing in now, and shadowing Banerjee and the other soldiers, Decker reached for his gun and drew it from the holster. Rounding the corner of the staff parking block, they crouch-walked across the open service area. A jumble of support buildings were dead ahead and now they weaved in and out of the shadows as they drew closer to the main launch control center.
Inside now, they sprinted for the control room with Charlie, Banerjee and his men making for the south entrance while Gurung led Decker, Selena and Johar to the north.
Decker and Selena sprinted down the corridor leading to the north entrance, a few paces behind Gurung, when a man in a black boiler suit emerged from a doorway halfway along. A submachine gun was over his shoulder, and when he saw the invading force he reached around for it.
Gurung lunged forward and grabbed him, wrenching the gun away and throwing it to the floor before drawing a combat knife from his belt and forcing it hard into the man�s ribcage.
Selena gasped and turned horrified eyes on Decker as the man slid to the floor in a puddle of his own blood.
�Move on!� Gurung ordered.
�Come on!� said Johar, sensing Selena�s fear.
They got to the end of the narrow corridor and reached the entrance to the control room. It was serviced by a short flight of steps and also a shallow ramp. Gurung sprinted up the steps while Decker, Selena and Johar ran up the ramp, but before they reached the door they all heard the sound of gunfire emanating from inside the room.
�Banerjee�s made his assault!� Gurung said.
�Hold it right there!�
They spun around to see another man in a similar boiler suit. He was standing in the same doorway where the first man had exited, and was holding a pistol.
Decker, Johar and Gurung obeyed and dropped their guns, but they were standing in front of Selena. All three men slowly raised their hands. The American lowered his voice to a whisper so only Selena could hear him. �When I drop, you fire.�
�Got it.�
A tense moment followed and then Decker dropped to the ground.
Selena fired, and gasped when the gun�s recoil flung her arm back. She struck the man in the chest and he dropped like a sack of rocks. She gasped. The noise and power of the thing, plus the smell of the burned powder and gun oil was still new to her.
And she didn�t like killing the man, but there was no time to think. A third man leaned out of the doorway and raised his gun into the aim.
Selena fired her gun again, this time braced for the recoil. She missed, but the bullet hit the doorway and blasted a shower of plaster all over the man who ducked back inside for cover.
Decker, Johar and Gurung had time to snatch up their weapons and return fire on the man, peppering the doorway with rounds as they retreated into the north entrance of the control room.
Inside the vast space the fighting was fierce but contained to the area around the south entrance. Madan was standing on a mezzanine above the chaos, and making final preparations for the launch while a small army of men were pinning Banerjee and Charlie down behind a steel staircase near the door.
One of Madan�s men threw a grenade at them. The explosion blasted Inspector Banerjee off his feet and hurled him into the far wall, smashing his skull into the concrete and killing him instantly. Charlie was also flung back but he survived the blast. He staggered up to his feet and blood surged through his shirt as he looked down to check the shrapnel wound.
Seconds later the area was swarming with Madan�s men. One of them struck Charlie on the head and knocked him out.
�Charlie!� Selena cried out. She started to rush forward but Decker grabbed her arm and stopped her.
�Wait � Madan�s armed!�
Gurung charged forward to avenge his superior, but he had failed to notice that Madan himself was now armed high up on his balcony.
�Gurung! Decker yelled. �Look out!�
It was too late. The Indian billionaire had pulled a revolver from one of the control desks and now fired all six bullets into the counter-terror agent as he tried to sprint up the steps leading to the mezzanine.
The bullets raked across Gurung�s chest and fired out of his back, tearing through him as if he were made of papier mach�. He collapsed back over the banister rail and slid down a few steps before stopping grimly halfway down the staircase, flopped over like a bloody scarecrow.
�He�s dead!� Selena said.
�As are you��
Kaleka was at their backs now, flanked by two men and all three of them were holding automatic weapons aimed at the intruders. �Lower your guns!� he yelled.
Decker, Selena and Johar looked at Gurung�s dead body, hanging limp over the rail and shared a glance of fear before slowly complying.
�Bring them here!� Madan ordered. �I want them to see this.�
As they trudged up the stairs, they met the goons dragging the unconscious Charlie Valentine the other way, and when they were assembled at the top, with at least ten guns trained on them, Madan lowered his revolver and smiled.
�Good,� he said. �You impress me with your ability to cheat death, but I think this time you have run out of luck��
�You murdering son of a bitch, Madan!� Decker said. �You just brought down two good men!�
�If you think that�s impressive, just wait until I bring down your civilization.�
�You�re forgetting about Kuan,� Selena said calmly. �You think what you love is safe because your targets are America, Europe and the Far East � but Kuan�s going to detonate that weapon in Varanasi.�
Madan turned to face her. �I have my best men in pursuit of Lee Kuan,� he said coolly. �They will get to him before the authorities. Their orders are to execute him for his treachery and return the nuclear device to me here. Kuan concerns me not at all. The only destruction caused today will be ordered by me when I annihilate everything you have ever known.� He turned to the men at the control desks. �Initiate the launch sequence at once!�
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Varanasi
Lee Kuan was of the opinion that Rakesh Madan would pay a Mughal emperor�s ransom to stop the most sacred Hindu city from being turned into ash and glass, especially with one of his own precious bombs. It was with this thought that he drove the Tata Starbus across the Ganges and into the Ghasi Tola district of the city.
Kuan checked the mirror and saw V�ng and two other men in the back of the tour bus. They were trying to look calm, but keeping a safe distance from the prototype of Madan�s super-EMP bomb. It was strapped to a paramedic�s gurney in the aisle so they could manoeuvre it when they reached the target site. He smiled. A safe distance would require hundreds of kilometres, not hiding behind a few rows of bus seats.
He glanced out the side window and saw hundreds of devout pilgrims lining the banks of the Ganges River. They stood on ghats or special embankments constructed from large pieces of stone, and performed their rituals in the dark green water.
Kuan cruised the Starbus past the world-famous Manikarnika Ghat where people gathered in their thousands to cremate their dead and scatter the ashes into the Ganges. This was one of the most holy sites in Hinduism, created when the goddess Sati immolated herself after one of Lord Brahma�s sons humiliated Lord Shiva for marrying her. It was Shiva who carried her blazing body into the Himalayas, but there would be no bodies left if the Yama I detonated in the heart of this busy city.
He nodded and smiled as he recalled the time Madan had told him about his own pilgrimage to the river to scatter the ashes of his parents. Something told him the billionaire would be more than happy to pay up if it meant saving all of this.
The Indian billionaire had been very careful in his calculations. When Yama II, III and IV blasted the world�s most powerful electromagnetic pulses all over the USA, Europe and the Far East, India would remain untouched as would everywhere else not on his hit-list. His skilful protection of India had shown his weakness and Kuan knew he would pay any amount to get the bomb back and save his precious Varanasi.
* * *
Across town, Vedika Jha gripped the wheel of the police Jeep and powered the vehicle toward the Kashi Vishwanath temple. The former Australian soldier from the 1st Commando Regiment and SAS was sitting beside her, checking the magazine in his weapon and behind him was Dr Diana Silva. The night was hotter than normal, and tonight Riley Carr was wearing nothing beneath the tactical vest Jha had given him back at the airport, exposing his sweat-slicked arms. She glanced over at him and saw a single tattoo on his right shoulder: Strike Swiftly.
�And do you?� she said, returning her attention to the road.
�Do I want?� he said.
�What your tattoo says.�
�Ah,� he laughed. �That�s the motto of my old regiment. And yes, we do.�
�This is good to know, Mr Carr.�
�Demolitions, sabotage, anti-terror raids, airdrops, diving, unarmed combat � you name it, we do it � and call me Riley.�
�This will come in useful tonight,� she said with a quick, polite smile. �There are well over one million people in Varanasi, Riley. If this criminal thug Kuan detonates a neutron bomb in the city, they will all be gone in five seconds, not to mention thousands of years of culture and architecture.�
�He�s not going to detonate it,� Riley said, smacking the magazine into the grip and holstering the gun. �He wants Madan to pay a ransom, so he�s not going to play his hand until Madan tips his first.�
�Let�s hope so,� Diana said quietly.
Jha changed gear and took a corner. �I wish I could share your optimism.�
�But you can�t?�
She shook her head and tightened her grip on the wheel as she braked to swerve the Jeep around another sharp bend and powered back up again on the straight. �No � any number of things could go wrong. For all we know, Rakesh Madan is tipping his hand as we speak and the bomb could go off before we even get there� or perhaps Kuan will detonate it in a panic if he feels cornered.�
�Well, thanks for cheering me up,� Riley said.
�You did ask,� Diana said from the back.
�I guess I did,� he said.
�We�re here,� Jha said. �And it looks like we might already be too late for some.�
They reached the temple in time to hear screams coming from a nearby market beside the holy site. Streams of people were rushing away from the market stalls with fear in their eyes.
�Any sign of Kuan?� Riley said, searching the chaos.
Jha sighed. �No � just his men in the market, but that�s a start.�
Her team knew what to do, and seconds after climbing out the truck they went into the fight hard and fast, drawing their weapons and charging into the fray prepared to do whatever it took to take Kuan down and secure the Yama I.
They sprinted inside the market and Jha was instantly met by one of Kuan�s thugs who had been hiding and waiting for them. He was armed, but Jha pulled the gun from his hand and it clattered to the floor. She sprung her elbow back hard into the man�s face and he grunted as it smashed into his mouth and nose. Stinging from the pain and with blood running down his chin, he fell backwards and desperately scanned the floor for his weapon, but Jha was too fast.
She spun around and brought her right leg up, striking the man�s exposed throat with the heel of her riot boot. She winced when she heard the wet-smacking sound as her boot heel crushed his throat, but the fight was over. With wide terrified eyes the man collapsed to the floor with his hands clawing at his throat as he struggled to heave fresh air into his lungs through his collapsed windpipe.
�Remind me never to get on the wrong side of you, mate,� Riley said.
�I will, and you can start by not calling me �mate�,� came the terse reply.
�Got it, boss!� Riley said, but his sentence was ended by an enormous explosion which ripped through their part of the market and blasted two of the stalls all over the street behind them. It propelled Jha, Riley and Diana to the floor where they landed on the concrete with a heavy thud. Riley was up first and he scrambled over to the Indian woman, extending his arm to help her up.
She took one look at his arm and brushed it away. �I can get up without your help!�
�Jesus, I was only trying to help!�
She fixed her dark brown eyes on his. �What did we just say about getting on my wrong side?�
Riley searched for the hint of a smile, but then realized Agent Jha wasn�t fooling around. �Where�s Diana?�
His eyes crawled over the floor until he saw the Portuguese academic taking cover beneath a table in one of the stalls. She was pinned down by enemy fire and one of Kuan�s men was approaching her with a gun.
Jha and Riley were also pinned down, but Riley was able to take out the man. He struck him in the throat, killed him stone-dead and blasted his pistol out of his hands. It landed with a clatter on the asphalt. �Grab the gun, Diana!� Riley shouted, but she was still in danger as the armed man approached.
* * *
Diana crawled out from under the table and found the dead man�s gun. It was still smoking, and she reached out and picked it up just in time to fire at the man who was running toward her. Riley fired at him too, but it was her shot that took him out.
She gasped in terror and dropped the weapon again, rubbing a burn on her hand. The gun�s slide and barrel were red hot because of its recent use. Another man approached. She had no choice but to pick it up again � it was another first degree burn on her hands or this guy was going to kill her� she could tell by the look in his eyes.
She grabbed it again but this time by the grip. No heat. She didn�t know how to check it was loaded and there was no one around to ask � Riley and Jha were fighting their own battle. She picked it up with two trembling hands and pointed it at the man.
The man stopped moving toward her and looked at the gun wobbling at arms� length in front of her. �Go easy,� he said, taking a gentle step closer. �You could really hurt someone with that thing.�
�That�s what I want to do,� she said. Her voice was wobbling nearly as much as the gun in her hands � and it was heavy. She had no idea how much one of these things weighed until a few seconds ago when she snatched it off the street.
�No, no� you are not a killer,� he said, quickly glancing over his shoulders to keep an eye on the battle raging across the market. �I can see by the way you are holding the gun � by the look in your eyes.� He smiled like a devil, extended his arm and opened his hand. He beckoned for the gun. �Give me it.�
�If you say so,� she said, and fired over and over again. The muzzle flashed and smoke and heat danced before her eyes as the rounds raked across the man�s chest and his white shirt exploded with blood.
Diana continued shooting the weapon until the sound of dry-firing filled her ears, and then she hurled the gun away with a look of disgust on her face. �Deus me ajude!� she whispered, and made the sign of the cross over her chest and face. She had never killed a person until today, and she never wanted to ever again.
As she watched the man�s smoking corpse cooling quietly on the street, she thought she was going to be sick, but then Riley scrambled in beside her under a hail of bullets tracing over his head. �All right, mate?�
�I�� she raised her hand at the dead body and directed the Australian�s attention to it. She was hoping for some kind of consolation, for him to say it was okay and that everything would be all right.
�You plugged the bastard!� he said. �Good job.�
Jha joined them when a savage burst of fire tore though a market stall to their right and blasted the stock to shreds, but it was aimed not at them but at Kuan�s men.
�What the fuck?� Riley said.
�That�s Singh!� Jha said. �One of Madan�s men � I recognize him from Banerjee�s intel briefing earlier.�
�He wants Kuan dead more than we do,� Riley said and reloaded his gun.
Diana hesitated for a moment and then picked up the gun again, tightening her fingers around the gun�s grip. Until today, she had never held a weapon like this before and didn�t want to hold this one either, but she understood the danger she might be in if she was cornered by Kuan�s men and she was unarmed.
�We have to find Kuan!� Jha said, pulling her palm mic up to her mouth. �Attention all units � finding Lee Kuan and the bomb is the priority!�
Then their world was rocked by a short-fuse grenade. It tumbled over the wall into the marketplace and was just too far for Riley or Jha to reach and throw back. With no time to get to safety, instinct drove them to their feet and they sprinted away from it, but the explosion blasted them into the air. Riley tried to shield Diana but she was hit hard, and when she fell back to Earth her head smashed into the side of the pavement.
Riley ran to her, clearing the smoke and dust from his eyes. �Jesus, Diana!�
�How is she?� Jha asked, businesslike.
�I don�t know yet!� he called over his shoulder. �I just hope she�s still alive.�
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As the launch sequence fired up and his mission control team hurried into action, Rakesh Madan turned to his prisoners with a smug smile of satisfaction. He had won.
�It has all been very carefully calculated,� he said. �Yama II will detonate exactly two hundred miles above North Dakota, Yama III will detonate the same distance above Suchowola in Eastern Poland, and Yama IV will detonate at two hundred miles above Beijing.
�Can you even hear yourself?� Selena said, taking a step back.
Madan ignored her completely. �The first weapon will destroy every single piece of electronic equipment in all of the United States and Canada, the second will destroy everything in every country in Europe and also all the western oblasts in Russia including the cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg. The final bomb will fry everything in China, Japan and the Koreas.�
Decker squeezed his hands into tight fists of rage. �For God�s sake, Madan, don�t do this!�
�It is incredible to think,� he said with pride, �that in a fraction of a second I will wipe out all the technological advances made by man since the dawn of the electric age� but not in India, of course.�
�This is beyond crazy,� Decker said. �You�ll return billions of people to the Dark Ages.�
�This is my plan,� Madan said bluntly. �As the Destroyer of Filth, manifested in this world by my rebirth in Shambhala, I will eradicate the plague of your existence, just as the Holy Scriptures command me.�
Selena leaned into Johar. �I�m guessing the Holy Scriptures are not telling him to do this.�
�No, they most certainly are not,� he said. �I think our Mr Madan is confused.�
�Confused?� Decker said. �He�s crazier than a sprayed fly.�
Selena watched as five kilometres away on the pad, scientists evacuated the gantry and began to descend in an elevator inside the launch tower. She now watched the rocket on the launch pad with terror etched on her face as Madan ordered the final ignition sequence.
This was really happening.
They had failed.
Umbilical hoses connecting various systems to the rocket fell away from the fuselage, the hold-down arms released, and the launch tower slowly retracted away giving the rocket the space it required to launch. �This is insane, Madan! Please, just consider what you�re doing!�
A man sitting at the desk below the viewing gallery spoke into his mic and his words reverberated around the cavernous control room. �T-minus ten seconds.�
�You can�t do this!� Selena cried out.
Five�
�She�s right, Madan!� Decker said.
Four�
Three�
Decker glanced to his right and saw the two security officers who were standing either side of the self-destruct panel. They were now staring at the launch on the screen, mesmerized by the sight of the rocket as it powered up to full throttle.
Two�
One�
The launch tower fell away sharply and the Svarga lifted up into the air ahead of an enormous fireball of ignited propellant.
�And we have lift off, sir,� the man said.
�Godspeed Svarga!� Madan said, a tear forming in his eye.
Madan was also hypnotised by the sight of his mighty Svarga as it tore through the sunset sky on its way into orbit hundreds of miles above India. After that it would be only a few minutes before the three satellites and their lethal cargoes left the Svarga and the lunium-infused Yama bombs were deployed over millions of unsuspecting people.
Decker felt the rage rise inside him. His loved ones were part of this, back in New York and California and Indiana. It was morning there now, and he imagined his family were maybe out in their back yards� the first they would know that anything was wrong was when their power went out.
They�d moan and laugh and think the lines had gone down in a storm, and then maybe a problem at the power station when the blackout lasted longer than usual. Then the fear would start to rise when they realized that along with no TV, internet or telephone, there was no 4G wi-fi either� not even an emergency broadcast on the TV.
How long before they realized that no one else had power either? No one in the entire USA, or Canada? No more bank accounts, no more computers. The US would be blasted back into a lawless age of unpunished violence and bartering for survival. As all forms of communication broke down, the production and distribution of food and medicine would cease and water supplies would come only from rivers and wells.
Decker knew that there was no way such a world could sustain the current population. Organized society would break down in days� maybe hours. People in the emergency services � police officers, firefghters, paramedics � would scatter to be with their families.
With all the electronics fried inside the power stations, nuclear power sites would start to melt down and release radiation into the atmosphere � hundreds of them all over the northern hemisphere. Not even coal stations could work with their circuitry toasted. How long before people woke up to the fact that it was never coming back on� ever � at least not the way they understood it?
His family would have to go through this, along with the loved ones of Selena Moore, the mysterious Atticus she talked about, Charlie�s family in London and Diana�s in Portugal. Riley�s might be shielded in Australia for a while � until the transporter ships bringing oil stopped turning up. Then things would collapse there too� unless Madan put another Yama into orbit and decided to waste the southern hemisphere as well.
And who could stop him then?
No � this had to stop now, and it was more than his life to make it stop. He made an instant calculation to hit the self-destruct button. He knew they would shoot him, but it was the only way to abort this insane mission and bring Madan�s birds of death back to Earth.
With Madan entranced by the Svarga, and the two security officers also staring at the screen as the rocket screeched up into the sky at the head of a plume of smoke, Decker knew it was now or never. He also knew Madan and the others almost certainly didn�t know that thanks to several trips to NASA launch centers over the years he recognized what a self-destruct panel looked like. While most of the hardware in here looked Indian and former Soviet, the self-destruct panel looked American.
Now or never, Mitch.
He made a break for the self-destruct button.
The guards reacted immediately, fumbling with the safety covers on their leather holsters for a second as the unsuspected act of sabotage unfolded right before their eyes.
Madan spun around, eyes wide with horror and screamed at the guards to kill the American as he closed in on the panel.
Only a yard away now Decker reached out his arms and prepared to do the last thing he would ever do in this world. The set-up was simple enough � turn a key and hit the button, engaging the Svarga�s self-destruct protocol � but now he was aware in his periphery of the guards raising their guns into the aim and preparing to mow him down.
�No!� Madan screamed. �Don�t stop the Svarga!�
�Mitch!� Selena cried out.
�It�s done you son of a bitch!� Decker said.
He turned the key and heard the first gunshot, and then he hit the button as two more shots rang out. He waited for the pain and realized he was unharmed. He spun around to see Charlie Valentine slumping to the floor right behind him with gunshot wounds in his legs and torso. The English grifter had thrown himself in front of Decker and taken three bullets as he used his body as a human shield.
The guards hesitated and looked to Madan for their orders, but the Indian billionaire was staring desperately at the screen, waiting to see if the American really had destroyed his life�s work.
Decker and the others also stared up at the giant screen. For a few seconds nothing seemed to happen, and then everything changed. An enormous explosion ripped out the bottom of the Svarga and they shielded their eyes from the white-hot glare of the inferno. For half a second the Svarga seemed to hover in the air over the launch pad � neither going up nor down, and then the massive rocket began to descend directly back down its lift-off trajectory.
�What have you done?� Madan said.
�Stopped you sending billions of people back to the Stone Age!� Selena said.
The Svarga crashed down into the launch pad and exploded in a ferocious fireball as the remaining propellant ignited all at once. The explosion sprayed jets of liquid fuel out into the hot Indian night and lit up the landscape for miles in every direction.
Chaos erupted in the control room, with men and women shrieking and running for their lives, and when Decker and Selena gathered their wits, they both realized Madan and Kaleka were long gone.
Johar ran to Charlie and began tending the wound, while Selena scanned the control room. �Where�s Madan?� she said.
Decker sprinted to a window that looked out over the airfield.
�He�s trying to escape on a trike,� said Decker. �And Kaleka is right behind him.�
�Really?� Selena said, confused. �One of those little things kids play on?�
Decker looked at her. �Are you trying to be funny?�
�Well, that�s what a trike is, isn�t it, Mr Decker?�
�A trike is a microlight aircraft,� Decker said. �But thanks for the image of Rakesh Madan trying to pedal a child�s three-wheeled bike out of here.�
�I thought that was an odd way to escape.�
�Get after them!� Johar yelled. �I�ll make sure Charlie is ok.�
�You heard him, Mr Decker!�
�And will you stop calling me Mr Decker. It makes me sound like I�m old enough to be your father.�
�But you are.�
�I most certainly am not! There can�t be more than three years between us.�
�Well, you look older.�
�I had a tough life.�
�You can say that again,� she said peering at the deep lines on his face.
�Can we get on with stopping Madan?�
�You�re the one talking about kids� bikes,� she muttered under her breath as they sprinted out to the airfield. �I had no idea air-trikes even existed.�
�They�re used for recreation mostly, but also for tugging banners, mustering� you name it. They can even be used for towing hang gliders into the air.�
�But this one�s being used as an escape pod,� she said.
�Not for long,� Decker said with a scowl.
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Diana regained consciousness to find someone was carrying her at speed. She opened her eyes and realized Riley Carr was rushing her away from the carnage of the market place. He had blood and soot on his face and he was breathing hard as he jogged.
She breathed a sigh of relief and tried to thank the Australian for saving her life but then she realized someone was still shooting at them. Bullets pinged off the concrete around his boots as he powered toward the cover of the temple. It was then that Diana heard Vedika Jha and her men returning fire from behind a low wall to provide cover for them as Riley raced for both their lives.
Her entire life had been spent between the covers of a thousand books and never taking risks. She had hidden from danger whenever it came her way, but now she felt oddly alive for the first time and she couldn�t understand it. It was a stupid thing to think, and she shook it from her mind as the Australian lowered her down and sat her in the cover of a wall at the front of the enormous temple.
�Are you okay?� he said.
She nodded. �I think so��
He held up his forefinger, and when he spoke his voice was low and serious. �How many fingers am I holding up Diana?�
�One.�
He smiled and then flipped her the bird. �What about now?�
�Idiota.�
�That�s me.�
She turned to see Jha jogging back from the action. �We�ve taken Madan�s unit out and one of my men has just reported a sighting of Kuan and V�ng. Apparently they are retreating with the bomb down Vishwanatha Galli. They�re pushing the damn thing on a trolley.�
�Where?� Riley said, his face all business as he reloaded his weapon.
�It�s a lane running down the side of the temple beside the river. There are lots of small shrines in that area. I think he�s going to try and lose us in those shrines.�
�Not on my watch,� Riley said.
After checking Diana was good to go, they ran alongside the temple and entered a small maze of shrines. They were painted in bright scarlet and covered in ancient frescoes depicting various scenes from sacred Hindu texts. �There they go!� Riley shouted. He pointed at the men as they disappeared into a warehouse door on the other side of the street from the temple.
�It�s a saree warehouse,� Jha called back, lifting her gun and readying to shoot. �Let�s get in there!�
They sprinted for the warehouse doors with Riley and Diana going to the left while Vedika and her remaining men went to the right. They hit the wall either side of the doors and raised their weapons in preparation for the final assault.
Riley waited for Jha�s order to attack, and looked over at her for the signal. She was listening to someone talking into her earpiece. Like him she was waiting for the order to go. When she turned to him and gave a shallow, businesslike nod he knew what it meant. She gave some orders in Hindi to her men and then spun around and fired into the open doorway.
Kuan and V�ng were ready and using a forklift for cover as they returned a savage volley of fire from their submachine guns.
�You cannot stop us!� Kuan said. �I have just activated an automatic timer of three minutes � you have no chance to stop this weapon!�
�So much for his blackmail,� Diana said.
�Bastard knows he�s cornered,� said Riley. �Wants to go out in a blaze of glory in a nanosecond rather than over fifty years in an Indian jail cell.�
Kuan and V�ng fired again, but blasting chunks from the sides of the doors they made a mistake both Vedika and Riley recognized immediately. They were firing their weapons together, and that meant they would empty their magazines at the same time.
�Amateurs,� Riley said, and waved Diana back behind the safety of the wall. �Give these two clowns a second to unload. Thought Kuan said that dude was the best��
They lived up to Riley�s expectations and a few seconds later both guns fell silent. He looked over to the Indian woman and they shared a brief smile before spinning around and firing into the warehouse.
Both men were now sprinting for the safety of the enormous shelving units behind them, rolling the death-laden gurney between them as they fled. Packed with stock in large cardboard boxes, the units made good cover, and Riley knew they would have to enter the maze if they wanted to smoke the men out.
Moving forward now in formation and with their guns raised, they all heard the sound of an external fire door being kicked open. Sprinting to the far wall they saw a terrible scene unfolding across the other side of a wide, busy street.
The dead body of a rickshaw driver was slumped on the asphalt and Riley watched the Chinese Triad boss and his goon heave the twenty kilo bomb up onto the back seat of the dead man�s Sazgar rickshaw. He fired up the 200 cc four-stroke engine and swerved out into the street, knocking a woman over as he sped away.
�Jesus,� he said, shaking his head. �Not another fuckin� rickshaw, please!�
�I�m sorry?� Jha said.
�Forget it,� said Diana.
V�ng leaned out the back and sprayed them with submachine gunfire. They dived for cover but the bullets took out Jha�s surviving men and ripped into her right leg. She howled in pain and collapse to the tarmac, gripping her leg for comfort.
Diana reached for the sergeant�s radio and began calling for back-up and medical assistance, and Riley knew it was all down to him.
He sprinted behind the Sazgar with all his might. He knew Diana wasn�t fast enough, and with the last of the soldiers down and Vedika shot in the leg it was up to him to stop Kuan detonating the neutron bomb. Just like Vedika had foretold � the Triad man was cornered and felt like a trapped animal. He was capable of anything, and Riley Carr didn�t much want the lives of over a million innocent people on his conscience.
As he ran behind the auto rickshaw he realized he was starting to fall behind. The Sazgar had a top speed of thirty-five miles per hour, and Riley�s top sprinting speed was barely over twenty miles per hour.
Salvation came in the form of the dense Varanasi traffic. Heaps of taxis, rickshaws, buses and pedestrians drifted in and out of each other�s paths along Tripura Bhairwi Road and slowed Kuan�s escape enough for the former Australian commando to close the gap and draw closer to the fleeing Sazgar.
Closer now, Riley unloaded a few more rounds from the Glock 17 Vedika had given him back at the airport. The nine mil bullets pinged off the hubcap of the spare wheel on the back of the rickshaw and snaked their way higher until they shredded through the plastic window above it.
As the gun fired, the crowd of people around him scattered and people burst into spontaneous screams as they tried to get away from the madman with the gun. If only they knew what the real danger was, Riley thought as he fired again.
The Sazgar swerved violently to the left and right for a few seconds before coming back under control and Riley thought there was a good chance one of the bullets must have wounded V�ng � and he was right. The Vietnamese soldier tumbled out the back of the rickshaw and rolled violently along the street with a gunshot wound in his shoulder.
Riley was pounding along the hot asphalt harder than ever. As he drew closer to V�ng he knew what he had to do. Sliding a round into the chamber he fired it into the man�s forehead as he leaped over him, never even stopping to see the man die.
�That�s for Ko Chalam,� Riley said bitterly.
�Are you all right?� It was Diana talking to him though the earpiece. �I heard shots.�
�I�m fine, but the same cannot be said for Mr V�ng.�
�We�re running out of time, Riley,� she said. �If Kuan wasn�t bluffing about the automatic timer then the bomb only has ninety seconds before it detonates.�
The words struck him like a hammer. He�d had no time to think about the timer as he powered after Kuan and the rickshaw, and he had badly underestimated how much time had passed since leaving the warehouse. Now, Diana Silva was telling him they all had ninety seconds to live if he didn�t kill Kuan and stop the bomb.
And he was running out of energy. He�d been chasing the Sazgar for a while now, weaving in and out of the busiest traffic he�d ever seen and he could feel his lungs burn and his heart pound as he reached his maximum velocity.
Visions of his outback childhood rose up to greet him like a warm smile. He saw his parents and siblings playing in the sun out the back of the house, the scent of the eucalyptus in the gum trees after a rainstorm, the sound of the kookaburras in the morning� he wanted to have kids and give them the same chances, not die here tonight at the hands of maniac like Lee Kuan. When he snapped back to reality he realized he was almost at the back of the Sazgar � his memories had powered him with extra adrenalin and now he had just once chance to end this nightmare.
Grabbing the steel crash bar running along the back of the Sazgar, Riley leaped onto the back of the rickshaw and ripped his way through the little plastic window to see Kuan no more than five feet ahead of him at the wheel of the vehicle. The bomb was still in the back, nestling on the rear seat as innocent as a basket of peaches.
And then his blood turned to ice as he realized Kuan hadn�t been bluffing � the timer was real. It said sixty seconds and was counting down right in front of him.
Kuan saw him and steered a hard right. The three-wheeled rickshaw tipped up on its right rear wheel for a second and Riley crashed to his knees in the rear footwell, his face now only inches from Madan�s prototype doomsday weapon.
Fifty seconds.
He heard Kuan laugh and looked up to see the Chinese Triad boss steering the rickshaw straight for the river. At Varanasi, the Ganges was wide and filthy. Human waste in the river was hundreds of times above the Indian Government�s safety laws, and if the bomb when into the water he would never find it.
Using the crash bar above his head, the Australian swung into the cab and launched his left fist into the side of Kuan�s face. The impact was hard enough to knock the Chinese drug baron clean out of the Sazgar, and Riley stomped on the brakes with his left boot and brought the tiny vehicle to a skidding halt just a few yards from the river.
A crowd had gathered now, but Riley had no time to waste. He looked at the unconscious heap of Lee Kuan on the road behind the Sazgar and wanted to finish him off for good, but he knew there were only seconds left before the entire city of Varanasi and everyone in it was blasted to pieces.
Rushing around to the back of the rickshaw he stared with wide, disbelieving eyes at the readout on the Yama prototype: forty seconds. Beside it was a small button marked: ABORT.
�I hope this abort button isn�t a massive piss-take, my friends��
He pushed the abort button, but nothing happened. Had he made some sort of mistake? He hit it again but the clock continued to run down � tiny red numerals counting down in a digital blur to the destruction of millions.
�What the..?�
Twenty seconds.
He pushed his finger down again, but the timer continued.
Ten seconds.
Then he shook his head and sighed a breath of relief. �Riley, you fuckin� idiot!�
He brought his finger up and hit the enter button, and the digital timer beeped and stopped dead: three seconds.
�Fuckin� computers!� he said, and turned to see half a dozen armed policemen encircling Lee Kuan.
�Guess what, Diana?� he said through the headset.
�What?�
�Am I the best or am I the best?�
�You did it?�
�What do you reckon, mate?�
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Hundreds of miles to the east, John �Mitch� Decker and Professor Selena Moore ran across the flat grass airfield of the Svarga Space Center and closed in on Rakesh Madan.
The Indian billionaire ordered Kaleka to stay on the airfield and keep them at bay while he sailed away into the night, but his loyal servant had other ideas and started to climb into the trike.
�You�re too heavy!� Madan said.
�I�m coming with you!�
�No, you�ll slow me down.�
Madan fired his gun into Kaleka�s heart and propelled him off the trike. His second-in-command collapsed in a screaming heap on the runway as his boss rammed the throttle forward and sped off along the tarmac.
Decker and Selena wasted no time worrying about the mortally wounded Kaleka, and climbed into a two-seater trike parked up beside the one Madan had taken.
�You do know how to fly one of these things, I take it?� Selena said.
�I could fly a diamond safe, lady,� Decker said as he placed his hand on the throttle and released the brake. �Hold on.�
�Hold on to what?�
�To anything you can find.�
He pushed the throttle to full-power and placed his hands on the control bar in front of his face. They gained airspeed surprisingly fast and Decker pushed the bar forward to raise the aircraft into the air. Selena gasped as they raced away from the ground and the American responded by pulling the bar back a little to maintain an even airspeed. She had flown too many times to count, but never in anything as small as the trike, and it felt more like a fairground ride than an aircraft.
�Pretty choppy up here,� Selena said.
�This is nothing,� Decker said. �Wait till we go through that thermal column over there.�
�How do you know there�s a thermal column over there?�
�Because Madan just flew through it � look.�
She looked ahead and saw the Indian�s trike bouncing around violently a few hundred yards ahead of them. �He�s being thrown all over the place!�
�Thermal column,� Decker repeated, slower this time.
�And we�re going into that thing on purpose?�
�You want to catch this guy or not?�
Selena was quiet for a few seconds. �Carry on, Mr Decker.�
�Thought you might say that.�
When Decker throttled up the trike and turned it into the thermal column, Selena felt the difference immediately. What had been a smooth flight was now choppy and violent, and she felt her stomach turning as the tiny microlight bobbed up and down like a cork on the ocean.
The Rotax engine just a few inches behind her head whined louder as Decker increased power and fiddled with the trimmer control. Because they�d had no time to find helmets, the wind rushed over her face and whipped her hair around. Looking below she gulped as she realized there was only one safety belt between her and a six hundred foot drop all the way down to the airfield far beneath them. She didn�t exactly feel safe, and Decker�s love of flying seemed even crazier at this precise moment in time.
Decker�s greater experience as a pilot meant he was able to manipulate the thermals to gain a speed advantage over Madan, and now he shot towards the Indian�s trike with only one thing on his mind.
Ahead of them, Madan turned in his seat and saw they were gaining. His response was to draw a handgun and fire it at them indiscriminately.
�Holy shit!� Decker yelled, and pushed the control bar hard to the left. Their trike responded instantly and pulled over to port as the bullets traced past them with inches to spare.
�I�ve had just about enough of this arsehole,� Selena said.
Decker raised his eyebrows. �And I thought you were a lady.�
�Even a lady can be pushed too far,� she said. �And that just happened. Now, which of these is the safety catch and which is the trigger?�
Decker narrowed his eyes and turned his head to see the Englishwoman pulling the gun from his holster. �Woah!�
�What? You wanted me to be more assertive, didn�t you?�
�Sure but��
�But nothing. As you Americans say, Madan�s arse is grass.�
Decker winced. �That�s not exactly how we say it.�
Selena�s reply was a very loud and inaccurate shot from the handgun.
Decker scowled and pulled his head away from the deafening gunshot, and then he realized Madan was going into a dive. �Dammit!�
�What�s the silly bugger doing now?�
�He�s trying to gain some speed by putting the thing into a dive.�
�Are you sure he�s not just trying to kill himself?�
�Pretty sure � he�s pulling up. Look!�
Far ahead of them now, and well below, she saw Madan�s trike pull up at a sharp angle just a few hundred feet from the ground and level off as he steered it over the top of the airfield.
�Where�s he going?� Selena said.
�Looks like he�s heading toward the launch pad.�
�But why?�
�No wait � it�s not the launch pad. It�s the sea. There�s a boat out there. It must be another one of his damned yachts!�
�We can�t let him get away, Mr Decker! He�s killed too many.�
Decker put the trike into a dive and steered toward the ocean. �We won�t, and for pity�s sake will you stop calling me that. I already told you � it makes me feel old.�
�And as I already said, you are old.�
�I�m not a day over forty.�
�Your point?�
�Not old.�
He levelled the trike off. They were flying at less than a hundred feet now � low enough for Selena to be able to read the licence plates on the service vehicles scattered around the far reaches of the airfield.
Madan made another desperate attempt to shake them off his tail with a second burst of gunfire from the Micro-Uzi. Bullets sprayed all over the place but Decker evaded them with lighting reactions, and then Selena returned the compliment by firing another two rounds from the sidearm.
�Damn it, I missed again!�
Decker wondered what was going on in the seat behind him and shook his head. �Are you holding the grip and pointing the barrel at him, or holding the barrel and pointing the grip at him?�
�Very amusing,� she said. �Not all of us were trained by the US Marines, you realize. If Mr Madan and I were engaged in a debate about ancient history I would annihilate him.�
�Yeah, I�m sure he�s very grateful he�s up here instead,� Decker said sarcastically, and pushed the trike even faster. They raced up behind Madan now and Selena raised the gun and fired.
The bullet hit the engine block and after a puff of smoke and a loud squealing noise Madan�s trike rapidly began losing altitude.
�You got him!� Decker yelled. �Bastard�s going down!�
Selena had shot Madan down over the swampland along the coast several hundred yards short of his yacht and now Decker pointed at the boat out at sea. �He has men on the deck � look.�
�Are they armed?�
�Yes, but we�re well out of the firing range.�
Madan was now smashing into the swamp and desperately trying to control the tiny trike. His efforts were in vain and after a few tough moments the small aircraft flipped over and crashed upside down in the thick, brown swampland.
�Can you get us down safely, Mr Decker?�
�Of course I can,� he said, and reduced power once again on the trike. Selena felt the difference in revs as the engine slowed and they started to lose altitude quite rapidly. Up ahead, Rakesh Madan was now crawling through the swamp on his way to the yacht, calling out for his men to help, but none could hear his pleas.
Decker brought the trike down safely, and they came to a stop a few yards from a bedraggled and desperate Rakesh Madan.
�Hey, Madan!� Decker called out, ripping his belt off and heaving himself out of the trike. �Got somewhere you have to be?�
Madan tried to back away from Decker and Selena as they drew closer to him, but he tripped once again in the tangled reeds and fell back into the rotting slime with a splash. Staggering up to his knees, he was now covered in rotten reeds and swamp slime.
Decker struck out and landed a hefty right jab on the billionaire�s jaw, spinning his head around in an almost comical way and sending him crashing back down into the swamp. �Not so damned great now, are you?�
�I� please!� He held out a hand to implore the American to leave him alone.
�What�s the matter, Madan?� Decker yelled. �Can�t think of a way for your billions to help you get out of this situation?�
�Any amount!� Madan cried out. �Any amount � just name it and it�s yours! Do you want the yacht?�
Selena hung back while Decker waded forward in the swamp. He was slowing up now, exhausted after the struggles of the last few days, but he still had enough energy to do what needed to be done.
He grabbed Madan by the collar and the Indian flinched. �How many times�� Decker said, punching Madan again and knocking him back down. He hauled him up again. �Have I got to say�� He punched him a third time hard in the nose and splattered it open, but kept him out of the water by holding onto his collars. �That I�� a fourth punch, �Hate�� a fifth punch. �Boats!?�
Selena winced as the sixth and final strike knocked Madan clean out. The broken billionaire collapsed in a spineless heap into the swamp and bobbed about on the tide as Selena walked over to the American.
�Are you all right?� she asked.
�No. I split my damned knuckles on his nose bone.�

EPILOGUE

Riley Carr was celebrating the success of the mission by sipping a cup of coffee in the departure lounge of Kolkata Airport, and Selena was doing the same thing right beside him. Diana was pushing Charlie over to their table in a temporary wheelchair. The former RMP soldier and grifter was lucky to be alive after the gunshot wounds he had sustained, but even now he was still smiling, and holding two steaming cups in his hands.
After they had bid their farewell to Arjun Johar at the debriefing in the city they were free to go, and now Charlie and Diana joined Riley at the table but Selena rose to her feet and gazed out the window down the runway.
Riley sighed and grinned. He was feeling in a good mood. V�ng was dead, Kuan and Madan were both in an Indian prison awaiting trial on terrorism charges, and he had Vedika Jha�s telephone number in his pocket. Better than that, Diana had just heard from the Portuguese authorities � her parents were safe and Madan�s men were under arrest.
Now he turned to Selena and winked. �Why don�t you just go and ask him?�
Selena�s eyes were fixed outside as she scanned the private aircraft area of the airport. �Ask who what?�
�Even Blind Freddy knows what�s going on, Lena.�
�I really have no idea what you�re talking about.�
Charlie and Diana exchanged glances but said nothing, preferring instead to stay out of it and enjoy their last coffees before taking off and flying out of the city.
�Come off it, Lena. Just go and ask the bloke.�
�Ask who what?�
Riley rolled his eyes. �Ask Mitch if he wants to play Indiana Jones with the rest of us instead of flying novelty plastic fried eggs out of Macau for the rest of his life.�
Charlie laughed, and Diana raised an eyebrow. �But I wouldn�t put it quite like that if I were you.�
�I was thinking no such thing,� Selena said turning from the runway and sitting down beside Charlie. �I was merely watching that little plane take off.�
�Yeah, right.�
�It�s true. He�s a vulgar, rude, uncouth, arrogant man.�
�Yeah, but enough about Riley,� Charlie said with a smirk. �What do you think about Mitch?�
�Mr Funny Cuts strikes again.�
�Mr Funny Cuts is better than Mr Funny Cats,� Charlie retorted.
�They were Lucky Cats,� Selena said absent-mindedly.
�He�s got a plane,� Diana said.
Riley finished his coffee, yawned and put the cup down. �Or hadn�t you noticed?�
�Yes, there is that�� Selena said dreamily. It was infuriating when Riley read her mind like this, but that was part of the reason they were such good friends.
�Seriously,� the Australian said. �Who has their own bloody plane? We could go literally anywhere in the whole world whenever we wanted. The damn thing even lands on water!�
They went outside into the oppressive blazing heat and crossed the tarmac on their way to the parked aircraft � lots of Cessnas, Pipers and Beechcraft, but only one Grumman Albatross, sparkling in the Indian sunshine, a few patched-up bullet holes here and there.
Decker was still working on the Avalon, standing on a ladder and trying to tighten a bolt on one of the portside cowl flaps when Selena approached him.
�Hello again,� she said perkily.
�Hey,� he said without turning around.
�I see you got rid of all the lucky cats,� she said, just trying to make conversation.
�Uh-huh.� He glanced over at her for a second. �Would you believe that out of that entire shipment, just one God-damned cat made it in one piece?�
�Oh.�
�Faulty ceramic.�
�I see. Maybe you could keep him � for luck, I mean.�
�I might just do that.�
�You could call him Rakesh!� She let out a loud laugh but then silenced it when she saw the look on his face. �Perhaps not�� She paused a moment. �I was wondering if I could ask you a question before we go our separate ways?�
�Don�t tell me��
�Would you like a job, Mr Decker?�
He set the wrench down and stood up. He wiped his hands on the oily rag he�d stuffed down through his belt. �A job, huh?�
She nodded. �If you like.�
�If I like? What does that mean?�
�Well, I��
�I already have a job.�
�Yeah, we all saw the smashed cats, mate.�
�Shhh, Riley,� Selena said with a dismissive wave of her hand. �It�s just that I wondered if you might like to work for me, rather than do your cat-transporting thing.�
�Hey � I transport more than damned porcelain cats. Avalon Cargo is a dependable company with a great future ahead of it.�
�If you say so.�
�But just out of interest, how much would you pay?�
She fought back the grin that wanted to spread across her face and fixed serious business eyes on him. �Atticus will pay whatever the going-rate is for pilots, of course, plus you�d get the pleasure of assisting the London Museum of Archaeology in its endeavours to acquire ancient relics from around the world.�
�I thought you didn�t like my plane?�
�I�ve grown somewhat fond of it � I mean her over these past few days as a matter of fact.�
He turned and looked out over the vast airfield stretching out north to south ahead of them. Turning to face her he squinted as the sun flashed on the front of the airport building behind them.
�Not just you and me though, right?�
�Oh, good God no,� she said rather too quickly. �I don�t go anywhere without Riley, and of course Charlie and Diana are also pretty keen to sign up and join the fun.�
�Are they now?� he said.
�They are.�
�Looks like you�ve been cooking up quite the stew these last few days.�
�Well � are you interested?�
�I don�t know, but just for once I have a question for you.�
�Fire away.�
�Who the hell is Atticus?�
Riley and Selena shared a quick glance, and then the Australian said, �He�s her old man, mate.�
�My father,� Selena said. �Atticus Moore. He owns the museum in London.�
�He owns a museum?�
�It�s really not very big, but discovering Shambhala will do wonders for our reputation,� she said, and then sighed. �Seriously though � why not? I�m sure working for us would pay better than the cargo business.�
�You can�t be serious? You want me to fly you around the world so you can explore crazy places like Shambhala?�
�And what�s wrong with that?� Selena said.
�Gotta be more fun than flying fake plastic turds around Asia,� Riley said.
�It was cats!� Decker said. �I was flying lucky cats, for Pete�s sake.�
�Of course you were, Decks,� Charlie said.
�So are you interested or not, Mr Decker?�
He stepped down the ladder, sighed and pushed the brim of his hat an inch or so up his forehead with a weary forefinger. �I might be, and will you stop calling me Mr Decker. It�s Mitch� and not Decks, either,� he said with a withering glance at Charlie.
Selena, Riley, Charlie and Diana all shared an excited look.
�And no more complaints about the Avalon,� Decker said. �She doesn�t like it.�
�Of course,� Selena said. �It� she� needs a woman�s touch though.�
Decker finished cleaning the grease off his hands. �Good job we have Riley then.�
�Ha fuckin� ha, mate.�
�So you will?�
�I�ll think about it,� he said. �I still have my business to consider.�
Riley and Charlie high-fived each other.
�I said I�ll think about it,� the American said, seeing the celebration.
�While you�re thinking about it, Mitch,� Selena said. �Could I ask one last favor?�
�Oh, God��
�It�s just that I�ve always wanted to see the Taj Mahal, and we�re so close.�
�Go on,� Decker said. �Say it.�
She looked up at him, and saw the sunshine light up the silver in his chin stubble. �Just as far as Agra� please?
�All right,� he said with a warm smile. �As far as Agra � but no farther.�
THE END

AUTHOR�S NOTE

I hope you enjoyed this escapist adventure as much as I enjoyed myself when I was putting it all together. I have even more excitement lined up for Decker and the rest of the Avalon Crew but next up is going to be Joe Hawke who returns very soon in The Sword of Fire.
In addition to this I�ve been working on a �mystery project� on and off since last November, which I�ve mentioned here and there along the way. There are some cryptic �clues� about this project on my Facebook page and I�ll update soon with more on this� so brace for impact!
Finally, let me thank you for reading this novel, and a special thanks to those who have taken the time to leave my novels such amazing reviews on Amazon and Goodreads. I take neither of these things for granted and sincerely appreciate them. It helps keep the books visible and this allows me to continue with new releases.

Till next time, Dear Mystery Reader

Rob
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