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				—

				Extraordinary Rendition: a term used by US intelligence and military personnel in reference to the abduction, transporting and detention of enemy combatants for interrogation purposes.

			

		

	
		
			
				Epigraph

				It will have blood, they say; blood will have blood.

				Macbeth
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				Prologue

			

		

	
		
			
				Outskirts Of Rabat, Morocco

				Outskirts Of Rabat, Morocco

				Nine Months Ago

				‘No, Daddy, don’t go!’

				It’s this one line – four simple words spoken by his six-year-old daughter – that he hears now. It places him back in his home, in Paddington. He could still smell the dinner of roasted lamb that lingered in the air. The air that carried the sounds of central London going to sleep outside, hushed as if aware that his daughter was now past her bedtime, yet she always had that uncanny knack of knowing when he had to leave the house – often at any hour, at any time. Being an investigative journalist was like that, particularly for one who specialised in the Middle East.

				Michael Rollins tried hard to keep the image of his family in his mind’s eye. His wife’s smile. The taste of her lipstick. That goodbye. Even the look that came when she noticed he had packed a Kevlar vest in his carry-all. Especially that look. It showed in every line of concern on her face, formed a map of her love for him. The contours of the life they had created. He looked back, from inside the black cab, and waved a final goodbye.

				There are tears in his eyes now and the image blurs. It dissolves. Dissolves into a blinding white light. He wants to cry out but he can’t. Wants to cry but he won’t.

				He strains to replay this memory.

				The sounds that had come in through the open front door bounce around him. His daughter shuffling down the stairs. She is caught up in the arms of her mother on the landing. Each scene holds for no more than a second. The house. The door. The cab. Their faces. They both look at him – this was the goodbye. This is the image that is held in his mind. Burned into his memory. Forever. Was that forever? Or five seconds? It’s – what? It’s gone. Wait, how long was that? Where is it – where did it go? Come back. Come back. Come back . . .

				He’s there again, at home. His back was to the door. He felt a presence there behind him. His wife. He turned – his wife? No. There was nothing to see. He looked for his wife and daughter – they had not moved. They were right there, just inside his home. But he cannot move. He looks down to his feet but can’t see them. Everything around him begins to spin out of focus. He sees his family through a tunnel of blurred vision. They’re disappearing. Who will look after them? He wills himself to go to them and feels that if he can just make it back through the door . . . Go through it again, make a different choice. Don’t leave.

				He can’t even turn around now. Can’t move at all.

				His last moments of time are caught in the eyes of the two women in his life. Then it’s all . . . it’s all gone.

				Gone . . .

				‘My daughter . . . my wife . . .’

				‘Good, Michael.’ The interrogator spoke close to him. If Michael could feel, he’d feel the man’s breath as he spoke. If he could smell, he’d smell coffee. ‘Your daughter, your wife. Do you want to see them again? Do you want to hold them?’

				‘My daughter . . . my wife . . .’

				‘That’s right,’ the interrogator said.

				‘My daughter . . .’

				The CIA man nodded to his counterpart. They left the small concrete room with the man shackled to a steel chair. The xenon lights in the ceiling came ablaze, the room as indistinguishable as anywhere could be. This could be the surface of the Sun or the Moon or Mars. Anywhere unreal, unearthly. The sounds started up again. It might be music but it’s too loud to tell.

				Michael Rollins had worn a surgical mask, a black hood, orange overalls, shackles. Just the overalls and shackles remained now. He had moved but did not know how. He never felt the tranquilliser that entered his back four days ago. The plane flight strapped to a chair, the cabin chatter, all a blur, not even worthy of a memory. He just moved where herded, not the way a man moved but the way an eighty-kilo mass shifted from one position to another. His ears were ringing and his eyes saw spots of colour among the black and white. He remembered that his mouth was dry. It was dry. A memory. It was . . .

				He’d been shackled to a metal chair, in this room, white on white. Blinding. He tries to close his eyes and wonders why he can’t. They’re taped open. So simple. But he cannot comprehend that. Why think about reasons.

				A smell lingers. The last thing he could make out as a smell. It’s gone – it’s there again. Familiar. Piss? He could smell his own piss and then taste the acrid air. Taste!

				It’s through this and the dullest sense of pain from his crushed hands that he knows he is still alive.

				He clings tight to these senses. Breathes them in, the short, shallow breaths of an asthmatic. Moves his hands so that they continue to crack and bleed at the puffy, broken joints. He almost laughs at the distant feeling – then it stops. It all stops.

				It stops.

				It is gone.

				Gone.

				He is not sure if he still moves his hands, if his nostrils flare to take in the smells. He is trying to feel, isn’t he? Taste? How do you smell? It’s all gone now.

				Tears stream down his face, although he doesn’t know it.

				How? This final question is gone with as much alacrity as everything else. How? How? How . . .

				Rollins gives out a croak, a long, soft, guttural cry that fades to a shimmering whisper. It is a defeated sound, a sign that he has just lost the last of what he had.

				Michael Rollins is broken.

			

		

	
		
			
				Afghanistan

				Afghanistan

				Six Months Ago

				If it wasn’t for the loaded pistol pressed hard against his head, Lachlan Fox might have enjoyed this morning. He was kneeling in the loose gravel of an airstrip in Afghanistan. A vast open pasture surrounded him, as far as the eye could see, to rugged mountains and rocky outcrops topped with snow. Nothing but blues and greys. Lonely. The sun was just starting to rise. Cold mist hung over the whole valley. Clouds crept down the mountains like slow-moving fingers. There was something ethereal in the vastness of this place that made Fox feel as though he were a pilgrim kneeling in the cathedral. A slight breeze blew through wild poppy fields that rolled to the west, all reds, yellows and oranges moving like a sea. A nice place to be, until an insurgent held him at gunpoint.

				‘More money, five million,’ the armed man said, holding out a satellite phone for Fox to place the call on. The guy, Afghani or Uzbek by his accent, was entrepreneurial enough to know an opportunity to make money when he saw one. He’d seen the million dollars in used US bills, the shiny new Gulfstream G650 private jet parked on the side of the airstrip, and decided that he could make more money out of this transaction.

				Fox took the offered satellite phone.

				‘Al,’ Fox said. ‘What’s the number again?’

				To his left, also on his knees, was his friend Alister Gammaldi. The two journalists were unarmed, as were the two pilots in the Gulfstream. Another insurgent, this one armed with an AK-47, covered the pilots, both of whom had their hands pressed up against the inside of the windscreen.

				‘Ah, let’s see,’ Gammaldi said. ‘It’s – no, wait for it –’

				‘The number!’ The insurgent cracked the pistol against the side of Gammaldi’s head as if it would rattle the information out. ‘Make the call! Five million dollars, US, or you all die here today!’

				‘All right,’ Gammaldi said, getting his balance back. He looked up at the man. ‘I remember now. It’s one-eight-hundred, kiss – my – ass.’

				Fox could sense the man moving the pistol to Gammaldi again and then heard what sounded like a loud, heavy-handed slap. The left side of Gammaldi’s face was covered with blood and gore. The insurgent fell to the ground between Fox and Gammaldi, half his head blown away.

				By the Gulfstream, the gunman hadn’t seen what had happened to his comrade when he succumbed to the same fate. The pilots cringed as the man’s head seemed to vaporise.

				Fox was to his feet and looked towards the two remaining insurgents. The one in the open, armed with an Uzi, stared uncomprehendingly at his fallen comrades. The other, behind the wheel of the old Land Cruiser, was panicked. Fox heard the engine start up and he pointed at the driver – a second later, just as the vehicle began to move, the windscreen shattered and was painted on the inside with blood.

				The last man dropped his Uzi, turned and ran from the scene – he didn’t make it more than five paces.

				The hum of the car engine was the only sound for miles as Fox helped Gammaldi to his feet.

				‘Well, that was the second most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,’ Gammaldi said, dusting himself down and wiping off the collateral gore that had resulted from being close to a high-calibre head shot. ‘Did she have to do that?’

				Some six hundred metres away to the west, a woman emerged from the cover of the poppies, a silenced Accuracy International sniper’s rifle in her hands. A man with a spotting scope followed her towards the airstrip. Both wore the camouflage uniforms of US military.

				Fox opened the rear door of the idling Land Cruiser and helped a man out. Dressed in faded orange overalls, hands tied in front of him, Michael Rollins emerged from the car wide-eyed. Fox untied his hands and the Englishman embraced him.

				‘Lachlan – thank you,’ Rollins managed to say. There were tears in his eyes and he started to weep. ‘How long have I been . . .’

				‘Three months,’ Fox said. ‘Come on, we’re taking you home, to your family.’

				He led Rollins slowly towards the Gulfstream. Global Syndicate of Reporters was stencilled down the fuselage. Fox and Gammaldi helped the weak Rollins up the stairs and the jet engines started up. The two GSR security members were the last aboard. Rollins shook their hands, shaky but smiling, as introductions were made.

				‘Thank you, Alister, thank you, Emma, thank you, Richard,’ Rollins said. Exhausted, he settled back into a chair and drank from a bottle of water.

				As the passengers strapped in, the aircraft turned and took off at full thrust.

				‘What the hell happened last week?’ Fox asked Rollins.

				The Englishman shook his head, summoning back the memories. He wiped a hand over his beard and through his hair.

				‘They broke us out,’ he said, pointing back at those at the airfield. ‘Attacked the camp. Killed a couple of CIA guys, put us in a truck. Later that night I convinced them I was worth more alive.’

				‘So you told them to call us?’ Fox asked. ‘It was your idea to do a cash trade?’

				‘Yes,’ Rollins said. He peered out the window at the countryside that grew smaller below them. Fox looked out the window too and they all settled into post-adrenaline sombreness. A squadron of coalition fighter jets soared off to the edge of the sky, only their slipstreams visible.

				Rollins said quietly, almost to himself, ‘Sometimes, it’s hard to know who you can trust.’
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				Port Harcourt, Nigeria

				Present Day

				Pre-dawn in the oil strip. Clouds began to be lit from below and behind, shades of grey gilded in the reds that preceded the sun’s first rays. Birdlife from the delta chorused their morning song. The two-million-plus population were awakening.

				In the white Ford courier van Musa Onouarah was on his way to make sure the entire city heard his wake-up call. The van rode low on its axles, a thousand kilos of ANFO explosives in the load area. Battle-scarred hands steered the vehicle through the checkpoints. He waved to the soldiers who stood sentry behind Jersey barriers; they nodded and motioned him on as if he were their boss. Today, at least, he was.

				He drove up to the main Western oil company building. A big blue glass structure that reflected the sky, twenty storeys high. Shiny steel mullions held the glass curtain that wrapped around a steel and concrete frame. It was dark within – too early for most staff. Only a handful of fluorescent office lights were on. Too late for anyone who happened to be in there.

				Onouarah parked at the front entrance, shut the diesel engine off and set the handbrake. He looked out at the street – a small sedan motored by. A couple of white men jogged through the grassed park opposite. Onouarah snapped the key off in the ignition, got out the door, locked it by hand and shut it again.

				He walked back down the road, went across the street, stood behind the glass-fronted corner of a convenience store. He scanned the oil building and its surrounds – all the CCTV brackets were empty.

				In his hand, a radio control. A small black plastic box, two buttons and an antenna. He braced himself, just clear of the shop window, and pressed the detonator.

				Half a second later the van was a fireball, its sheet-metal rupturing and being swallowed by the exploding mass. Flames ate at each other as it grew and grew, the destruction radiating. The thunderclap that rang off the buildings in the neighbourhood was deafening. Windows absorbed the shockwave and shattered, showering the street with glass.

				The shop-front laminated glass that Onouarah was behind cobwebbed but held. He went around the corner to see what was left of the building. The entire facade, gone. The concrete floors, crumbling. Pieces of rock and dust and paper and glass and insulation filled the air.

				A gas main erupted in a secondary explosion, blowing him flat on his ass as it snaked under the road and sent manhole covers clear into the sky. The steel discs flew like coins at a toss, landing half a foot into solid pavement and road.

				His work done, Onouarah got up, dusted himself off, and left the scene of the crime.
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				Columbia University

				New York City

				‘I’m honoured to accept this award on behalf of the editorial team of our online magazine at gsrnews.com,’ Lachlan Fox said. He held the Ellie award and looked out to the crowd, the flashing of bulbs in his eyes.

				‘Our content has grown to meet the demands of this interactive environment of online publication and our front-line reportage continues to set the bar. In a time where many other media outlets have been cutting back their investigative reporting, I am proud to say that the Global Syndicate of Reporters is growing stronger every day.’

				The black-tie crowd at the American Society of Magazine Editors’ awards night were silent. Listening to this, another of many acceptance speeches.

				‘I’d like to take a few minutes, if I may, to dedicate this moment of time to the memory of some very special people. People who should be with us, in this room, tonight. But they’ve been taken from us. They’ve been killed. All those unique voices that will no longer be read or be heard, those faces no longer seen, those thoughts and insights that will no longer be part of our public discourse.’

				The room continued to reside in silence as they followed the cadence of Fox’s speech.

				‘In 1904 Joseph Pulitzer said that this Republic and its press will rise or fall together. He said that the power to mould the future of the Republic will be in the hands of the journalists of future generations. I’m reminded by the work that is done by reporters out there on the front lines that makes this as true a statement now as it was back then. We are the shapers of more than just public opinion. What we do through our work is to keep alive the very societies whose freedoms we enjoy every day.

				‘And it’s in light of that, that I remind you of the friends we have lost. In 2007, sixty-four journalists were killed in direct connection to their work. Thirty-one of those in Iraq alone. And about a similar number of support workers, security staff, drivers and translators, were also killed.’

				‘Last week, in Kabul, twelve of our colleagues left us too early. Two of my GSR staff, along with three from CNN, two from the BBC, one from Reuters, and four local support workers were killed by a terrorist bomb at a planned political rally. They were there early, setting up for coverage, and their families never got to say goodbye. They did not seek nor did they provoke the violent end that met them. We are working in dangerous places and live in dangerous times and we too may leave without having that chance of saying goodbye. But when we lose our friends, part of them lives on in us, and let’s remember, as we stand here, that they shine down from the stars tonight. While we stand here, remember that there are seekers of truth out there on the front lines, where they’ll be in the morning, where they’ll be next week. Well may we never forget what any of our friends died doing.

				‘Thank you.’

				•

				‘Well done, those men,’ Wallace said. He clinked glasses with Fox and Gammaldi. ‘Don’t know if I can afford to let you award-winning reporters off the front line for a while. And here I was, considering if either of you wanted to go to work in Washington next year.’

				‘Doing?’ Fox asked.

				‘We’re getting a seat in the Press Room.’

				‘I’ll go,’ Gammaldi said.

				‘Why, so you can hit on Dana Perino?’ Fox said.

				‘Who?’

				‘Never mind,’ Fox said. He noticed Wallace check his watch. ‘You have to be somewhere?’

				‘I’m going to The Met,’ Wallace said, checking his watch again. ‘Should be leaving now. I’ll see you at the office tomorrow.’

				‘What you seeing?’ Gammaldi asked.

				‘Nabucco. James Levine has come back to conduct it,’ Wallace said. He’d already started to move away. ‘We’ve got some tickets to each performance, if you want to see it?’

				‘Yeah, I might,’ Fox said, deliberately stalling Wallace. ‘I haven’t been to The Met yet, and I do like Verdi.’

				‘Well, I’ll let you know what it’s like,’ Wallace replied, about to turn and leave.

				‘Wait a second,’ Fox said, protracting his boss’s getaway. Tas Wallace, founder of GSR, had a highly profitable news business at his fingertips. By providing content rather than end product, the company turned massive profits from every major outlet of news media across the globe. It meant they were well-placed to take advantage of new media opportunities – their website gsrnews.com was one of the most trafficked news sites on the net.

				He had noted the fifty-five-year-old bachelor was dressed especially sharp. He’d seen him attired for the opera before, but this was something else. ‘Who are you seeing the opera with?’

				‘A friend,’ Wallace said. ‘Just a friend.’

				‘Come on,’ Fox persisted, ‘spill it. You’ve got a date, haven’t you?’

				Wallace looked around, and a woman about Fox’s age approached. She shook Wallace’s hand and he made the introductions.

				‘Lachlan, Alister, this is Jane Clay, of The New Yorker,’ Wallace said.

				‘G’day,’ Gammaldi said.

				‘Hi,’ said Fox. She was attractive – he gave Gammaldi a look that said Wallace has done well here.

				‘Jane is writing a piece on us, starting with you and your department,’ Wallace said to Fox. ‘I’d better go, not polite to keep a lady waiting.’

				Fox and Gammaldi shared a quick look – Jane wasn’t their boss’s date.

				No way was Fox going to let him off the hook.

				‘Tas?’ Fox said as his boss was heading off.

				Wallace turned around, came back and spoke quietly: ‘Maureen Dowd, okay?’

				He left with a grin and a flick of his white scarf over his shoulder.

				‘I knew it,’ Fox said, watching his boss weave through the crowd. ‘He likes the redheads.’

				‘Most guys do,’ Jane put in, still standing beside them.

				Fox took a second to appraise her in more detail. Early thirties, dark hair, five six or so, a slim build typical of the type of journalist more fuelled by coffee and deadlines than yoga and serenity. Despite New York having just had a hot summer and the fact they were into the middle of a dry fall season, her skin wore the tan of a computer screen. Alabaster had more colour.

				‘Hell, I’d chase after Dowd if I was twenty years older,’ Gammaldi added.

				‘Al, who are you kidding?’ Fox said. ‘You’d date her in a heartbeat.’

				‘Yeah, you’re right – but only because of her beautiful mind and way with words. I’m gonna get us another drink,’ Gammaldi announced, hightailing off after a waiter with a tray of hors d’oeuvres.

				‘So, what’s your piece on, specifically?’ Fox asked Jane. Her dark brown eyes were almost black, the kind you could get lost in.

				‘You.’ Jane drank the last of her champagne.

				‘Tas said –’

				‘Yeah, he wanted me to take a tactful approach,’ she said. ‘Something I’m not very fond of.’

				‘Lachlan!’ Graydon Carter came up and took Fox’s offered hand in both of his. The Vanity Fair editor’s hair was characteristically coiffed, his smile beaming. ‘Wonderful speech.’

				‘Thanks,’ Fox said, looking from Carter to Jane. ‘Have you two met?’

				‘Yes we have. Jane is a protégé of Tina Brown, no less. How are you, dear?’ he asked, giving her a kiss on the cheek. ‘Lachlan, I want you to come over and meet the Pulitzer committee. They’re already buzzing about the Indian water crisis articles you’re doing for us for next year . . .’

				‘Sure,’ Fox said, scanning around for Gammaldi.

				‘I’ll wait here for Alister,’ Jane said. She had a wicked smile. ‘You go and reserve your medal.’
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				The White House

				‘Good morning, Mr President,’ Bill McCorkell said as he entered the Oval Office. The chief resident doctor was taking the President’s blood pressure and unfastened the sphygmomanometer’s Velcro strap.

				‘Pretty good, Mr President, one-thirty over eighty-five,’ the physician said. ‘Be sure to keep up the meds after your op on Saturday, and keep up the cardio work.’

				‘You should check Bill’s blood pressure,’ the President said, rolling his sleeve back down. ‘Sure, he runs and rows and does God knows whatever other lame excuse for exercise, but I suspect he’s one global crisis away from a triple bypass. It’s the French blood in him.’

				‘His heart rate puts mine to shame, Mr President,’ the physician said, a colonel five years younger than both the men there.

				‘I just cut out coffee too,’ McCorkell said, pouring himself a tea.

				‘Mr President, I’ll be travelling with you to Washington Hospital Center on the way to your op,’ the physician said. ‘Don’t forget to follow the anaesthetist’s instructions for the night before.’

				The President grumbled his reply and the physician left the room.

				‘First up is Iraq: two Marines of the fifteenth MEU killed overnight in Baghdad,’ McCorkell said. The 8 am meeting was the President’s Daily Brief. A half-hour rundown of national security issues. McCorkell handed over the PDB folder and took a seat opposite the President. ‘IED went off at a security checkpoint.’

				The President sighed.

				‘Have their families scheduled in for a phone call tonight,’ he said.

				‘Will do,’ McCorkell replied, skimming down the notes. ‘Still in that area, the Iraqi government’s interior minister survived an assassination attempt, one of his bodyguards turned but he was taken down quickly. And Britain pulled out the last of their forces in the Basra province.’

				‘Their new force in Afghanistan?’

				‘Arrived overnight our time,’ McCorkell said. ‘Canadians and Aussies are each committing a company-sized infantry force to Kabul, in country by the end of the month. Denmark just announced they’ll send a military police outfit, about a hundred guys.’

				‘We need more boots in there,’ the President said. ‘Thousands, not hundreds. Body count is rising too damned fast.’

				‘We’ve got a NATO military leadership meeting a fortnight from now, Vanzet will get the boots the Afghan government has asked for,’ McCorkell said. ‘And the CIA has just deployed a new squadron of Reaper UAVs, they’re all armed hunter-killers, to the north. They’re working with some Task Force Orange boys to clean out the mountains, village by village, house by house.’

				‘Congress are still pushing for a timeline for the next Iraqi troop withdrawal,’ the President said. ‘Attached it to the latest appropriations bill.’

				‘I saw that,’ McCorkell said. ‘You going to veto?’

				‘Have to,’ the President said. ‘They’ve made their point again, and round and round we go.’

				‘And we go out with the staged withdrawal based on security goals being met,’ McCorkell said. ‘It’s the only interim option. We broke that country, and sure, we can’t fix it in a hurry, but we can keep the civil conflicts from getting out of hand.’

				‘You don’t call this out of hand?’ The President tapped the headline of the Washington Post on his desk.

				‘Mr President, can you imagine what it would be like without our force in there? The country would split apart real fast, and it would be real messy. We’re gonna need a big chunk of our own guys to remain there, at the very least inside Baghdad, for decades.’

				‘You don’t think that if we announce withdrawal dates the insurgents will just hide under rocks until we bug out and then kick up hell again?’

				‘They can’t pretend to stop the sectarian fights, it’s in them, they’ll do it until they wipe each other out,’ McCorkell said. ‘Or, hopefully, until their spiritual, political and community leaders can spread the peace.’

				‘So your security goals most likely won’t be met. Congress will see right through that,’ the President said.

				‘Like we see through their troop withdrawal add-ons to bills that pass through.’

				‘Round and round we go.’

				‘You got it, Mr President,’ McCorkell said. He tapped his finger on his PDB folder. ‘It’s all we can do until we get the UN to move on putting blue helmets in there. Sure, we’ll still have to foot the bill, but it will get the Hill to stop hassling us on this one. A force under a UN flag has the best chance of working.’

				The President nodded.

				‘What’s next?’

				‘Bomb went off overnight in Port Harcourt, Nigeria,’ McCorkell said. ‘Target was an oil company building, a couple of confirmed casualties and more to come, probably around twenty.’

				‘What’s it mean for us?’

				‘Too early to say, but it’s not a good sign for oil prices, they jumped a full ten cents in the past twenty-four hours.’

				‘The Middle East?’

				‘The terrorist attack in Qatar is hurting the markets bad,’ McCorkell said. ‘The fire at the Knock Nevis is out. They’re moving quicker than we expected, a good half a million barrels of production coming back on tomorrow. Should have production back to capacity within eight, nine days tops.’

				‘NYSE, Dow Jones, NASDAQ, NYMEX –’

				‘Yeah, I know –’

				‘They don’t share your optimism on this, Bill.’

				‘The markets are at their worst while being reactive to shock events, they’ll rebound on this once the Qatari good news hits the stands tomorrow,’ McCorkell said. ‘Saudis will remain the real kicker on current oil prices though.’

				‘We’ll go over that with the NSC this morning,’ the President said. He made notes in the margin of the PDB for National Security Council discussion. ‘You attending the eleven o’clock with the Saudi ambassador?’

				‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ McCorkell said. ‘I think that this highlights the need for us to move faster on increasing the holding capacity of the SPR.’

				‘What’s capacity now, close on a billion barrels?’

				‘Give or take, but bear in mind we’ve only got just over seventy per cent stored away in crude stocks.’

				The President chewed it over.

				‘They done their feasibility on a gas storage?’

				‘Due tomorrow,’ McCorkell said. ‘Refined fuels don’t have the shelf life of crude. A bigger buffer of crude will be our best measure of help, and it means we can use it more frequently as a driver of price, if not globally then at least here at the gas pumps at home.’

				‘Good. That all?’

				McCorkell nodded, got up and made for the door.

				‘Bill?’

				‘Mr President?’ McCorkell turned around to face his Commander-in-Chief.

				‘You all right with him? With Tom?’ The President pointed to the side door that led out of his office, through his small kitchenette and into the Chief of Staff’s office.

				McCorkell walked back and stood behind the chair at the side of the Resolute Desk.

				‘Since you’re asking, I think his time’s up,’ McCorkell said. ‘Fullop’s had three and a half years as Chief of Staff, that’s pretty standard. It’s a tough office, he should bow out while his record is still in good shape.’

				‘You’d have me not having a Chief of Staff, like Kennedy?’

				‘No, sir, the world’s too busy nowadays. Was too busy even back then,’ McCorkell said. ‘And you and I know Fullop is good at getting things done below the agenda of Secretary level. He’s a damn good political operator.’

				‘But what?’ the President asked. ‘You think too good?’

				McCorkell paused to think about his answer. To word the truth just so.

				‘We don’t see eye-to-eye very often, which I can deal with,’ McCorkell explained. ‘And I understand that you need varied voices of advice. I think he’s got issues with the friendship you and I have, but that doesn’t mean much either.’

				‘I’ve known him almost as long as I’ve known you,’ the President said. ‘And going into this, I did offer you your choice of jobs.’

				‘I know. And I know he’s probably the most organised guy in this town, he could be CEO anywhere,’ McCorkell said. ‘Hell, he’s been on enough boards as it is. It’s – it’s his political agenda lately. Fullop’s been too focused on the next election, and it’s blatantly driving the policy decisions out of his office.’

				‘Better he spends his time worrying about running for a second term than me,’ the President said over the steam of his coffee. ‘As it is, I’ve got the general chairman of my committee to re-elect on my back twenty-four seven. And I don’t need them both to remind me, although they’ve done so often enough already, that we’re less than two months out from the election and we’re just next week announcing to the public that I have colon cancer. That’s something that’s going to weigh in on a lot of decision making around here from hereon in – you know that.’

				‘Yeah, I know that,’ McCorkell said. This was the third president he’d worked for in this office, and he’d seen seven chiefs of staff come and go during that time.

				‘But what?’ the President asked. He took his reading glasses off, looked at his National Security Advisor. ‘What’s he doing wrong?’

				McCorkell met the President’s gaze. He wasn’t going to lie to the guy he’d known since undergrad days at Notre Dame.

				‘He’s operating too much like a co-president,’ McCorkell said.

				‘What – is this about the Veep thing?’ the President asked, using the common West Wing jargon for the Vice-President’s title. He leaned back in his chair, considered McCorkell while chewing on the arm of his reading glasses. ‘That was your tipping point with him?’

				McCorkell nodded.

				‘He cleaned out the Vice President’s office and put his own deputy in charge as Chief of Staff,’ McCorkell said. ‘Put all his own guys in there, from aides to assistants. Poached over a dozen senior staff from the EOB and Secretary’s offices and cherry-picked enough congressional aides that they’ve got jokes being made about it over on the Hill.’

				‘’Bout time they developed a sense of humour,’ the President said. ‘What kind of jokes?’

				‘Vice President Jackson could be perceived as an instrument of your Chief of Staff.’

				‘I knew what you were getting at,’ the President said. ‘See, that was some humour on my part.’

				‘I’m with the three hundred million Americans who don’t really get your sense of humour.’

				‘Jackson’s office had an intel leak,’ the President said. ‘That stuff on Iran hurt us bad and every poll and commentator in the country called for a change of Vice President. Besides, I asked Tom to keep a close rein on him and his staff, he knows what damage another leak would do to this administration.’

				‘And Tom went in there with a scythe and a torch, slashing and burning everyone who he’d come up against over the years. He’s got unrivalled influence in there now. And, well, I don’t like coincidences. Don’t believe in them.’

				The President continued to chew over the info. He got up, put his glasses in his shirt pocket, and stood facing the south lawn with his hands in his pockets.

				‘You think the Vice President is gonna run this year – against me?’

				‘They put a poll out last Friday,’ McCorkell said.

				‘I know about that.’

				‘Jackson’s seen as a serious contender for this office.’

				‘The party is with me.’

				‘They see him as a viable alternative.’

				‘And he’ll get his chance in four years, god damn it!’

				McCorkell leaned on the back of the chair. ‘Unpledged delegates on the Hill are being lined up,’ he said, his voice calming. ‘Back-channel word is he’s going to nominate against you for Iowa. A party hasn’t done that to a sitting president since Carter –’

				‘You can spare me the history lesson, Bill.’

				‘You selected Jackson as a running mate to appease the party hardliners in the first place,’ McCorkell said, some exasperation seeping through. ‘Look, I couldn’t care less about the politics of this, I really couldn’t. I’m working here because I believe in you. Jackson’s a reliable operator, he’s great in the West and somehow both California and Texas love him. He knows the country well, served as a damn good governor. But he ain’t you. He’s not a contender. He certainly doesn’t belong on the world stage as a shaper of global history.’

				‘Bill, we’ve had a lot of party splitting over Iraq, you know that,’ the President said. ‘But I’ve spoken to Jackson. He’s loyal. He’s by my side, and he’ll run in four years with my support and the full party backing, that’s the deal we struck and I have his word.’

				McCorkell nodded. He knew the deal. He didn’t like it. Didn’t like the Veep or Chief of Staff for the very reasons he’d just aired. But with POTUS’s cancer . . .

				‘Mr President, with Jackson’s appointment it was like Tom Fullop has been handed a co-presidency. This has gone beyond a red state or blue state issue. Next week the American public will want to know that you have control over the power of this office and they know it’s now more in the hands of Fullop. Fair enough he takes on more of the daily tasks of government to help you through what you’ve got ahead of you – but, well, he’s not the one who was elected, co-presidency of his office be damned. People elected you to lead, for you to decide on the policy and direction of this administration. If Fullop gets more of the driving seat, well . . .’

				‘Tom’s got good morals,’ the President said. ‘Likeable or not, he’s got his convictions. I was comfortable with him helping make decisions in this administration when we started here, and I still am.’

				McCorkell rolled that one around. Yeah, Tom Fullop had conviction, but he also wanted to ensure that his political party stayed in office for the next term. Be that under this president, or, as McCorkell suspected, under a President Jackson.

				‘I’m not saying that I think you two have to play nice,’ the President said, putting his coffee down and picking up his daily timesheet. ‘It’s just I want it out of view from the rest of the senior staff. I need him, I need you, and I need all my guys including Jackson playing their A Game. This office is only as strong as the team around me.’

				McCorkell nodded.

				‘I’ll speak to Tom some more about all this after my op,’ the President said. ‘Now, why don’t you ask me the question that’s really on your mind.’

				The President knew him as well as anyone, so it didn’t surprise McCorkell that his Commander-in-Chief knew there was an underlying uncertainty to all this.

				‘Next Monday you’re announcing to the American people, two days after your operation, that you have cancer,’ McCorkell said. ‘You’ll keep them informed of your health and it’s up to them come the next election what they choose. I get all that. But I – I want to know, what if it’s not an easy ride? What if this becomes – what if your health turns for the worse?’

				He didn’t have to say: What if we’re left with Jackson as President.

				‘You don’t think I’ve thought about that?’ the President said. ‘You don’t think I’ve had that discussion with my wife and kids?’

				‘I’m sure you have, Mr President,’ McCorkell said. ‘Sooner or later, you’ll have to have an answer ready for the rest of us.’

				He didn’t need to go on. The President knew what McCorkell was talking about. His staff, the American people, would want to know what their President would do if faced with ongoing treatment. The same worries had surrounded Reagan’s prostate cancer in eighty-seven. They would all need to know what would happen with the executive office if things got worse.

				‘You’ll be the first to know,’ the President said. A small measure of a smile showed in his eyes. ‘You remember when we were freshmen? The debating club?’

				‘Yeah,’ McCorkell said. Both men shared a smile. ‘Kicked some Ivy League butt in our time. We did good.’

				‘Me, I did okay. You did good,’ the President said, taking his seat again. ‘You’re a natural. Smart as they come, except on sports, but that’s not what I’m talking about here. You’re good on your feet. Good in a crisis. You should have run for senate. It should have been you on this side of the desk.’
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				New York City

				Lachlan Fox jogged across the grey granite plaza at 375 Park Avenue, between 52nd and 53rd streets. The place was packed with morning commuters, moving fast in every direction.

				The Mies van der Rohe designed Seagram Building towered as an example of the best modernist architecture of the twentieth century. Morning sun glinted a brilliant orange off the amber glass, making the bronze column monolith seem alive.

				Gammaldi arrived twenty seconds behind Fox, panting, puffing, sweating – they’d been working hard.

				‘Getting slow, old man,’ Fox jibed.

				‘Who you calling old?’ Gammaldi said. ‘Plus, I ran to your place from Park Slope.’

				‘And still you could only do the one circuit through the park. Anyway, you’re six months older than me,’ Fox said, punching his mate on the arm, and started walking for the entry. ‘And I owe you thirty-one more of those.’

				‘What?’

				‘Your birthday, dumb ass,’ Fox said. He led them into the entry foyer and waved at the guards on the desk. ‘Don’t try telling me that your momma didn’t call you this morning.’

				‘Yeah, she did,’ Gammaldi said through a smile. ‘Woke me up at four, still can’t work out the time difference from Sydney.’

				Fox walked past the elevators and made for the fire door, holding it open for the birthday boy.

				‘Really?’ Gammaldi said, walking past his friend. Both their offices were on the thirty-seventh floor of the thirty-eight-storey building.

				‘Come on, fat boy, or we’ll be late for senior staff,’ Fox said, dashing past him and running up the stairs.

				‘There’d better be cake,’ Gammaldi said, his shorter legs taking two stairs at a time to Fox’s three.

				•

				The morning senior staff meeting ended at 9.30 am. Each of the nine bureau heads had outlined the activities of their sections. Investigations were discussed, collaborations were made, ideas spitballed and fleshed out. More often than not, investigative reports were halted when those in charge of them were informed by someone else present that it was an area being covered by someone at another news agency or outlet. As individual investigative reporters, these staff were good. The team they formed was even better.

				As the others filed out, Gammaldi stayed behind in the room, eating what was left of his birthday box of Krispy Kremes.

				‘Sounds like the magazine awards was a good night,’ Faith Williams said.

				‘It was all right, as far as award things go,’ Fox replied. ‘Although our boss here lampooned me with a writer, she’s wanting to do a profile piece on me for The New Yorker.’

				‘Actually, you can blame me for that,’ Faith said.

				‘It’s true, she sold you out for the sake of the company,’ Wallace called over his shoulder as he led the way up the single flight of stairs to his top-floor office. He put on a mock J. Jonah Jameson voice: ‘Aussie reporter becomes superstar!’

				‘It will do you good to have more of a public profile,’ Faith said, taking the stairs in her Manolo Blahniks like she was born in stiletto heels. It was company speculation that the GSR Chief of Staff had a black belt in shopping. ‘I think you should do it.’

				‘And when you say do me good having more of a public profile, you mean GSR?’ Fox asked, going through the doorway that Wallace held open.

				‘Something like that,’ Faith replied.

				‘Can’t you pimp out Al instead?’

				‘You wrote the rendition stuff that’s getting all the traction,’ Faith said, taking a seat opposite Wallace in his office. ‘I thought you’d enjoy the moment in the spotlight.’

				‘It’s not something I’m after. Besides, my work wouldn’t have been possible without having Al always stuffing his face in the background,’ Fox said. He sat in the chair next to Faith and could see this meant a lot to her. ‘All right, I’ll talk to this Jane Clay some more about it, see if she can get it over with quick.’

				‘That’s the spirit,’ Wallace said. ‘So, where are you headed first for your OPEC pieces?’

				‘Nigeria,’ Fox said. ‘They literally just had a bombing in Port Harcourt and that’s the final nail in the coffin for a lot of foreign oil workers. All their airport departure lounges are full of passengers with one-way tickets.’

				‘If you’re headed there I want you to take some of our security team with you,’ Faith said. ‘I’m serious. And you have to be cleared by the psych –’

				‘Yeah, I’m seeing him today,’ Fox cut in. He had no intention of taking any of GSR’s security team with him, but that was an argument they could have over the phone when he was safely in Nigeria.

				‘Anyone claimed the bombing?’ Wallace asked.

				‘It happened overnight our time, which is like a second in Nigerian time,’ Fox said. ‘No groups have claimed it but the Nigerian government immediately pointed the finger at a couple of local militant groups.’

				‘And you don’t think it was them?’

				‘They’re a grass-roots militia force and not in the business of killing their own civilians to get their message across,’ Fox said. ‘They just want a better deal. I’m trying every avenue I can to get access to the area to check out the bombing site and then to speak with government and militant leaders.’

				‘Seems I’ve had calls on this,’ Wallace said, checking the messages piled on his desk. ‘The Post, Times, Guardian, CNN – none of them can get access to Port Harcourt right now.’

				‘That was predictable,’ Fox said. ‘I’ll get in the country and get access.’

				‘What’s your plan?’ Faith asked.

				‘I think we need to go straight to the top,’ Fox explained. ‘Contact the Nigerian President and senior ministers to offer to do a major international profile piece on them, a Time cover, man of the year or some such bullshit, and then when I’m in their face I squeeze them for access to Port Harcourt.’

				‘Squeeze them how?’

				‘We pick someone known for corruption,’ Fox said. ‘The energy minister, Brutus Achebe, would be my first choice, he’s in charge of all the oil business.’

				‘It’s worth a try,’ Wallace said. ‘I’ll see what I can do to get you access to the ministers, get some arms twisted by Bill McCorkell.’

				‘Thanks,’ Fox said. ‘And I know how to get access to some militant leadership too.’

				‘How’s that?’ Faith asked. ‘They’ve been burned by Western media before, they turned us down a couple of months back for an Esquire piece.’

				‘Michael Rollins spent a few years in Nigeria,’ Fox said. ‘I know he has good contacts there. I was thinking you could twist his arm to do a quick intro for me? I’ve spoken to him about it but he’s a bit hesitant, and that was before this bombing.’

				‘I don’t think he’d be up to it,’ Faith said. ‘And I don’t blame him. The guy should stay home.’

				‘In and out, twenty-four hours,’ Fox said. ‘Won’t do Rollins much good to stay holed-up in his house forever. He needs to get his mind outside his head for a bit.’

				‘I’ll make a call and speak to him about it,’ Wallace said. ‘Let’s meet about this again this afternoon. Faith, can you brief the security team, get them ready to go to Nigeria?’

				‘I’ll be fine,’ Fox said. ‘I’ll take my lucky charm in Al. Won’t take me more than a few days to get what I need.’

				Wallace weighed it up.

				‘What’s it like on the ground?’

				‘Nowhere near as tough as our crew in the Middle East and East Africa are getting it,’ Fox explained. ‘Leave the security guys with them.’

				There was a final weigh-up. Fox wasn’t GSR’s average reporter, he could handle himself.

				‘All right, see if you can get some local help,’ Wallace said, making notes. ‘Driver, bodyguards, whatever it takes to make sure you guys are safe. I don’t ever want to lose another reporter in the field.’
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				The White House

				McCorkell picked up his internal phone.

				‘Yeah, I’m watching it,’ he said to his deputy NSA for African Affairs. One of his office television screens showed BBC coverage, not from the bombing site but archive footage of the building and some file footage of balaclava-wearing militants. The anchor crossed to a crew on the ground in Lagos where the energy minister had held a press conference. ‘We got anything to add to this . . . ? No threats out there . . . ? Government’s blaming MEND . . . ? Seems knee-jerk to me too.’

				McCorkell tapped his fingers on his desk.

				‘All right, call me when anything decent comes up. Run it through State, AFRICOM, the agencies. Someone must have heard something,’ McCorkell said, about to hang up, but then he added an afterthought: ‘Hey, CIA are almost done doing a new National Intelligence Estimate on Nigeria . . . Good, let me know.’

				He hung up the phone. Picked up his blue rubber squeeze ball. Absently worked it in his hand to relieve the arthritis.

				He scanned Intellipedia; more links were being created by the minute. He clicked the National Intelligence Estimate tab, scanned through the headlining links, the Nigerian page still very light on info. Just the country demographic and political details, economic briefings and indicators, key personnel files on the major political players, military capabilities and ongoing security operations.

				His personal secretary entered and passed over some notes to read prior to the meeting with the National Security Council. A thick file in which the Department of Defense had mapped out some contingencies to intervention forces in the affected OPEC countries. That would take more NSC meeting time to go through. He checked his watch – the meeting with the Saudi ambassador would be straight after the NSC. Prep time was now.

				He picked up his phone; the White House operator answered.

				‘Put me through to CIA,’ McCorkell said. ‘Langley, Saudi Arabia desk.’
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				Sokoto City

				Northern Nigeria

				Brutus Achebe went about the afternoon prayer as the Iqama prompted. His uncle knelt next to him, his cousin on the other side. They were but a few among the many faithful amassed in the Shehu Mosque. The afternoon sun spilled through the open archways, across the brick floor, illuminating the faces of the front row of dignitaries. Behind them were devoted followers, not only of the ideals of Sunni Islam but of his uncle, the Sultan. Soon, when he was President of Nigeria, they would be loyally devoted followers of his, too.

				When the prayer was over, Achebe followed his uncle out to an office in the annex to the mosque.

				‘You are looking well,’ his uncle said to him. ‘But you’re eating too much. Too much good life.’

				‘Allah has been good to me,’ Achebe said. ‘And you, you look well.’

				‘Do not lie to me, Brutus, not here, not in this life,’ the Sultan said. The old man shifted with stiffness. His own son came into the room, along with Achebe’s advisor, Steve Mendes.

				‘Soon, your cousin will have to take my place,’ the Sultan said. ‘And he, with you, will lead Nigeria in its next phase. You two will find peace in your time. You will bring a better life to our people.’

				His cousin nodded. He had that same smile that spoke to Achebe of a life he would never enjoy. Yes, he’d obtained much material wealth, he had his own following of supporters, but he would never know what it was like to have that following of true believers. There was a massive leap in the difference of the public support he and his cousin were destined to have. They’d grown up in its influence under the shadow of their fathers, and now their destinies were close to being realised – the Nigerian presidency for Achebe, and the position of Sultan of Sokoto for his cousin. Achebe found no familial friendship in this smile of his cousin. In fact, when in his presence, he could still taste the blood in his mouth from a lesson his bigger cousin had once taught him the hard way. It was a long time from that incident, more than thirty years, but Achebe still thought of it whenever he saw the heir to the Sultanate. He was sure his cousin was reminded of it too. That lesson given through fists when Achebe had argued that his own father, a state governor, was more powerful than his uncle. Of the power of religion over politics. Of his place in the family.

				‘Of course, Uncle. Of course.’

				•

				Steve Mendes rode in the back of the Chevy Suburban next to Achebe. He turned the air-conditioning up, and instinctively checked the other vehicles. Two Suburbans were ahead of them, two Toyota pick-ups trailed behind. The convoy wove its way back to Abuja, another monthly pilgrimage to the holy city could be cleared from their calendar. Ordinarily the American would also have an armed helicopter for added security, but they were being readied for use in the delta.

				‘He looks unwell, your uncle,’ Mendes said, his gaze out the window not taking the slightest interest in the civilians who flashed past.

				‘My cousin will carry on his work,’ Achebe said. ‘Their house will continue their strong rule.’

				Mendes looked across at him. The forty-three-year-old minister was dressed in a grey three-piece London suit. Surreal in the chaos of colourful poverty that flashed by the window like a time-delay photo.

				‘Why not you?’ Mendes said.

				Achebe faced his vizier.

				‘You are a natural leader, Brutus,’ Mendes said. ‘A born leader. Gifted.’

				‘I wish to be president,’ Achebe said. He turned his attention forward. The driver and bodyguard were preoccupied with the way ahead. ‘Only the president has more power than the Sultan. Maybe it is not seen like that here in the north, but in the south, over the oil, the president is like a god. That’s the power I want.’

				‘Yes, and you will be a good president,’ Mendes said. He turned to look out his own window again, shifted a little in his seat as his H&K UCP pistol dug in at the holster in the small of his back. When he spoke again, it was soft, as if feigning indifference. As if just putting the thought out there, to linger in the air. As if it were something that the minister would later think back on as his own idea. ‘There’s no reason you can’t be both.’

				Mendes let it hang in the air for a while, then said: ‘President, and leader of the Muslim faith.’

				‘My cousin is to become Sultan.’

				‘True,’ Mendes said, facing him. Meeting his eyes and holding them in his stare. ‘But why be Sultan, when you can be the Caliph.’

				‘It – it cannot be so,’ Achebe said. His eyes showed his mind was thinking it over, searching for an answer that would be otherwise.

				‘Look at what happened in Port Harcourt this morning,’ Mendes said.

				‘Another bombing.’

				‘Another bombing,’ Mendes said. ‘And who led the country in prayer for that?’

				‘I did.’

				‘That’s right. It was you. You belong in that position as head of a Caliphate, based here in Nigeria. You are the one who deserves to have conversations with god. Be the guiding light for the nation. For your people.’

				Mendes could see Achebe rolling over all that he must in order to come to terms with this proposal. Nearly two years in the making, Steve Mendes had just delivered his punch-line. In the film script of this story, he’d just voiced the major plot path for this Achebe character to launch himself on. Now, to make sure he followed the right path.

				‘Have we found the militants, the bombers?’ Achebe was so innocent sometimes. So foolish it was priceless. The right path was presenting itself as the only path. Beautifully.

				‘Militants, of course,’ Mendes said. ‘It comes as the world oil price is escalating and several oil contracts are coming up, it will force the hands of some oil companies. They will definitely move out now. It means we can have the new blood move in, companies that will pay us more, give you more, that we can have more control over. This could not have happened at a more opportune time.’

				‘That’s right . . .’

				‘See, your God is guiding you,’ Mendes said. ‘You, Brutus Achebe. You are on the right path. You must follow it. Fulfil your destiny.’
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				New York City

				‘I seriously don’t have time for this,’ Fox said, fidgeting in the chair.

				‘The door’s there,’ Dr Galen said. He closed the folder, his capped fountain pen resting on the mahogany desk. ‘Why don’t you go through it and take a little holiday? Come back and see me when you have more time.’

				Fox was silent. He looked from Galen’s face to the desk. Bare but for his thin plastic file, a lamp, the pen, and a clear clock that faced the shrink. Third time in here and Fox knew the guy kept a close eye on that clock. A habit from what, thirty years in practice?

				‘I can help you, Lachlan. But it’s gotta go my way. You have Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. You’re a workaholic and a borderline alcoholic. None of that’s gonna fix itself in a hurry.’

				Fox shot him a look. A little self-loathing smile. Realisation. He was right.

				‘That all?’ Dr Galen asked. Fox showed him his upturned palms in surrender. The psychiatrist opened the file. ‘Okay. How’d the awards night go?’

				‘Good, it was fine,’ Fox said. He knew what Galen was referring to.

				Galen flicked through the file from the previous meeting’s notes, and the referral details he’d received from the GSR psychiatrist.

				‘You been doing drugs since I saw you last?’

				Fox shook his head.

				‘Not used any cocaine?’

				‘No,’ Fox said. He hadn’t touched it for over a week. He stopped his hands tapping on the arms of the chair, conscious of the body language he was putting out. He sat a little straighter.

				‘That’s good. How many drinks a day?’

				‘About the same.’

				‘About five or six?’

				‘Five, six, whatever’s in front of me.’

				‘You have anything you want to talk about today?’

				‘Not really. You know the shit that’s been troubling me.’

				There was a long pause between them both. Galen looked back through fifteen pages of handwritten notes in the blue plastic folder.

				‘We started with – Kate, didn’t we?’

				Fox nodded.

				‘Talked about her, what you shared with her,’ Galen said, looking down his nose through his glasses as he read. ‘She meant a lot to you, and could have been something special. Her death was very traumatic for you, understandably.’

				Fox bit his lip, nodded.

				‘I just – I keep thinking about that night,’ Fox said. ‘It’s like she was just snatched from me. I mean, I’d known her for such a short time but – it’s weird, and I think I said this last week, it sometimes feels like she’s still out there.’

				Galen made notes and flicked forward through the pages.

				‘You told me about your time in Timor. And Venice. And last week,’ Galen recalled, ‘we began talking about your military posting in the Middle East. You touched on your first posting, in Iraq. Can we pick it up from there?’

				Fox fidgeted in his chair; chewed on the inside of his cheek.

				‘Lachlan, I’ve treated many servicemen from Iraq. What you’re going through is not abnormal. Hell, it’s not abnormal for any young person who hasn’t seen war. Many incidents within any house in any neighbourhood here in the States can trigger what you’ve been feeling. On top of that, there are pressures on you to perform. Expectations. Exaltations. And all this is amplified by the extreme circumstances you’ve lived through.’

				Fox looked at the prints on the walls, soft pastel renderings of water lilies framed behind glass.

				‘There were one hundred and twenty-one US Army soldiers who took their lives last year,’ Galen said. ‘More than two thousand who either attempted suicide or deliberately hurt themselves. They’re the highest rates since records began. I’ve worked at Walter Reed, I’ve seen the worst, Lachlan.’

				There were two other clocks in the room, a few old reference books housed in a timber and glass cabinet, a couple of armchairs, a lounge suite and a coffee table. Catalogue sparse.

				‘Lachlan, would you rather you just had an eight-hundred number to call, like those poor kids coming home from Iraq and Afghanistan? Or would you rather talk about this with me?’

				 All the furniture looked new, although styled in some kind of post-colonial way. Evidence that nothing was built like it used to be.

				‘Your central nervous system needs help, it’s crying out,’ Dr Galen said. ‘How many hours of work are you doing per day?’

				‘Depends,’ Fox said. ‘Now? I don’t know, ten, twelve?’

				‘Schedule?’

				‘Going back to Africa the day after tomorrow,’ Fox said. The shrink made notes, looking at Fox while he wrote. His glasses made his eyes seem a little smaller. Gold frames. A lot of gold plating in here.

				‘How long for?’

				‘What – Nigeria? A few days or a week, maybe more. Whatever it takes.’

				‘What are you working on there? The extraordinary rendition stuff?’

				‘No, that’s over with for now,’ Fox said. He was glad, too. ‘I’m going to Nigeria to cover the bombing of the oil building in Port Harcourt. Part of an ongoing series I’m developing on security and stability in OPEC countries. Should be a nice, quiet job.’

				 Galen put his pen down. His chair was a good ten centimetres higher than Fox’s, and he sat back and straightened his tie. The spots and colours clashed with his striped shirt and chequered suit.

				‘There’s something about these places – Africa, the Middle East, war-torn places – that defies all logic in how I feel. It’s like part of me is itching to get in the fight.’

				Fox unconsciously rubbed his hands together, as if rinsing them with water.

				‘That’s a bit like self-imposed exposure therapy,’ Galen said. ‘It can be helpful to be in situations that bring on your PTSD, but I’m concerned by how out of control it is. You may think you can operate there effectively but you’re probably running at half speed.’

				‘I feel fine when I’m there, it’s more the downtime here that gets to me,’ Fox said. ‘Give me a street in Baghdad and I walk tall. Give me an errand to run on Fifth Avenue and I just want to head home and hole up.’
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