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				About the Book

				Archaeologist Nina Wilde and her husband, Eddie Chase, are sent to recover a Viking runestone that has been stolen by a gang of raiders. For the stone holds the key to an ancient evil that cannot be allowed to escape – one that has been confined in Norse mythology’s most holy of places: Valhalla.

				Eddie and Nina find themselves in a race against time to locate the legendary hall of the Viking warriors before rival powers claim its deadly contents for themselves. Their quest leads them to Scandinavia, where Eddie is forced to revisit a dark chapter from his days as a mercenary that he has kept hidden from everyone . . . even his wife.

				A primordial terror is about to be unleashed from the depths of the Earth and the best chance of surviving its threat lies with Nina and Eddie. But even if they succeed, will the cost to their lives be worth the price they must pay?
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				Prologue

				Novaya Zemlya, Northern Russia

				30 October 1961

				The temperature was below freezing, but Dr Serafim Volkov was sweating.

				Part of the reason was purely physical. The pit from which he had just emerged was deep, and even though he had not descended all the way to the bottom, leaving the most dangerous part of his mission to his younger conspirator, he had still felt compelled to observe. Any mistakes could have deadly consequences.

				But Surnin had secured the sample without incident, and was now making his way back up the series of ladders to the surface. Volkov waited for him, unpleasantly clammy inside his thick clothing even in the chill wind.

				Not so much from the climb, but from fear.

				Merely by being here, he was violating the orders of the most powerful man in the Soviet Union: Nikita Khrushchev himself. That alone would have led to life in the gulag, but if anyone discovered the reason for his unauthorised visit, it would mean a guaranteed death sentence.

				Echoing clanks reached him from below as Surnin ascended the last ladder. Volkov tugged at the top fastener of his coat to let in a little cold air around his neck, then surveyed his surroundings. The sky was a solid dreary grey over the barren, snow-covered plain. A few hundred metres to the west stood the charred remains of several buildings: Volkov’s workplace for the past several years, now nothing but fire-blackened hulks. The thought made him scowl. The facility had been destroyed on Khrushchev’s orders – along with everything inside. All of Volkov’s research, his experiments, his discoveries . . . reduced to ash.

				All that the government knew about, at least. His secret experiment could still bear fruit.

				If he escaped the Soviet Union alive.

				He was sure that he could. The fact that he had made it back to the pit undetected proved that the exclusion zone around the islands of Novaya Zemlya, high above the Arctic Circle in the Barents Sea, was not impregnable. Volkov’s pilot was a Samoyad, a former native who had been forcibly resettled when the long archipelago was designated a nuclear test site. He was waiting with his small fishing boat in an inlet a few kilometres to the north-west; the wily old man was the scientist’s best hope of returning safely to the mainland with his precious cargo.

				After that, he was entirely in the hands of the CIA. But so far, they had done everything they promised. His wife, now seven months pregnant, was already in West Berlin; once he joined her, they were only a jet flight away from a new life in the United States.

				And his work could continue. He would have a new paymaster; a far, far more generous one. But the money, while certainly welcome, was not why he was transferring his loyalties. It was the promise of what he would be able to achieve in America, freed of limits. The world would change for ever . . . and it would be to his design.

				He glanced into the pit. Surnin was nearing the top of the ladder, the thick steel cylinder of the sample container slung from his shoulder. Volkov backed away to give him room to climb out. The sled-dogs waited patiently nearby, their leather reins looped around a rock standing out of the ground like a gravestone.

				The rock was the reason he was here – the reason anyone had taken an interest in this desolate patch of land. The entire archipelago had been photographed from the air as part of the preparations for nuclear testing so the effects of the detonations on the landscape could be seen. Someone with sharp eyes had spotted both the unusual standing stone and the black hole in the ground nearby, and a survey team was sent to investigate.

				What they found was almost beyond imagination.

				Seven years of work had followed; seven years of Volkov’s life poured into his research. At first he had been following orders. Stalin might have been dead, but his legacy lived on: the Soviet Union needed weapons, so powerful and terrible that no enemy dared attack for fear of utter obliteration in reprisal. Atomic and hydrogen bombs were the most destructive, but there were others, in their own way even more frightening. Volkov’s task had been to turn what lay at the bottom of the pit into one of these nightmares.

				He had succeeded. But in the process, he’d realised that his research had the potential to produce something more than death. Quite the opposite, in fact. Whoever controlled it would have a power previously only in the hands of God.

				Or gods, he mused, walking to the stone. He couldn’t read the ancient runes carved into its face, but he didn’t need to; they had been translated from Old Norse years before, and he now knew them by heart.

				You great warriors, who have travelled far from Valhalla

				Across the rainbow bridge and through the lake of lightning . . .

				A crooked smile. The Vikings who’d visited this land over a thousand years earlier were barbarians, unable to comprehend what they found in the pit. So they had fitted it into their primitive mythology – or, more accurately, had shaped their mythology around it. It was almost a shame that no archaeologists would ever be allowed to visit the site; gods and monsters awaited them below.

				Monsters. Another scowl. That one word had ended everything.

				A curse under his breath at the thought of Eisenhov. He knew the younger scientist had no proof of his secret experiments – if that were the case, Eisenhov would surely have reported it, and arrest and execution would have followed – but had probably suspected after he’d subtly, but still foolishly, tried to sound him out as a potential ally. Eisenhov’s reaction had made it very clear that he was opposed to – appalled by – the mere idea of his covert work. So Volkov had continued alone, making discoveries he dared tell no one about while getting ever closer to his goal . . .

				Then came the accident. The deaths. The monsters. Everything was contained, an entire town wiped from the map as if it had never existed, but it was too late. Eisenhov, with his emotionally loaded weasel words, had poisoned Khrushchev against the whole project. Everyone at the Novaya Zemlya facility was taken back to the mainland. And the buildings and their contents were burned.

				All that remained of Volkov’s work was his final, greatest experiment, and the knowledge in his head. The Soviet Union had turned its back on his research – but America was more than keen to continue it. And the contents of the steel cylinder would allow him to do that.

				Breathing heavily, Surnin reached the top of the ladder. Volkov strode to him. ‘Turn around,’ the scientist ordered. ‘I need to check the sample container.’

				‘I didn’t hit it on anything, Comrade Doctor,’ Surnin objected, but he still meekly turned to present the cylinder. Obedience was one reason why Volkov had chosen to trust the big man to help him, along with his staggering lack of initiative. He would do what he was told by a superior and not even think to question.

				The scientist examined the container, paying particular attention to the seal around its lid. There was no sign of any leakage. ‘All right. Load it on to the sled. Carefully.’

				‘Yes, Comrade Doctor.’ Surnin tramped through the snow to the runestone, petting one of the dogs before hesitantly lowering the cylinder into a padded metal case.

				Volkov watched closely, finally satisfied that it was secure. ‘Let’s get back to the boat.’ He was about to board the sled when he noticed that Surnin was staring at the dogs. ‘What is it?’

				‘They hear something.’ The animals had pricked up their ears, looking to the south-west.

				Volkov strained to listen. All he could hear at first was the wind, but then he picked up a faint, distant rumble. ‘It’s a plane,’ he said dismissively. ‘One of our bombers.’ The buzzing drone of eight mighty propellers was a familiar sound on the military-controlled islands. ‘Don’t worry, it’s a long way off. It won’t see us through these clouds. Now let’s go.’ He took his seat and gestured impatiently for Surnin to do the same.

				The other man unlooped the reins from the runestone and climbed aboard. At a tug on the leather straps, the dogs set off across the snowy ground, towing Volkov and his prize behind them.

				The scientist’s assessment of the sound had been correct. Its source was indeed a bomber, a Tupolev Tu-95 flying high above the clouds as it approached Novaya Zemlya from its base on the Kola peninsula six hundred miles to the south-west.

				But it was no ordinary aircraft.

				Designated Tu-95V, it was a one-of-a-kind variant, modified for a very special purpose. Its unique cargo was so huge that the bomb bay doors had been removed to accommodate it. Even stripped of all unnecessary weight and with its four massive twin-prop engines working at full power, the Tupolev was strained to its limit to carry the terrifying payload.

				Its official designation was uninformative: Article AN602. But it had acquired a nickname during its rapid development and construction.

				The Tsar Bomba. The Emperor of Bombs.

				Twenty-six feet long and more than six feet in diameter, the Tsar Bomba weighed almost twenty-seven tons. This in itself made it the largest bomb ever constructed, almost three times as heavy as the British Grand Slam of the Second World War, but its size alone was no indication of its true destructive power.

				It was a hydrogen bomb, the most powerful ever built.

				The atomic device that destroyed Hiroshima had an explosive power of sixteen kilotons – the equivalent of 16,000 tons of TNT. The bomb dropped on Nagasaki twelve days later had a twenty-one-kiloton yield. The first ever hydrogen bomb, detonated by the United States in 1952, had an explosive force of over ten megatons – ten million tons of TNT.

				The Tsar Bomba was ten times more powerful still.

				It was so powerful, in fact, that it had been adjusted at the last minute to deliver only around half its maximum predicted yield to minimise fallout. But a detonation of a ‘mere’ fifty megatons would still be over ten times as much as the combined power of all the explosives used in WWII – including the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs.

				It was a bomb designed to destroy entire cities. But its current target was much more specific.

				The spot marked by an ancient Norse runestone.

				Volkov tugged back his sleeve to check his watch. Just after 11.25. If the weather didn’t turn, he would reach the waiting boat around midday. It would be night by the time he got to the mainland, but that didn’t matter. His CIA contact would be waiting for him, and then his own journey to the West to join his wife would begin.

				The possibility that he might never make it had of course occurred to him. To that end, he had written a letter to Galina, with the express instructions that it only be opened if the CIA confirmed his death. There were secrets he had kept even from her. He hoped she would understand why he had done what he had . . . but even if she did not, the die was already cast. Whether he reached her or not, she would learn what he had done. The letter was his explanation, his justification.

				His excuse, some part of his conscience sneered, but he forced the thought away. He had done what was necessary for his work.

				He noticed that Surnin was again staring to the south-west – no, more to the west now. That meant the bomber was coming in from the ocean.

				A bombing run? He dismissed the idea. The nuclear tests had been a recurring interruption of his work at the facility, all personnel evacuated the day before one took place and not permitted to return until at least a week after, once the local radiation levels had been declared safe. The senior staff were informed of upcoming tests in advance; if one were planned, he would have known.

				Volkov leaned to look over Surnin’s shoulder. The clouds ahead continued far out to sea, an impenetrable grey shield that would hide the fishing boat from watchers above. The aircraft was nothing to worry about.

				A voice crackled in the pilot’s earphones. ‘One minute to drop. Confirm readiness.’

				‘I confirm readiness,’ Major Andrei Durnovtsev replied, the calm professionalism of his voice masking his nervousness. All of the Tu-95’s crew, and that of the Tu-16 jet acting as an observation aircraft off to starboard, were volunteers – and it had been made very clear that there was a chance they might not make it home. In theory, at the Tupolev’s maximum speed it would reach the minimum safe distance with a small margin to spare . . . but theory and practice were two different things.

				‘Message received,’ came the reply. ‘Fifty seconds to drop. Wind speed and direction on your escape vector remain constant.’ A pause, then: ‘Good luck.’

				Durnovtsev did not reply, instead checking his instruments, preparing himself. The actual release of the bomb was controlled from the ground; his job was to fly the bomber on an exact heading, taking the prevailing winds into account so the Tsar Bomba would parachute down as close to its target as possible. Even though it could destroy an entire city the size of New York, for whatever reason his masters at the Kremlin wanted their superweapon to hit the right spot. A demonstration to the West of precision as well as power, he supposed.

				All musings vanished at another radio message. ‘Thirty seconds to drop. Prepare for device release.’

				‘Confirm thirty seconds to release,’ Durnovtsev replied, before switching to the aircraft’s internal intercom. ‘Thirty seconds! All crew, secure stations and confirm readiness!’

				One by one his men reported ready, all systems green. ‘Fifteen seconds,’ said the ground controller. Durnovtsev’s stomach knotted, but he held his hands firmly on the controls, ready to act. One last check of the instruments. Everything was as it should be.

				‘Ten seconds!’ A glance at the compass. The Tu-95 was now heading almost due east, curving in towards its target; to survive, he had to turn the lumbering bomber to the south-west as quickly and sharply as possible. ‘Drop in five seconds! Four! Three! Two! One – drop!’

				The release mechanisms opened – and the Tupolev shot upwards as twenty-seven tons of death fell from its gaping bomb bay.

				A massive parachute snapped open in the slipstream the moment the bomb was clear of the fuselage. Barometric sensors would trigger the detonators at an altitude of 13,000 feet above sea level. But even with the huge ’chute slowing it, the Tsar Bomba was still plunging earthwards at a frightening speed, giving the bomber and its chase plane less than three minutes to reach safety.

				If they could.

				Durnovtsev had already slammed the flight controls hard over, throwing the Tu-95 into a sharp banking turn. The smaller Tu-16 held its course for a few more seconds, its cameras and observers tracking the bomb to make sure the parachute had deployed, before it too swung south-west. Its pilot immediately went to full power, the jet rapidly outpacing the wallowing turboprop.

				‘The payload has been dropped and the parachute successfully deployed,’ said the voice in Durnovtsev’s headphones, relaying the news from the second aircraft. ‘Estimated detonation in two minutes and forty seconds. Go to maximum speed and initiate blast procedure.’ Then, barely audible: ‘God be with you.’

				As a loyal communist Durnovtsev was not a believer, but he certainly appreciated the sentiment. The Tupolev came about on to its escape heading; he levelled out, one hand pushing on the throttle levers to the detent. The Tu-16 was already shrinking into the distance.

				The airspeed indicator showed that the Tu-95 was now travelling at just over 510 knots, its four mighty engines straining. ‘Begin blast procedure!’ he ordered. Across the cockpit, his co-pilot pulled a pair of thick, almost opaque dark goggles down over his eyes. Durnovtsev waited until the insectile lenses were secure before donning his own. Day turned to night, the instruments barely visible through the tinted glass.

				But he knew that the sky would become much brighter very soon.

				Volkov stared up at the clouds again. Even over the sound of the dogs, he could now hear the bomber. The rumbling drone was subtly different, though. A Doppler shift; the aircraft was moving away from him.

				He shook off a vague sense of unease. Whatever the plane was doing, it could have nothing to do with him – or the reason he was here. He touched the steel cylinder’s case, making sure it was secured in place. It was. Reassured, he looked back as the sled crested a rise. The blackened remains of the facility stood out against the snow, the entrance to the pit an ominous yawning mouth. The runestone was a single broken tooth at its edge.

				There was no sentiment as Volkov regarded his former workplace for the last time. What mattered above all else was the work itself; what he had discovered, and where it could lead.

				He turned his back on the scene, a small smile rising. With the sample in his possession and a new life awaiting in the United States, that work would continue.

				‘Thirty seconds to detonation!’ Durnovtsev barked into the intercom. ‘All crew, brace for blast!’

				He pulled his seat-belt straps as tight as they would go before clenching his hands back around the controls. The compass was an indiscernible shadow through the goggles, but holding the Tupolev on course was about to be the least of his concerns.

				The ground controller continued the countdown. Twenty seconds. Ten. A last look around at the other crew in the cockpit. Dark shapes regarded him with impenetrable black eyes. One of the men in the seats behind him was holding a small cine camera, its lens pointed over Durnovtsev’s shoulder at the front windows. The pilot gave him a brief nod, trying to dismiss the thought that it might be the last time anyone ever saw his face, then looked ahead once more.

				Five seconds. Four. Three—

				Even through the heavily tinted goggles, the sky suddenly became as bright as the sun.

				Volkov checked his watch again: 11.32. The dogs were making better time on the return trip to the boat, perhaps as eager as he was to get off the bleak island—

				The leaden grey clouds turned pure white.

				A flash lit the landscape from high above, its reflection from the snow blinding. Steam rose around the sled, the bitter cold dispelled by a searing heat . . .

				Volkov’s last thought was one of horrified realisation – the bomber had been on a mission – before he and everything for miles around vanished in an unimaginable fire.

				The Tsar Bomba detonated two and a half miles above the ground. Durnovtsev had done his job with great skill; even with the inherent inaccuracy of a parachute-dropped weapon, it was within half a mile of its target.

				But a fifty-megaton hydrogen bomb did not need to be precise.

				The nuclear fireball, over two miles across, was as hot as the sun’s core. It never reached the ground, its own rapidly expanding shockwave bouncing back up off the surface to deflect it. But its flash alone, racing outwards at the speed of light, was enough to melt rock and vaporise anything lesser in a fraction of a second. Behind it came the blast, a wall of superheated air compressed so hard that it was practically solid. What little survived the flash was obliterated moments later.

				The Tu-95 was almost thirty miles from Ground Zero when the bomb exploded. Even inside the plane, its crew felt a sudden heat as high-energy radiation, X-rays and gamma rays, passed through the aircraft – and their bodies. Sparks flashed around the cabin, the nuclear burst’s electromagnetic pulse surging through the bomber’s wiring. Durnovtsev heard an unearthly squeal in his headphones as their little loudspeaker converted the electrical overload into sound.

				The brightness outside faded, but Durnovtsev knew the danger was far from over. The shockwave was on its way. Even with the Tupolev going flat out, it would catch up in seconds. He braced himself, hands on the controls ready to react . . .

				It was as if the bomber had been rammed from behind by a speeding train.

				For a moment Durnovtsev was stunned by the force of the impact, his restraints cutting tightly into his chest and crushing the breath from him. He struggled back to full awareness, gasping inside his oxygen mask as he pulled up the goggles. The sky was an angry orange-red, the fireball illuminating it like a miniature star. A colossal booming roar filled his ears: the sound of the atmosphere itself burning.

				The artificial horizon was tumbling, the altimeter needle spinning rapidly down. A sickening feeling in his stomach told him he was in free fall. The Tupolev was dropping out of the sky, swatted like a wasp. It had already fallen a kilometre, and was still plunging . . .

				The cloud layer below had been evaporated by the shockwave. The cold sea glinted through the windows – the Tu-95 was nose down. Durnovtsev pulled back hard on the controls to level out. The engines were still at full power; he eased them off to reduce the stress on the wings. The horizon slowly dropped back down through his view.

				Nausea faded, the pressure on his chest easing. ‘Is everyone all right?’ he shouted over the crackling rumble. To his relief, all his crew replied in the positive. Next came a systems check. There had been some damage, but the aircraft was still in the sky with all four engines running. As far as Durnovtsev was concerned, that was a successful outcome.

				He tried the radio. As he’d expected, nothing came through but a strange static screech. The explosion had ionised the atmosphere, making transmissions all but impossible. He had no idea how long it would take the effect to fade – all he could do was follow his orders and return to base.

				The navigator provided him with the correct heading, but as he made the course change, Durnovtsev was stuck by a compulsion to see what he had wrought. He turned the bomber further so he could look back towards Novaya Zemlya through the cockpit’s side windows.

				What he saw chilled his blood. The Tu-95 had climbed back to its original altitude, over six miles above sea level . . . but the mushroom cloud had already risen far higher, demonic fire still burning within as it roiled skywards. A ring of smoke and ash was expanding around its base.

				Nothing on the ground could possibly have survived.

				Durnovtsev stared at the fearsome sight for one last moment, then turned his plane for home.

				The landscape around Ground Zero was now unrecognisable from what it had been just minutes before. Snow had flashed to steam, the frozen soil beneath turned instantly to cinders before being blown away by the immense force of the blast. Even the very rocks had melted into a glaze covering the bowl of the newly formed crater.

				Nothing remained of the facility. It had been atomised, along with the two men. Even the runestone, which had withstood the harsh climate for over a thousand years, was gone.

				As was the pit.

				The blast had sealed it for ever, countless tons of molten and shattered rock filling it in. The dark secrets it contained would now remain hidden for eternity.

				Except . . .

				The runestone, and the words inscribed upon it, were no more. But they had been recorded, translated, and analysed. The men who had ordered Durnovtsev’s mission knew what it said.

				And knew the danger it still represented. A danger they could not allow to be released.

				The guide-stone has brought you here

				To fight the final battle of Ragnarök

				One pit of the serpent lies before you

				The other awaits across the Western sea . . .
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				New York City

				Fifty-Three Years Later

				‘Nina, Eddie!’ cried Lola Adams – née Gianetti – across the coffee shop. ‘Long time no see!’

				Nina Wilde hopped to her feet to greet her friend. Lola had, until five months earlier, been Nina’s personal assistant at the International Heritage Agency. The reason for her departure was peering curiously at the world around him from a papoose on the chest of Lola’s husband. ‘Lola, Don, hi! Wow, it’s so great to see you both again! And to meet this little guy in person for the first time. Oh, he’s beautiful!’

				Nina’s own husband also stood. ‘Yeah, that’s not a bad-looking sprog you’ve got,’ said Eddie Chase with a grin. ‘Shame about the name, though.’

				Lola pouted. ‘What’s wrong with Gino? It was my grandpa’s name.’

				‘There’s nothing wrong with it, it’s just not as good as my suggestion. Now Eddie, that’s a name for a baby.’ He frowned. ‘Wait, that didn’t come out like I meant it to.’

				Nina laughed. ‘Accurate, though.’ The balding Englishman pulled a face, to which Gino responded with a gurgling laugh of his own. ‘Aw, look at that! He’s so sweet.’

				‘He is,’ said Lola, embracing the pair, ‘when he’s not occupying every moment of my time. And I thought you were demanding, Nina!’

				Now it was Nina’s turn to look affronted, while Eddie chuckled. ‘Come on, sit down,’ he said, pulling a chair out for the young mother. ‘So being a parent’s a bit stressful, is it?’

				‘You have no idea, man,’ said Don as he unfastened the papoose. ‘I thought being a firefighter was tough, but pulling people out of burning buildings is a cakewalk compared to watching out for a baby.’

				‘Don’s worse than I am,’ Lola said as she sat. ‘There’s danger everywhere, isn’t there, hon? To him, every room looks like a deathtrap out of a Final Destination movie. It drives me nuts, ’cause now I can’t even plug in my hairdryer without unlocking the gadgets he’s put on all the outlets.’

				‘Safety’s a serious business, babe,’ Don replied, in a way that suggested it was far from the first time he had been teased.

				The big-haired blonde took Gino from the papoose, settling the baby on her lap. ‘Anyway, we’re just about getting a handle on things, so we can finally catch up with everybody. What have I missed? What have you guys been up to? Have you found any more ancient wonders or saved the world again?’

				‘What, since the last time?’ asked Eddie with a mocking snort. ‘Come on, it’s only been a few months. Give us a chance.’

				‘I’m enjoying the fact that we haven’t been running around the world being chased and shot at and having everything blow up around us,’ Nina said, with considerable relief. ‘It means I get to do the things I joined the IHA for in the first place. Like being an actual archaeologist, you know? Overseeing digs, research, writing papers . . .’

				Eddie yawned theatrically. ‘Yeah, it’s thrilling.’

				‘Oh, shut up,’ said the redhead. ‘But it’s amazing how much more productive you can be when you aren’t being attacked by helicopter gunships and hunted by assassins.’

				‘And ninjas. Don’t forget the ninjas.’

				Don’s eyebrows rose. ‘Babe? You are so not going back to the IHA.’

				Lola kissed Gino’s head. ‘This little guy’s going to be my boss for the next few years, don’t worry.’ She looked back at Nina. ‘If things are nice and easy at work, is that giving you more time to plan things at home?’

				‘What things?’ Nina asked.

				‘You know.’ Lola held up Gino, who let out a little squeak of delight, and kissed him again. ‘Family matters.’

				‘Yeah,’ added Don. ‘You’ve been married for, what, two or three years now? I’m surprised you haven’t got kids already.’

				Nina found herself feeling surprisingly defensive. ‘My work hasn’t been exactly conducive to it, what with all the . . . ninjas and world-saving.’

				The burly firefighter nodded. ‘But now everything’s quieted down, you’re thinking about it, yeah? I mean, you don’t want to leave it too late.’

				Eddie huffed. ‘We’re not that old.’ He put on a crotchety old man’s voice. ‘I’m hip to all the popular tunes of today’s young people, you know.’ Lola laughed.

				‘You’re past forty, though, right? Me, I’ve just gone thirty and Lola’s coming up on it, and we were worried that might be pushing it—’

				‘Donnyyyyy,’ said Lola, singsong, through her teeth. Her husband got the message and clammed up. ‘So, what’s new at the IHA? How’s my replacement working out?’

				‘Melinda?’ Nina said. ‘She’s fine, she’s doing a good job.’ Seeing Lola’s face fall ever so slightly, she continued, ‘Nearly as good as you.’ The younger woman brightened. ‘Okay, what else? Al Little got a job with Apple in California, Lucy DeMille got engaged, Bill Schofield got promoted – oh, and we got a new UN liaison after Sebastian Penrose, uh, retired.’ The United Nations official’s departure had been under a cloud, to say the least, but to avoid a media scandal the details were covered up. Nina had been dismayed at that, but the decision was made at far higher political levels than she had influence. ‘A guy called Oswald Seretse.’

				Lola searched her memory, then nodded. ‘Oh – his dad’s a diplomat too, isn’t he? I met them at the UN once, before I transferred to the IHA.’

				‘Yeah, I think so. Anyway, that’s all the big stuff.’

				‘You should come round to the office sometime,’ Eddie suggested. ‘There’s a lot of people who’d love to see you and your nipper.’

				‘Maybe I will,’ said Lola. She looked down at her son. ‘Would you like to see where Mommy worked before she had you? Would you, little snooky-wooky?’ Gino did not appear enthused by the prospect.

				‘Just make sure there aren’t any frickin’ ninjas there that day,’ Don said.

				‘There won’t be,’ Eddie assured him. ‘I shot ’em all.’ The firefighter’s expression wavered between amusement and a suspicion that the Englishman was not joking.

				‘Everyone would love to see you. And Gino,’ said Nina.

				Lola smiled. ‘Then we’ll come.’

				‘Good! In the meantime, I think it’s time for some caffeine. What do you want?’

				Lola and Don named their choices, then Nina turned to Eddie, only to find him looking at Gino, lost in thought. ‘Eddie?’

				He snapped back. ‘Hmm?’

				‘You okay?’

				‘Yeah, yeah. Just thinking about something, that’s all. What?’

				‘Coffee?’

				‘I’ll get ’em. What’s everyone having?’

				Nina stood. ‘It’s okay, I’ll go. You want your usual?’

				‘Yeah, thanks.’

				She headed for the counter, looking back to find him again seeming preoccupied before returning to the conversation.

				The same look was on his face that evening.

				Nina was curled up in an armchair reading a book, ignoring the television. She raised her eyes to see her husband, stretched out on the sofa, paying just as little attention to the events on screen. ‘Earth to Eddie.’

				He blinked and lifted his head. ‘What?’

				‘You were miles away. Penny for your thoughts?’

				‘Sounds like a good deal,’ he said. ‘If I’d had a penny every time I’d had a thought, I’d probably have about . . . oh, three pounds seventeen by now.’

				‘That much?’ They both smiled. ‘So what’s on your mind? You had that same look this afternoon when we were with Lola and Don.’

				Eddie hesitated before replying. ‘I was thinking about . . . well, what Don said. About having kids.’ He sat up. ‘I’m wondering if he had a point. Do we want to have kids, and if we do, are we leaving it too late?’

				‘We’ve still got plenty of time to decide,’ she assured him. ‘Like you told him, we’re not that old.’

				He didn’t seem convinced. ‘I dunno. I’m past forty now, you’re coming up on thirty-five . . . I mean, Christ, my mum and dad were only twenty-one when they had me.’

				‘Times change, though. People had kids when they were younger back then. My parents were in their mid twenties when I was born.’

				‘I suppose.’

				Realising that the matter was still bothering him, she put down her book and joined him on the sofa. ‘Hey,’ she said, putting her arms around him, ‘do you want to have kids?’

				Another pause. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t,’ he said, closing a hand around hers. ‘I mean, it’s not like we haven’t talked about it before, and it’s one of those things you just sort of assume’ll happen after you get married. But . . . there’ve been things that got in the way. Like mad cults and lost cities and psychos trying to start World War Three.’

				She grinned. ‘Minor distractions, then.’

				‘Yeah. Most people just worry about how it’s going to affect their careers. We keep having the weight of the bloody world dumped on us.’

				‘It’s not really something you want to make a child deal with, is it? Probably a good thing we haven’t had one after all.’

				Nina had meant the comment light-heartedly, but a sudden downcast twinge to his expression – which he hurriedly tried to hide – warned her that Eddie had taken it more seriously. ‘Hey, hey,’ she said apologetically, ‘I was joking. I’m not ruling it out, not at all. But our lives have been, well . . . complicated.’

				‘Yeah, I know.’ He intertwined his fingers with hers and squeezed her hand, then kissed her cheek. ‘Although . . .’

				‘What?’

				‘Well, things are a bit less complicated at the moment, aren’t they? All the IHA’s operations are ticking along without any trouble—’

				‘Don’t jinx it!’

				He laughed. ‘I’m right, though, aren’t I? The Atlantis dig’s back up to speed after what happened last year; the Egyptians asked us to help with the tomb of Alexander the Great—’

				‘If that’s what it really is,’ Nina cut in. Even the top experts in the field were not entirely certain whether the new excavations in Alexandria would bear fruit.

				‘Whatever, we’ve still got our hand in. And the Indian government’s working with us on the Vault of Shiva, and even the Peruvians are letting the IHA get involved with what’s happening at El Dorado.’

				‘Grudgingly,’ she said, with a flash of professional annoyance.

				‘The point is, they’ve still asked for our help. So we’ve got all these digs going on at once, and you know what? They’re all going smoothly.’

				‘You are so jinxing it!’

				Eddie grinned. ‘They’re going smoothly,’ he insisted, ‘and you know why? Because you put people in charge of each of ’em who know what they’re doing. So that means you don’t have to micromanage everything any more.’

				She treated him to a particularly sulky scowl. ‘What do you mean, any more?’

				‘No, you never once looked over anyone’s shoulder and told them to dig six inches to the left, did you?’ he said, kissing her again. ‘But the IHA’s in a quiet patch at the moment. We’ve been talking about taking a break for a while – maybe now’s the time. And there’s the book thing too.’

				‘Right, the book thing,’ Nina echoed. It was her turn to become thoughtful. ‘I still don’t know what I want to do about that.’

				‘What’s to think about? For fuck’s sake, love, they’re offering you six figures to write about all the stuff you’ve discovered! I know it’s not like we desperately need the money or anything,’ he waved a hand to encompass their Upper East Side apartment, ‘but you’ve got to admit it’d be a hell of a bonus. Christ, if you want I’ll write everything up for you. Although I can’t type, so I’ll have to scribble it all down in biro.’

				‘Just make sure you leave out all the things that are top secret,’ she reminded him, amused. ‘Oh, and the part where you were wanted for murder by Interpol.’

				‘And the part where you got a faceful of crap while you were crawling through a sewer pipe.’

				She grimaced at the memory. ‘It’s all glamour being a famous archaeologist, isn’t it?’

				Eddie sniffed her cheek. ‘You got most of it off. This book, though – it might be the perfect time to take a bit of a break and write it, while things are quiet at work. And we could also do some,’ a lascivious smirk crept across his square face, ‘other stuff.’

				Nina feigned innocence. ‘What kind of stuff, Mr Chase?’

				‘Oh, you know. Shagging like rabbits.’

				She laughed, swatting his hand off hers. ‘There’s that subtle charm I fell in love with.’

				‘Yeah, it’s irresistible, innit? I’m serious, though, and not just about a non-stop fuck-fest.’ Nina giggled. ‘I mean about the book, and having a break from work. We could take a really long holiday, somewhere we haven’t been before – and with absolutely nothing to do with archaeology.’

				Now she feigned horror. ‘Oh, let’s not do anything crazy . . .’

				‘Grant invited us out to Hollywood, remember? We could do that as part of a West Coast tour, maybe – start off in Seattle, then go down through San Francisco to LA to watch him filming his next movie. Even though it’ll probably be as big a piece of crap as his last one.’

				‘I thought you liked action movies.’

				‘I like good action movies. Nitrous 2 was absolute bollocks, though.’

				‘I think you mean Ni-two-rous,’ Nina corrected with a smile. Their movie star friend Grant Thorn’s most recent film had gone by the rather awkward moniker of Ni2rous on its posters, providing a source of endless amusement to the couple – as well as late-night talk-show hosts.

				‘Yeah, when nobody even knows how to pronounce the title, that’s probably a bad start. It really was complete arse, though. That bit where he dived out of the car that went over the cliff and fired a grappling hook to grab hold of his mate’s car that was jumping the other way? That was so fucking unrealistic they might as well have had him grow wings.’

				‘It wasn’t any more unbelievable than his other movies, and you liked those.’

				‘I used to like ’em. Maybe I’m growing old.’

				Her smile returned, wider. ‘Maybe you’re growing up.’

				Eddie snorted. ‘No danger of that, love. But I’ve got to admit, these days I’m happy just to watch Matt Damon moving purposefully for two hours. Still, actually getting to see Grant filming should be fun. Something to tell the grandkids.’

				‘That kinda presupposes kids,’ said Nina. ‘I guess this conversation’s come round full circle.’

				He shifted position to face her. ‘So . . . what’s your view on that? You’re . . .’ He paused, choosing his words. ‘You’re not dead set against it, are you?’

				She also gave careful consideration to her reply. ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘No, I’m not against it. It’s just that, like I said, our lives have been complicated. But if things did get more straightforward, then . . .’ Another moment of thought. ‘I wouldn’t say no.’

				From the look of delight Eddie was trying hard to contain, it was clear he was happy with her answer. ‘Nor would I.’

				They kissed, then held each other tight. ‘It’s a big decision, though,’ Nina said at last.

				‘Yeah, taking a sabbatical to get paid half a million dollars and have loads of sex. Big decision.’

				Nina prodded him in the stomach, making him flinch and laugh. ‘I don’t mean like that. It’s more about . . . well, what Don blurted out.’ She became more serious. ‘We are getting on, in a purely biological sense. The risks start to increase almost geometrically every year once a woman passes thirty, and the older the man is the more the likelihood of complications too.’

				‘What kind of complications?’

				‘Just getting pregnant in the first place becomes harder, for a start. Then there are things like an increased risk of pre-eclampsia, high blood pressure, gestational diabetes—’

				‘I thought you were a doctor of archaeology, not pregnancy!’

				‘Ah, well,’ she admitted sheepishly, ‘when Lola was still at work, I got worried about her and the baby’s health, so I did some reading about any potential problems she might have. What?’ she went on, seeing his mocking expression. ‘She’s the first close friend I’ve had who’s been pregnant. I wanted to be prepared if anything happened to her!’

				He chuckled. ‘See? This is that whole micromanagement thing again. Pretty sure the UN has a couple of actual medical doctors on staff somewhere.’

				‘Oh, shut up,’ she said, jabbing him again. ‘The point is, it made me realise that the odds of anything going wrong with Lola’s pregnancy were pretty low – but the risks start rising once a woman gets to my age.’

				‘But they should still be pretty low,’ Eddie said. ‘I mean, you’re in good nick – you exercise, you’re not a lard-arse, you don’t eat junk, you don’t even drink all that much any more. And I’m still in exactly the same shape I was in when I left the SAS.’

				Nina eyed his midsection sceptically. ‘Uh-huh.’

				He made a rude sound. ‘Okay, so maybe I’ve put on a little weight in nine years. But I’m not spending every day running twenty miles with a full pack of gear any more, so what do you expect? Anyway, we’re both in decent nick, so that should put us in a better position than most people our age right from the start.’

				‘It’s not just about health, though. There are some things that are still a danger even if both people are in perfect condition. I don’t want to be morbid and depressing, but the chances of a miscarriage go up enormously after thirty. And then there are higher risks of delivery complications, birth defects—’

				‘Birth defects?’ Eddie said sharply, straightening.

				‘Yeah, I’m afraid so. Autism’s more common in kids with older parents, as well as Down’s syndrome and other genetic disorders.’ She took in his oddly stricken expression. ‘What’s wrong? Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring you down so much.’

				He shook his head. ‘No, it’s okay.’

				‘Is that something you’re worried about?’ But there was something deeper to his reaction, she realised. ‘Something you’ve seen?’

				His reply took a moment in coming. ‘Yeah.’

				‘Where?’

				‘On a job,’ he said, tone becoming brusquer. ‘Can’t talk about it.’

				After six years together, she was attuned enough to her husband to pick up the nuances of those rare occasions when he discussed his professional past – first as a British special forces soldier, then a hired troubleshooter. ‘A job, not a mission?’ The difference was small, but crucial. The latter were covered by the laws of state security; any secrets from the second stage of his career, however, would be kept for more personal reasons.

				‘Doesn’t matter. Let’s just say I’ve seen that kind of stuff. And that I don’t really want to talk about it.’

				Nina decided not to push him. ‘Okay, no problem. You and your secrets, though,’ she continued, deliberately teasing in the hope of changing the subject. ‘I think I know you fairly well by now. And after everything we’ve been through together, I can’t believe there’s anything in your past that could shock me.’

				Eddie smiled. ‘Nah, probably not.’

				But she couldn’t help noticing that he hesitated before replying.
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				London

				Eight Years Earlier

				Eddie Chase stared disconsolately up at the flaking ceiling, debating whether it was worth getting out of bed.

				There was little to look forward to if he did. It was unseasonably hot and unpleasantly humid, the temperature in the cramped studio flat already uncomfortable even at this time of the morning, but things would be no better outside. He had no job, was almost out of money . . . and in the middle of a bitter separation from his wife.

				What the hell had gone wrong? He and Sophia had married less than a year and a half earlier, in a mad whirlwind of passion that he thought would last for ever. But everything collapsed with shocking suddenness, leaving him stunned and blinking in the wreckage.

				The wedding – practically an elopement – was only a month after they met, so the first time Chase was introduced to Sophia’s father was after the honeymoon. And Lord Blackwood had made it clear with every aristocratic curl of the lip that his daughter’s marriage to a soldier – not even an officer, but a common squaddie! – was something of which he utterly disapproved. Sophia soon afterwards found herself cut off from her father’s money for the first time in her life – and not long after that, Chase began to find himself on the outside looking in as she renewed old friendships. Friendships exclusively of the male, young, upper-class and wealthy variety.

				So now he was here, alone in a crappy rented flat overlooking a congestion-clogged main road through one of the grottier parts of London. He couldn’t even open the window to let in cooler air without it being joined by noise and diesel fumes.

				Staying in bed was not an option, he finally decided. If nothing else, years of military routine made inactivity seem almost criminally wasteful. He shoved away the covers and rolled upright.

				The sight of his surroundings lowered his mood still further. One room; that was what his life had been reduced to. He even had to share a bathroom with one of the other tenants.

				But the damp-stained studio was not nearly so depressing as what was on the little folding table by the door. Chase stared at the documents poking out of the torn envelope like spilled guts from a small animal. They were from Sophia – or rather, her solicitor – and one of them, once he signed it, would probably be the last thing she ever wanted from him.

				If he signed it.

				He let out a sound that was somewhere between a sigh and a growl. Sophia was seeking a divorce, to get rid of him as soon as possible so she could hook up with whichever rich, braying arsehole from the City she’d set her sights on. Under British law, before a divorce could be granted husband and wife needed to be separated for at least two years, or there had to be reasonable grounds.

				Adultery was one of these, and it had certainly been a factor; Sophia had practically rubbed his face in it before he finally moved out, unable to tolerate her taunting any longer. But there were two problems. The first, in which he saw the hand of her father, was that Sophia wanted Chase to be the one who admitted to an affair. Daddy dearest was protecting the reputation of his daughter – or, just as likely, the Blackwood name. An heiress sleeping around behind the back of her war hero husband was irresistible gossip fodder, whereas some yob from Yorkshire betraying a beautiful aristocrat would arouse nothing but sympathy for her.

				The second was more simple. He didn’t want to end the marriage.

				For all Sophia had done to him, for all the arguments and screaming and unfaithfulness . . . he still loved her. He had made a commitment to her, a promise, and the thought of breaking that promise was almost physically painful. Though he was no longer a member of the armed forces, he still placed a high value on duty, honour and loyalty – even if Sophia did not.

				It also implied surrender, failure. As a former member of the Special Air Service, he was unwilling to accept either.

				Another sound, this time definitely a sigh. Chase forced himself to his feet and stretched, working the stiffness out of his muscles. The mattress was as unforgiving as his wife. He crossed the room to the counter that acted as his kitchen and filled the kettle, preparing – however reluctantly – to start the day.

				Half an hour later, he had eaten, showered and dressed. To his disappointment, the letter had not magically vanished in the meantime.

				‘Buggeration and fuckery,’ Chase muttered, glaring at it. Sophia’s solicitors, he already knew from experience, would not hesitate to follow up on their enquiries by phone or even in person if a response didn’t come immediately. Their letterhead said they were based in the City of London, so they were probably charging her father a thousand pounds per hour for their time, while his own financial situation forced him to traipse across two boroughs to get what free help he could at the nearest Citizens Advice Bureau.

				He tried to suppress a churning feeling of disgust. Money. That was what everything came down to. Sophia was used to it, couldn’t live without it, wanted more of it – and now that she had access to it again, was using it against him.

				And she knew his sense of dignity wouldn’t allow him to beg others for it. He had friends all around the world, but while he could always rely on them for a favour, since he in turn would always help them if they needed it, the one thing he couldn’t bring himself to ask for was money.

				So now he was trapped by his own pride. Whether he caved in to Sophia’s demands or asked for monetary help from others to fight her, it would feel like failure either way. At least in combat there was always the possibility of beating the odds to reach victory, but right now he couldn’t see any good way out short of a miracle . . .

				His phone trilled. Chase knew it wasn’t Sophia; he had set her ringtone as Cliff Richard’s ‘Devil Woman’, but this was the cheap pre-paid Nokia’s default. He picked the phone up and flipped it open, seeing on the screen that it was a London number. ‘Is that you, Jesus?’

				‘I’ve heard some strange things from your mouth, Eddie, but that’s got to be near the top of the list.’ Not a miracle, but the familiar voice was nearly as welcome.

				‘Mac!’ Chase cried, smiling for the first time in several days. ‘Fuck me, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. I thought you were out of the country?’

				‘I’m back, for the moment,’ said the Scotsman. ‘I’ll tell you about it – well, as much as I can within the bounds of the Official Secrets Act – if you’d like to meet up. Are you busy?’

				‘Let me check my Filofax,’ Chase said sarcastically. ‘No, I’m free. Where do you want to meet?’

				‘Come round to my place – you remember where it is?’

				‘Yeah.’

				‘Good. Half eleven or thereabouts? Oh, and there’ll be someone else here I’m sure you’ll be pleased to see again.’ Even over the phone, Chase could detect the amusement in the other man’s voice. ‘An old friend.’

				‘Well, fucking hell,’ said Chase, unable to hold back a grin. ‘Look who it is. Hugo Castille, the Belgian waffler.’

				The lanky Castille sniffed through his beaky nose. ‘And Edward Chase, as polite and charming as always.’ He peered at the shorter man’s head. ‘Your hair . . . it is getting a little thin, no? Especially on top.’

				‘Oh fuck off, Hugo.’ Still grinning, Chase shook the mustachioed Belgian’s hand, before the pair embraced and clapped each other on the back. ‘Christ, how long’s it been? A year?’

				‘More than that,’ Castille replied. ‘I have not seen you since the wedding.’ His expression became mournful. ‘Mac told me what has happened with you and Sophia. I am very sorry.’

				‘It’s okay,’ said Chase, rather brusquely, before moving the conversation along. ‘Everything’s good with you, then? Coping with civilian life?’

				‘I have a new line of work. Not too different from my old one,’ he added with a sly smile. ‘I will tell you about it. You might find it interesting.’

				‘Can’t wait.’ Chase turned to his former commanding officer. ‘What about you, Mac? How’s the leg?’

				Jim ‘Mac’ McCrimmon shifted his stance to put his left foot forward, supporting himself on a metal cane. A faint creak came from the ankle joint – not of bone, but aluminium and plastic. ‘Bearable. They think that given another two or three years, I should regain more or less full mobility. I intend to do it in one.’

				‘Anything I can do to help, you just say the word.’

				The tall, bearded Scot smiled. ‘You already did, Eddie. If it hadn’t been for you, I would have lost more than just a leg to those Taliban bastards.’ He gestured for Chase to take a seat in one of the deep red leather armchairs in his living room. ‘In fact, we might be able to help you.’

				The Yorkshireman didn’t move, his expression darkening. ‘I’m not here to take charity.’

				‘And I didn’t ask you here to offer it. I know you better than that, Eddie. Come on, sit down. I’m going to, whether you do or not.’ He rapped his left shin with the cane. ‘Standing on this bloody thing isn’t exactly comfortable.’

				Chase reluctantly sat as Mac and Castille did the same. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you’ve become a spook, eh? You bloody sell-out.’

				Mac chuckled. ‘Yes, I remember what you think of the men and women of our intelligence services. But they’re not all that bad. Well, a few of them. Actually, I’ve been working with somebody you’ve already met.’

				Chase pulled a disgusted face. ‘Aw, not that fucking Capri-driving bell-end Alderley, surely?’

				‘The very same.’

				‘How’s his nose?’

				‘Still crooked where you broke it.’ A wry grin. ‘He remembers you too, funnily enough.’

				‘Good. Can’t believe you’re working with that twat! At least I’ll never have to deal with him again. Tosser.’

				‘So, you have been in Africa, Mac,’ Castille said. ‘What have you been doing there?’

				The older man’s grin widened. ‘Nothing I’m going to tell you about, Hugo. I know you don’t mean any harm, but if I even gave you a hint, you’d be chatting to some random stranger in a bar about it before the end of the day.’

				‘That is not true!’ Castille protested. ‘I do not give away secrets.’

				‘Only because the rest of us tackle you to the fucking floor every time you open your mouth,’ Chase told him, laughing.

				‘Let’s just say I’ve been doing some consulting work on behalf of Her Majesty’s Government, and leave it at that,’ said Mac. ‘The main thing was, it got me back on my feet – foot – and actually doing something useful again. Which after three months in hospital and most of a year withering away convalescing was a huge relief. It felt better than any amount of talking to the shrinks, put it that way. Made me realise just how much I need to do things, to contribute. To have a purpose.’

				‘I think we are all like that, no?’ added Castille.

				Chase eyed him. ‘This is the bit with the hard sell, right? The reason you asked me here?’

				‘Partly,’ Mac admitted. ‘But Hugo was right – I think you’ll be interested in what he’s got to say.’ A hint of concern entered his level gaze. ‘It might be exactly what you need right now, considering what Sophia’s been putting you through.’

				‘You seem to know a lot about it, for someone who’s been out of the country.’ Chase gave him a suspicious look. ‘For that matter, how’d you get my number? I only got that phone after I moved out.’

				‘I’ve been working with MI6, not 118. They can do quite a bit more with their directory enquiries. But that’s not important.’ He nodded towards the other man. ‘Hugo, why don’t you tell him about the job?’

				Castille straightened in his seat. ‘I am working for a private contractor,’ he told Chase. ‘There is a job that has just come up – I would like you to join me on it.’

				Chase shook his head. ‘I only got out of the military last year; I don’t want to be going right back into it under another name. And I know it’s big business right now, but I really don’t want to traipse around some godforsaken desert shithole acting as a human shield for a bunch of arseholes from an oil company.’

				‘No, no,’ said Castille, gesticulating enthusiastically, ‘this is nothing like that. Do you remember Hal Sullivan?’

				Chase glanced at Mac. ‘Your old mate from the Kiwi SAS?’

				‘More than just a mate, Eddie,’ Mac told him, nodding. ‘He taught me practically everything I know about being a soldier. He’s a good man.’

				‘I have been working for him,’ Castille continued. ‘And it is not bodyguard work. It is, how to describe it? Aid and rescue work – in places where there are men who do not want people to get aid or rescue.’

				‘Troubleshooting,’ added Mac. ‘Humanitarian work, but with a fist in the glove if it’s needed. Hal actually approached me about being a partner, and I might have considered it if not for this.’ He thumped his artificial heel on the carpet. ‘It’s right up your street, though. You’d be using your skills to help people. And I know how important that is to you.’

				Chase considered his words, before cautiously asking Castille: ‘What’s the job?’

				‘A rescue mission,’ said the Belgian. ‘A team of aid workers in Vietnam has been kidnapped by bandits. The father of one of them called on Hal to rescue them; he is putting a team together now.’ A beseeching look. ‘You would be a great help, Edward. You have experience of just this kind of mission.’

				‘Yeah, and look how it turned out,’ Chase replied, voice drenched with sarcasm. ‘I married the hostage. And why isn’t the Vietnamese government sorting it out, instead of someone having to hire mercs?’

				‘They’re dragging their feet, apparently,’ said Mac. ‘From what I gather, these bandits have the local authorities in their pockets. And going through normal channels in Hanoi could take days – which the hostages might not have.’

				‘I am flying out from Heathrow tonight,’ Castille said. ‘Do you have a visa?’

				Chase nodded. ‘All the stuff I got in the SAS is still valid, far as I know.’ As part of the preparation for a mission in Cambodia – the very one on which he had met Sophia – he had been issued with visas for all the neighbouring countries, in case the team needed to exit the region by an alternate route.

				‘The plane takes off at nine o’clock.’ Castille regarded him hopefully. ‘It would be very good if you were on it with me. I would like your help.’

				Chase said nothing, conflicting thoughts running through his mind. His practical side knew he should be demanding more details: the exact location of the operation, who else would be involved, pay and conditions, extraction options. But all those were irrelevant without another question being answered first. ‘Why’d you come to me?’ he finally asked. ‘I’ve been out of the Regiment for a year, and I haven’t exactly been keeping in shape. Married life does that to you – the most exercise I’ve had has been dodging the plates Sophia’s thrown at me.’ That was an exaggeration, as she had only done it once, but it had been a deciding factor in prompting him to move out. ‘And don’t say it’s to help me out of a bind. I told you, I’m not here to accept charity.’

				Castille held up his hands. ‘And I am not here to offer it. Edward, I came to you because you are my friend, and I know how good you are at what you do.’

				‘Only I don’t do it any more.’

				‘There’s nothing worse than a man who wastes his potential,’ Mac said quietly.

				‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Chase snapped, with genuine irritation. ‘I’m in the middle of a fucking divorce! I’ve got her solicitors breathing up my arse trying to make me sign something I don’t want to – if I jet off to bloody Vietnam, they’ll probably use it against me as a case of unreasonable behaviour.’

				‘Eddie, you may not want to hear this, but that could be the best thing for you as things stand,’ said the Scot.

				‘Maybe it would,’ Chase countered, bitterness now entering his voice, ‘but maybe I don’t want what’s best for me. Maybe I want what I want – which is not to get fucking divorced!’

				Mac shook his head. ‘I know exactly how you feel. I’ve been there. But sometimes these things happen – they have to happen. It hurts at the time, but it’s less painful in the long run.’

				Chase fixed his former commander with a penetrating stare. ‘And that’s how you felt about splitting up with Angela?’

				Mac’s own gaze did not waver. ‘I did what had to be done. The fact that I wasn’t at all happy about it didn’t stop it from being right.’

				Another silence, this one longer, before Chase turned back to Castille. ‘Hugo, I’m sorry, but . . . no. I can’t do it. Thanks for the offer, but . . . things are just too fucked-up and complicated right now.’ Castille’s expressive face clearly revealed his disappointment. ‘You’ll have to find someone else.’

				‘But you are the best person by far,’ the Belgian objected.

				‘What about Jason Starkman?’ Mac suggested.

				‘Starkman? Fuck him,’ Chase spat with a vehemence that startled both the other men. On their questioning looks, he continued: ‘He’s one of the people Sophia was banging behind my back!’

				Mac was genuinely shocked. ‘Jason did that to you? I would never have . . .’ He shook his head in dismay. ‘Bastard.’

				‘Yeah,’ said Chase, still seething. ‘So I wouldn’t exactly recommend him.’

				‘He was not on my list,’ Castille said apologetically, ‘but I shall put him on it so I can cross him off again!’

				‘Why weren’t you considering him?’ asked Mac.

				‘I do not know where he is. I heard he had been approached by some organisation, but since then . . .’ A shrug. ‘He has vanished. Nobody knows what he is doing.’

				‘If he’s got any sense, he’ll stay a long fucking way from me,’ Chase growled. ‘But I can’t do this, Hugo. Sorry.’

				The Belgian sighed. ‘I am sorry too, but . . . I understand.’

				There was an awkward pause, which Chase broke by leaning back in his armchair with exaggerated casualness. ‘So. What else have you two arseholes been up to since I saw you last?’

				Castille’s offer was not mentioned again during the couple of hours Chase spent with his former comrades, although its shadow was ever-present. Finally, and somewhat reluctantly, the Yorkshireman said goodbye, making mutual promises to keep in touch. ‘If you change your mind . . .’ said Castille hopefully.

				Chase shook his hand firmly. ‘Good luck in Vietnam, Hugo. Keep your head down, eh?’

				‘I will.’ Again, Castille’s disappointment was obvious, but this time he let the matter drop. ‘And you do the same, no? I would rather be dodging bullets than dodging lawyers!’

				‘Yeah. At least when you’re dodging bullets you get to shoot back.’ Another handshake, both men grinning, then Chase turned to Mac. ‘See you around.’

				‘Fight to the end, Eddie,’ Mac replied.

				‘Always do.’ They shook hands once more, then Chase departed, heading back out into the cloying urban heat.

				He had barely turned the corner from Mac’s house before despondency settled over him like a heavy cloud. Castille’s offer might have come out of the blue, and – Chase kept telling himself – it just wasn’t practical to accept right now, but at least it would have been something. Would tramping through a jungle on a rescue mission really be any worse than sitting around in his miserable little flat?

				That thought kept returning during the two bus journeys it took him to return to said residence. There was mail waiting for him, but any hope that there might be a job interview amongst it was soon dashed; it was all junk. He slumped into the lone armchair. The flat was hotter than ever, but the clatter of traffic outside reminded him that opening the window would bring its own unpleasantness.

				‘Fuck,’ he muttered.

				He stared blankly across the room for several minutes. This wasn’t how he’d expected his life to turn out after leaving the SAS. Then he’d been newly married and in love; now, he had a table strewn with divorce papers, and whatever his own feelings for Sophia, they were not mutual . . .

				Cliff Richard squalled tinnily from his phone. Speak of the devil.

				He flipped it open. ‘Hi, Soph.’ At the back of his mind he still had hope as he waited to hear her voice. Maybe her tone would have changed, maybe she would want a reconciliation . . .

				That hope was impaled by a stiletto heel. ‘Eddie,’ Sophia said, her crystal accent filled with impatience and disdain. ‘Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to get hold of you all morning.’

				‘Turned my phone off,’ he replied. ‘Had a . . . job offer.’

				She expressed no interest. ‘Well, I need to talk to you. Can you come round to my house?’

				‘Not sure I know where that is, Soph,’ said Chase. ‘Is it anywhere near our house?’

				He expected a sarcastic retort, but got only a huff of irritation. ‘You know exactly what I mean. Come over as soon as you can.’

				‘That could take a while, seeing as I don’t have a car any more.’

				‘Then take a cab.’

				He could no longer hold in his own exasperation. ‘Fucking hell fire, Sophia! I guess you forgot what it was like when your dad cut you off. Remember, when you had no money? When your credit cards might as well have been cream fucking crackers for all the good they were? I can’t just hop in a taxi and cruise over to Chelsea, because I can’t. Fucking. Afford. It. You get that?’

				Another huff, this time overflowing with undisguised disgust. ‘Oh, very well. If it’ll get this sorted out, I’ll come to you. Where are you?’

				He gave her the address, then closed the phone with an angry snap. ‘Fuuuuuck . . .’ he said, kneading his forehead.

				Sophia arrived a mere twenty minutes later; considering London’s traffic, Chase imagined she had driven at Formula 1 speeds through the city’s rat-runs. Not wanting to give her any further ammunition, he went down to meet her on the street rather than letting her inside the dismal apartment. ‘Nice car,’ he snorted on seeing what was parked on the double-yellow lines, hazard lights flashing. ‘Which Hooray Henry did you get to pay for that?’

				‘No one you know,’ Sophia told him, giving the brand-new Maserati Coupé a casual glance through her sunglasses before curling her glossed lips at the surroundings. ‘So, this is where you’re living now? I’m not impressed.’

				‘Can’t say I am either, but needs must. What do you want?’

				She took off the glasses and shook out her long black hair. ‘My solicitors told me you haven’t replied to their last letter yet. I thought I’d see if a personal visit would prompt a response.’

				‘I didn’t reply to it ’cause I don’t agree with it. You’re asking me to say something that isn’t true. I wasn’t the one who was sleeping around.’

				Sophia bared her teeth. ‘We’ve been through this, Eddie. It’ll make things much simpler if you just bite the bullet and go through with it.’

				‘You mean it keeps your name clean while I get shat on.’

				‘A crude way of putting it, which I suppose I should expect by now, but yes. You have to admit, the financial settlement we’ve offered is more than adequate.’

				‘The financial . . .’ Chase shook his head. ‘You make it sound like a fucking business deal. It was a marriage, Sophia! Maybe that doesn’t mean anything to you, but it does to me. I made a promise.’

				‘Sometimes promises have to be broken.’

				‘Not by me. If I give someone my word, I move heaven and fucking earth to keep it.’

				‘Ah, the knight in shining armour rears his head again.’ Sophia looked away, taking a breath before rounding on him once more. ‘Eddie, I’m sorry to be so blunt, but clearly I have to in order to penetrate that armour – I don’t want you any more.’ Chase felt as if he had been kicked in the chest, but she kept talking. ‘We were in love once, but that was the past. Things change. I changed.’

				‘I didn’t.’

				‘Maybe that’s the problem. You have all these noble, romantic ideas about true love and how marriage should last for ever . . . but this is the real world. It didn’t work; it’s over. The best way for you to avoid any more pain is simply to sign the papers and finish it, quickly and cleanly. I’ll expect my solicitors to hear from you soon.’ She returned to the Maserati, hesitating as she opened the door to give him a slightly softer look. ‘I’m sorry, Eddie, but we just weren’t right for each other. Maybe someday you’ll meet the right person for you. I hope you do.’

				Chase wanted to reply, but found his throat clenched tight by a torrent of emotions. By the time he managed to force them down, Sophia had climbed into the sports car and started the engine. The Maserati carved out into the traffic with a V8 bellow, leaving him standing uselessly on the pavement. He stared after it, hoping it would turn around and bring her back to recant, but it was quickly lost to sight.

				Numbed, he headed indoors, collapsing once more into the armchair. The solicitor’s letter was still on the table, taunting him. Just sign, and it will all be over . . .

				His clenched fist thumped down on the chair’s arm. ‘Fuck that!’ he snarled. Mac’s words echoed in his head: fight to the end. His SAS unit’s unofficial motto, but one that he lived by. He knew now in his heart that he would never get Sophia back, but he wasn’t just going to surrender meekly to whatever she wanted.

				And he wasn’t going to roll over and die in his own life, either. He was going to do something.

				Chase took out his phone and thumbed back through the recent calls to return one. ‘Mac,’ he said on getting an answer. ‘What’s Hugo’s number?’
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				New York City

				‘Eddie, get up,’ said Nina, coming back into the bedroom to find her husband still in bed, the covers crumpled back to expose his muscular, if scarred, body from the waist up. ‘It’s nearly time for work.’

				Eddie didn’t move. ‘You’re the boss – tell everyone we’re having the day off. It’s not like the planet will explode if we don’t turn up.’

				‘You’re jinxing it again!’ She went to prod his side. ‘Come on, move your—’

				Fast as a snake, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her on to the mattress beside him. She yipped in surprise. ‘Move my what?’ he said, smirking.

				‘Your ass.’

				‘Arse.’

				‘Ass.’

				‘Arse.’

				‘Po-tay-to, po-tah-to, you still have to move it.’

				The smirk widened. ‘I was planning to. Only in a sort of repeated up-and-down motion. ’Cause if we are going to have kids, after what you said yesterday we need to get cracking on it.’

				She laughed. ‘I know, but I wasn’t thinking in every available moment.’

				‘I bloody was!’

				‘Edward J. Chase, you’ve got a one-track mind.’ Nina kissed him, then sat up. ‘Seriously, though, time to move. I’ve got a meeting at nine thirty. And I’m sure you must have something to do as well.’ She cocked her head and gave him a mocking smile. ‘What exactly is it that you do at the IHA?’

				‘Save the world and shag the boss, mostly.’

				‘I can’t dispute that. Come on, get up.’ She pulled the covers off him, then eyed what was revealed. ‘Ah, I see you already are up.’

				Eddie cackled. ‘I don’t hang about. So you just drop your kecks, then hop aboard . . .’

				She gave the upstanding member a playful swat. ‘It’ll have to wait until tonight, sorry. But you hold that thought.’

				‘If I do that, I won’t be able to walk all day!’

				Nina laughed again, then tugged away from him and stood, checking her watch. ‘I’m out the door in fifteen minutes. And you will be with me. Preferably fully dressed.’

				‘Oh, so I’ve got a choice?’

				‘Ha! You’re a married man, you have no choice in anything.’

				‘Yeah, I learned that in my first marriage.’ He huffed, then rolled out of bed. ‘Well, if the world needs saving again, suppose I’d better bloody do it.’

				‘Hopefully it won’t need our services today,’ Nina told him. Now it was her turn to smirk. ‘Because I’ve got plans for tonight.’

				Eddie grinned, then headed for the bathroom.

				‘Can’t believe you’re still cold,’ said Eddie as they entered Nina’s office.

				‘What?’ she complained, unzipping her coat. ‘It feels like the middle of winter!’ She pointed at the cityscape beyond the windows. The view across her native Manhattan from the United Nations’ towering Secretariat Building was still dappled with snow from an unexpected flurry a few days earlier, and a chill wind had whipped around them as they crossed First Avenue and the plaza outside the UN complex.

				‘You were the one who wanted to take the subway rather than getting a cab.’ Eddie took off his battered leather jacket, looking entirely unfazed by the weather.

				‘And you should have tried harder to convince me that was a bad idea!’

				‘When have I ever managed to do that?’ He hung up his jacket, then watched with amusement as his wife shrugged off layers of clothing. ‘So what’s in today’s diary, then?’

				‘Jeez, at least let me get to my desk.’ Finally shorn of wool, Nina sat and opened her laptop. ‘Okay, there’s the international relations meeting at nine thirty, the general accounting briefing at eleven—’

				‘Count me in! Fucking thrilling.’

				‘The IT upgrade group at two, and the interagency communications meeting at four.’ She leaned back, shaking her head. ‘You know what’s missing from all of those? Anything to do with actual archaeology.’

				‘See? This’d be a good time to take a long break. There’s nothing new actually going on.’

				‘It’s tempting. Very tempting.’ She started to check her emails, but was interrupted by the intercom. ‘Yes?’

				‘Dr Wilde?’ said Melinda, Lola’s French replacement. ‘There is a Mr Trulli asking to see you. He does not have an appointment, but—’

				‘Matt?’ said Nina. ‘That’s okay, let him in.’

				Eddie raised his eyebrows. ‘Matt’s here?’

				‘Must have come back early from down under.’ Before long, there was a knock at the door. ‘Come in!’

				Matt Trulli entered. ‘Morning, guys!’ said the Australian cheerfully. The couple had not seen him for a few months, and in that time the Oceanic Survey Organisation’s chief engineer had topped up his tan and also acquired a sun-bleached beard and several extra pounds around his already ample midsection. ‘Great to see you both.’

				‘You too,’ replied Nina, getting up to greet him.

				Eddie shook his hand. ‘Welcome back! How was your trip home?’

				‘Bloody brilliant, mate. Just what I needed to relax after everything that happened down at Atlantis.’ The previous year, Matt had almost died in a crippled submarine amongst the ruins of the lost city. ‘Spent the time designing a new sub – with a two-way release on the docking clamps this time! – and building a couple of ROVs.’

				‘Your idea of relaxation ain’t the same as mine,’ said the Englishman. ‘That’s not what I call a holiday.’

				‘It wasn’t really a holiday, mate – it was technically a sabbatical. Working holiday, the best sort.’

				‘My thinking exactly,’ said Nina, embracing Matt. ‘Maybe I married the wrong man . . .’

				‘Oi!’ protested Eddie.

				Matt laughed. ‘Wouldn’t dream of splitting you two up, mate. For starters, I know you’d beat the crap out of me!’

				‘So you’re back at the OSO?’ Nina asked.

				He nodded. ‘Don’t start again until next week, officially, but I fancied coming in to clear the decks beforehand. I’ve been out of the office for months, so I hate to think what my inbox is going to look like! But I wanted to pop in and say hello to you guys first.’

				‘Aw, thanks, Matt,’ she said with a smile. ‘Glad you’re back.’

				‘Nice to be back. Although the weather’s a bit crook! So what have you two been up to? Got anything exciting going on?’

				‘Not at the moment,’ said Nina. ‘Lots of meetings, bureaucracy, budgets . . .’

				‘There’s no bloody pleasing her,’ Eddie scoffed. ‘When things are going smoothly, she complains. When she’s being shot at or thrown out of blimps, she complains!’

				Matt looked surprised. ‘You were thrown out of a blimp?’

				‘No,’ Nina assured him. ‘Although it’s about the only thing we haven’t been thrown out of.’

				‘Yet,’ added her husband.

				She jabbed a finger at him. ‘What did I tell you about jinxing things?’

				‘Glad to see you two are the same as ever,’ said Matt, smiling. ‘Anyway, we’ll have to have a proper catch-up soon. If you’re free one evening this week, maybe we could grab a bite somewhere.’

				‘Sounds good to me,’ Eddie said. ‘Lola yesterday, now you, and we were just talking about going to see Grant Thorn in LA – it’s like we’re getting the gang back together.’

				‘If we see Grant, we’ll probably see Macy too – they’re an item now,’ added Nina. ‘Huh, wonder if we’ll catch up with anyone else?’

				‘Probably Peter bloody Alderley, knowing my luck.’

				She smiled, and was about to reply when the intercom sounded again. ‘Yes?’

				‘Dr Wilde, Mr Seretse is here,’ Melinda announced. Nina and Eddie exchanged glances; the UN liaison was not one of their scheduled meetings for the day. ‘He says it’s a very important matter.’

				‘Thanks, Melinda. Send him in,’ said Nina. ‘Wonder what he wants?’

				‘Whatever it is, I doubt it’s any of my business,’ Matt said. ‘I’d better get going.’

				‘See you later,’ said Eddie, clapping him on the shoulder.

				‘No worries, mate. Catch you again soon, Nina.’

				She kissed his cheek. ‘Bye, Matt.’ He smiled and departed, the door barely having time to swing shut before it was opened again by the morning’s second unexpected arrival.

				Oswald Seretse was a tall and handsome black man in his late forties, straight-backed and aristocratic in bearing. He carried a slim, expensive briefcase. ‘Ah, good morning, Dr Wilde, Mr Chase,’ he said, his Gambian accent largely masked beneath the patrician tones he had acquired while studying at Cambridge.

				‘Please,’ said Nina as she shook his proffered hand, ‘call me Nina.’ Seretse’s attitude was considerably more formal than his predecessor’s. ‘We don’t really stand on ceremony at the IHA.’

				‘Very well. Nina.’ He did not sound entirely comfortable with doing so. ‘Eddie.’

				‘Oswald,’ said Eddie as he shook the official’s hand and grinned cheekily. ‘Or can I call you Ozzy?’

				Seretse gave him a heavy-eyed stare. ‘I would really prefer that you didn’t.’

				‘What can we do for you?’ Nina asked, gesturing for him to take a seat on the couches in one corner. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you until the end of the week.’

				‘Something has come up.’ Seretse sat, carefully straightening the trouser creases of his immaculate blue suit before setting his briefcase on the low coffee table and unlocking it. ‘A matter that I think you will agree concerns the IHA.’

				Eddie took the place on the adjoining couch beside Nina. ‘Security business?’

				‘That is the IHA’s purview, so yes.’ He took out a manila folder. ‘Now, Doct— Nina. How much do you know about Norse mythology?’

				‘The basics,’ she answered, curious. ‘I read Beowulf at high school, and Viking history was part of my coursework for a semester as an undergraduate. And there was a degree of crossover when I was doing my research into the various legends of Atlantis, because the Vikings were linked to some of them – although just about every ancient civilisation was linked to Atlantis at one time or another, so the connections were tenuous at best, and as we’ve since found out, they had no basis in fact. But I wouldn’t call myself an expert by any means.’

				Seretse nodded. ‘I see. But you have heard of Viking runestones?’

				‘Of course. In fact, I know a specialist in them, David Colway. He’s not a full-time member of the IHA, but he’s worked with us before. If you want, I can call him.’

				The diplomat firmly shook his head. ‘As I said, this is a security matter. It must remain classified for now.’ He opened the folder and handed her a photograph. ‘This is what has become known as the Valhalla Runestone.’

				Nina recognised it immediately. ‘Found last year in Sweden. David actually went over to Stockholm to study it for a few days. Are you sure you don’t want me to bring him in on this?’

				‘Absolutely.’

				Eddie took a closer look at the photograph. The runestone was a long, rugged slab of moss-covered granite, lying on a cloth-draped bench to allow for detailed examination. A ruler beside it provided scale: it was around seven feet in length, some two feet wide at the base and tapering to half that at the top. The rock was about a foot thick. Line upon line of thin, angular characters had been chiselled into its face, along with patterns and symbols surrounding a circular piece of much darker stone set into a recess some two thirds of the way up it. ‘So what’s so important about it? It doesn’t actually tell you how to find Valhalla, does it?’

				He had said it jokingly, but Nina’s reply was serious. ‘Actually . . . kind of, yes.’

				‘What? You’re kidding.’

				‘No. If I remember, it supposedly described the route the Vikings would have taken to find it. There was a lot of excitement about it at the time; people were wondering if Valhalla was more than just a legend, like Atlantis. That’s why I asked David to check it out for us.’

				‘What did he find?’

				‘Nothing concrete – what was written in the runes was too vague. The Swedes are still working on it, but everyone else has pretty much lost interest.’

				‘Not everyone,’ said Seretse. ‘Someone is very interested in the runestone. Interested enough to steal it – and to kill for it.’

				Nina gasped. ‘What?’

				Seretse took out another photograph. This was a wider angle, showing the bench from the previous image in its surroundings, a laboratory.

				It was empty.

				‘Last night, thieves broke into the Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm and took the runestone,’ the official told them sonorously. ‘They also shot and killed a security guard.’

				‘They stole it?’ Eddie said, looking back at the first photo. ‘Christ, if that thing’s seven feet of solid granite, it must weigh a ton!’

				‘Very nearly. Nought-point-nine metric tons, in fact.’

				‘They’d need a lot of people to move it.’

				‘They had them. They hacked into the security cameras and shut them off before breaking in, but a camera on another building nearby caught them. There were at least eight people involved, probably more.’

				‘Why would they steal it?’ Nina wondered. ‘Every inch of it’s been photographed, and all the runes have been translated. Why go to the risk of taking the actual stone when you could just look it up on Google?’

				‘That is what the UN would like you to find out,’ said Seretse, straightening. ‘A flight to Stockholm has been arranged for this evening, so you will arrive there tomorrow morning.’

				‘What?’ she said, taken aback.

				‘Guess we’ll have to tell Matt to take a rain check,’ Eddie muttered.

				‘Wait, I don’t understand,’ Nina went on. ‘This is a job for the Stockholm police, not the IHA. What’s it got to do with us?’

				Seretse took out a final photo and placed it in front of them. The scene was dark and grainy, a CCTV still taken at night. Several figures wearing black clothing were clustered around a van, features obscured by hoods and caps.

				Except one. This particular frame had been singled out because one of the robbers had inadvertently revealed his face, even if only for a fraction of a second. His hood had slipped back as he climbed into the van, exposing his features to the wash of a nearby street light.

				Both Nina and Eddie knew him at once.

				‘That is what it has to do with the IHA,’ said Seretse, seeing their recognition. ‘The thieves were led by one of your people.’
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				Vietnam

				Eight Years Earlier

				Chase stared up at the slowly turning ceiling fan. ‘Saigon. Shit.’

				‘What?’ Castille gave him a bewildered look from his nearby chair. ‘We are not in Saigon. This is Da Nang.’

				‘I know, but I always wanted to say that.’ On his friend’s uncomprehending blink, he went on: ‘Come on, Hugo! Apocalypse Now?’

				‘Is it?’

				Chase snorted and shook his head. ‘You need to watch more movies.’

				‘Or you need to watch less.’

				They both looked around as the hotel room’s telephone rang. Castille, closest, picked it up. ‘Hello? Yes, we are here . . . Okay.’ He replaced the receiver. ‘That was Hal. He is with the client in room 503. They are ready to meet us.’

				‘About time.’ Chase grunted as he stood, flexing and stretching. The flight from London to Ho Chi Minh City had taken over twelve hours, and then the pair had taken a shuttle flight to the coastal city of Da Nang, more than 500 miles to the north. Even having taken every possible opportunity to sleep during the journey, he was still tired.

				The fan did not exactly provide an ice-cold blast, but made enough of a breeze to take the edge off the tropical heat – which returned in full force as Chase and Castille left the room. It was not the first time that Chase had experienced such conditions, but the cloying, humid atmosphere was still far from pleasant. The Belgian also made a disapproving face, dabbing at his neck with a handkerchief. ‘I do not mind a little heat,’ he complained, ‘but this? Ugh!’

				‘And I thought London was sweaty,’ Chase agreed as they reached the elevator. A wait for the elderly device to grumble up to their level, then they entered and ascended to the fifth floor. They headed down another sweltering hallway. From the distance between doors, Chase guessed that guests on this floor had suites rather than mere rooms. They stopped at the third door, Castille knocking. A voice from inside told them to enter.

				The cool air that greeted Chase as he stepped through was a huge relief. He had been right about it being a suite, and with the extra space also came the luxury of air-conditioning. He automatically surveyed the room as he entered: two other exits, plus French windows to a balcony overlooking the port. Five men waiting for them. No visible weapons, but he could tell immediately from the equally calculating looks he was getting in return that four of them had been in the military.

				One of them he recognised, having met him very briefly several years earlier: Hal Sullivan, a former colonel in the New Zealand Special Air Service. In his early sixties, Sullivan nevertheless remained an imposing, dangerous figure. He was six feet tall with the solid build of someone who trained every day, and completely bald – which made his greying handlebar moustache all the more distinctive. His tanned skin had the colour and texture of a walnut. ‘Hugo, mate,’ he drawled. ‘Good to see you. Come on in.’ He shook Castille’s hand, then turned to his companion. ‘And you must be Eddie Chase.’

				‘I must,’ Chase replied, extending his own hand. Sullivan’s grip was strong, and he could tell that it could easily have been crushing if he so chose.

				‘Mac spoke very highly of you, which as far as I’m concerned is as good as a royal seal of approval. Glad to have you aboard.’ He released Chase’s hand, then indicated the other men. ‘These are the rest of the team. John Lomax,’ a close-cropped, bearded Caucasian man, ‘Fernando Rios,’ thick black eyebrows and swigging from a can of Coca-Cola, ‘and Carl Hoyt.’

				Hoyt was the tallest man in the room, wiry rather than muscular and with bony, deeply sunken cheeks. A hand-rolled cigarette hung from his clenched lips. ‘Join the gang,’ he said, his accent American.

				Chase and Castille greeted the group, then Sullivan waved for them to sit as he stood beside the last man. ‘This is our client: Ivor Lock. Mr Lock, if you’d like to explain the situation?’

				Lock had a neat goatee beard and was wearing a tailored suit and shirt, his sole concession to the climate being an open top button. Chase guessed him to be around forty, and from his smooth skin and slicked-back brown hair took him to be a lawyer or business executive. Like Lomax and Hoyt, his accent revealed him as American. ‘Gentlemen, good afternoon,’ he began. ‘Some background first: there is a charitable organisation, Aide Sans Limites, that travels around Third World countries providing free medical care for the poor. One of their groups has been working in Vietnam. Two days ago,’ he leaned forward, expression becoming more intense, ‘the team was taken hostage by a group of bandits operating in the jungle near the Laotian border, fifty or so miles west of here. The local authorities have been . . . unhelpful. Which is why I approached Mr Sullivan to expedite their rescue.’

				‘I know suggestin’ this is kind of against my own economic interests, since it’d mean we weren’t needed,’ said Lomax, ‘but couldn’t you go to the US embassy and get them to put pressure on the Vietnamese government?’

				‘None of the group are Americans,’ Lock replied. ‘They’re mostly European, but different nationalities, so it would mean going through multiple embassies, multiple bureaucracies. And the Vietnamese will try to hush the whole affair up. Tourism’s becoming big business for them; the last thing they want is to scare people away with news stories about bandits and kidnappings.’

				Rios, a Spaniard, spoke. ‘But the story will get out eventually.’

				‘Not soon enough to help the people who’ve been kidnapped.’

				‘What’s your connection to them?’ asked Chase.

				Lock took a breath. ‘My daughter is one of the volunteers.’

				‘Thought you said there weren’t any Americans?’

				‘She’s a German national.’ Lock’s flinty eyes narrowed; he did not appreciate being questioned. ‘Natalia Pöltl, my daughter from my first marriage.’ He took out his wallet, opening it to reveal a small photograph of a young blonde woman. ‘Now you see why I’m involved, Mr Chase – and why I want this situation dealt with as quickly as possible. I want my daughter rescued from these . . . animals. Before anything happens to her.’

				‘We’ve got information about the bandits’ area of operations,’ said Sullivan, ‘and narrowed their location down to a few square kilometres.’ He crossed to a large map taped to one wall, and pointed out a particular section. ‘It’s about eighty klicks west of Da Nang, so we’ll take Highway 49 to a point north of the target area, then head south. We’ll have to search, but it seems these jokers have been operating with free rein for some time. If they’re not worried about being tracked down, they shouldn’t be too hard to find.’

				‘So what do we do when we find them?’ asked Castille.

				Hoyt grinned coldly. ‘I’ve got a few things in mind.’

				Sullivan raised a warning finger. ‘We use lethal force only as a last resort, understood? Our number one priority is to recover the prisoners safely. Considering Vietnam’s past, they really don’t like having groups of Westerners marching through the jungle shooting people, even if they are bandits. If they decide to crack down, they could make it hell for us to get out of the country. Trust me, I did it the hard way back in ’73, and it was not fun.’

				Chase took a closer look at the map. The area Sullivan had indicated was hilly, judging from the contour lines, and there were few signs of civilisation nearby. ‘Is it just jungle out there?’

				Sullivan nodded. ‘There are some small villages along the main river valleys, but past them it’s pretty much solid all the way to the border, and beyond. We’re not far south of the old DMZ, so this whole part of the country got ripped apart during the war. It’s been left to recover ever since.’

				‘A good place to hide,’ said Castille dolefully.

				‘We’ll find them,’ Sullivan assured him. ‘So, here’s the drill. A local friend of mine, Thuc, will take us in and out. From the drop point, we start a search. Once we find the hostages, we rescue them – minimum force unless absolutely necessary, remember – and take them to an extraction point on this river,’ he pointed at a thin blue line on the map, ‘where Thuc will be waiting with a boat. That should be the quickest way to get them back to the highway. From there, we return to Da Nang. Job done.’

				‘What about gear?’ asked Lomax.

				‘I’ve got a good man with access to weapons and equipment. He’s on his way over right now. In the meantime,’ he handed out larger-scale maps of the target area, already marked with the drop and extraction points, ‘familiarise yourself with the terrain. Mr Lock, you don’t need to stay around if you don’t want to.’

				‘Thanks,’ said Lock, ‘but I’d like to see. My daughter’s out there, remember.’

				Sullivan nodded, then began a more detailed briefing. Chase paid close attention; having served in Vietnam during the war as a young NZSAS officer, the Antipodean’s first-hand knowledge of the jungle would be invaluable. Hoyt, meanwhile, was more occupied with rolling a new cigarette.

				After twenty minutes, they were interrupted by a knock on the door. Sullivan opened it. To Chase’s surprise, the man who entered was another familiar face. ‘Jesus, if it isn’t Eddie Chase!’ he said after greeting Sullivan. ‘And Hugo Castille too. Christ, we’re only a couple short of a full Afghanistan reunion.’

				‘Bluey!’ cried Chase. ‘Fucking hell, you were the last person I expected to see. What’re you doing here, you farty old bastard?’

				‘Supplying this sheep-shagger and the rest of you drongos with guns and gear,’ said Bob ‘Bluey’ Jackson, giving Sullivan a cheery nod. ‘So, Sully, you roped Eddie and Hugo into this? Well, they’ll get the job done, even if they are a right pair of wankers.’

				‘As Edward would say, “Fuck off, you wombat-shagging twat,”’ Castille grinningly told him in a very poor imitation of Chase’s Yorkshire accent. The Australian waggled his bushy eyebrows in amusement. ‘Are you coming with us?’

				Bluey shook his head. ‘Fuck no, mate. I’ve been living here for a bit now; last thing I want to do is get into trouble with the local wallopers. And the girlfriend’d kill me!’

				‘Amazed anyone’d have you,’ said Chase.

				‘Me too, sometimes! She’s a lovely girl – well, a bit loud, but she keeps me in check. We’re planning to move back to Oz together. Immigration paperwork might be a pain, but she’s got some tricks.’ A knowing smile, then he saw Sullivan’s growing impatience. ‘Anyway, Sully, I brought your gear. The guns’re all forty-sevens; a bit scruffy, but I checked ’em and they’re in decent nick.’

				Sullivan nodded. ‘What about radios?’

				‘Got you a set of Motorola walkie-talkies and headsets. On the old side, but they work fine. New batteries in all of ’em.’

				‘Good. Thanks for this, Bluey. Where is everything?’

				‘In my van,’ said the Australian. ‘It’s all boxed up, so you won’t get any stickybeaks freaking out when you unload it. When’re you setting off?’





OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/VP_TTP_fmt.jpeg
ANDY

MCDERMOTT

THEVALHALLA
PROPHECY





OEBPS/images/Andyphoto_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Val_cover.jpg
THE ANTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER

440\ DEADLY LEGEND.
X DARK SECRET.
A WORLD UNDER THREAT.






