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				Praise for James Phelan and his Lachlan Fox series:

				‘Phelan gets the balance absolutely right. There’s action, fascinating technical jargon, a light smattering of sex, and thankfully no political agenda. An absolute must-read for fans of Clancy, Ludlum, et al.’

				Bookseller and Publisher

				‘A rollicking post Cold War terrorism tale.’
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				Sydney Evening Times

				21 August 2005

				Australian Navy officer discharged, charges dropped

				By P. Masson

				Yesterday morning Lieutenant Lachlan C. Fox of the Royal Australian Navy was dismissed from service. The decorated veteran will never serve in the Australian Defence Force again. It took six months for a military tribunal to reach the guilty verdict.

				Lt Fox was charged with seven military crimes, including ‘Leaving a post’ and ‘Imperilling the success of operations’. ‘Gross negligence in command’, the one charge that could have brought prison time for Lt Fox, was dismissed. The death of Leading Seaman John Birmingham under Lt Fox’s command has now been classified ‘Killed in Action’ by the Navy. LS Birmingham has been posthumously awarded the Commendation for Gallantry.

				Lt Fox’s record was a mitigating factor. Graduating from the Defence Academy near the top of his class, Lt Fox transferred from Defence Intelligence to the hands-on Special Forces, where he led a Clearance Diver Team – Australia’s equivalent to the US Navy SEALs and Britain’s Special Boat Service. He saw active service in the liberation of East Timor in 2000, and later in Afghanistan and Iraq.

				While on peacekeeping duty, Lt Fox led members of his CD team into Indonesian-controlled West Timor without authorisation. LS Birmingham was shot and killed in an exchange with Indonesian troops and militia while attempting to release captured East Timorese nationals from a makeshift detention camp.

				Lt Fox is still undergoing rehabilitation due to serious injuries sustained during his unauthorised mission.

				Outside military court in Canberra, Lt Fox was asked if he thought the findings of the tribunal were fair. He replied with a quote from Theodore Roosevelt: ‘“The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood . . . who, at the worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly.”’

				Lt Fox added that ‘Today’s finding was a tribute to the good that John Birmingham did for his country and those in need. But it also shows what kind of bureaucratic world we live in – those East Timorese captives died because of the UN’s continued inactivity and there’s no inquiry into that. It just proves the old adage: war is never black and white.’ Asked what he would do now, Lt Fox said: ‘Get as far away from here as possible and lead a quiet life.’
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				Wahabad Desert caves

				Iran

				‘This is incredible,’ Alissa Truscott muttered to herself for the hundredth time that day. With almost every bone perfectly in place, it was the most exciting archaeological find any of them had ever come across. Alissa knew that soon, when the secrecy of the expedition was lifted, their discovery would stun the world.

				Just as incredible as the preserved skeleton was the surrounding earth, which contained fragments of assorted flora, suggesting the figure had been buried ceremoniously. The emphasis on the rituals of death at such an early prehistoric period was an amazing revelation, made even more so by crude stone pictographs cut into the tomb walls, hinting at the life once lived and a belief that it could be carried on after death.

				‘How are you going there, Alissa?’ inquired a deep, resonating voice. Richard O’Brien was a diehard Irishman with a large soup-straining moustache that made up for the lack of hair on his head. He had barely managed to squeeze his girth through the crawl space into the tomb itself, a small antechamber to the main cave system. The process had resembled a walrus moving across the ground.

				‘Fine, thanks, Professor O’Brien,’ replied Alissa in her southern US way, richly articulated unlike the stereotypical drawl. She had six years at Princeton to thank for that.

				‘Magnificent,’ O’Brien said, taking in the fully exposed skeleton. ‘Shall we discuss our impending fame over lunch? The National Geographic photographer has arrived.’

				Alissa wiped her thick cotton sleeve across her brow; it came away with a dirty smudge. ‘Remind me to freshen up if a camera gets pointed my way.’ She offered O’Brien her hand and he took it in his, pulling her slender frame to her feet. ‘I’ll leave my workbook here and finish up after lunch.’

				The other members of the dig were already in the mess tent, exchanging the data they had uncovered during the morning in their separate areas of the cave system. On the table were several varieties of preserved vegetables, some dried meat and fish, a large bowl of yellow dip and a mountain of fresh flat bread. A decanter of one of O’Brien’s reds was being passed around to add to the merry atmosphere and a small CD player was playing in one corner.

				‘Alissa, come sit down,’ called Christian, a Danish student studying with her. He was holding an open sandwich in one of his long tanned hands; the other held a tin cup of wine. He scooted across the pine bench and made space for her shapely behind; it had become open knowledge that the two had begun an affair shortly after their arrival in Iran. The twenty-three-year-old Alissa would admit to no one, especially her new casual lover, that he was the first man she had slept with. She was a little disappointed that he was a bit clumsy but, admittedly, it wasn’t a bad way to spend the cold nights of the desert winter.

				Towards the end of their lunch, O’Brien, who had ended up beside Alissa, turned to whisper to her while the others were busy laughing at a story the National Geographic photographer was telling.

				‘I forgot to mention it earlier—last night I was preparing our material for the photo shoot and I noticed some of the excavated material is missing.’ The soft smell of wine was evident on O’Brien’s whispered words.

				Alissa, fearing the worst, felt her stomach turn. ‘Not the organic material, or the tool fragments—’

				O’Brien cut her off: ‘Shhh, not so loud.’ He looked around to check everyone was still preoccupied. ‘Nothing that important, but puzzling nonetheless. It’s the rock trays, the mineral samples.’

				Alissa looked from O’Brien to the others in the room. ‘The mineral samples? You’re sure someone’s not running tests on them?’ She knew the answer though: O’Brien ran a very tight ship.

				‘They’d have to clear it with me and sign them out.’ O’Brien had a distant look on his face, trying to grasp a reasoning that he was sure was out there somewhere.

				‘It wouldn’t surprise me if Orakov didn’t bide by your rules,’ Alissa said. ‘He’s given me the creeps since day one.’

				O’Brien cocked an eyebrow, considering the comment. ‘Before we figure out who, we have to ask ourselves why,’ he said eventually.

				The CD player stopped mid-track, hardly a rare occurrence due to its state. Christian, who had been humming along to the tune, got up to check and quickly saw it had no power at all.

				‘That bloody Russian hasn’t fuelled the generator again!’ he shouted, interrupting the photographer’s current anecdote.

				The tent went silent and all nodded agreement that the generator had gone off.

				‘I’ll fix it myself,’ Christian mumbled as he donned his parka and made for the door. He was only halfway to it when something came rolling through the doorway. Every eye in the tent stared uncomprehendingly at the small metal object as it tumbled across the floor.

				An intense light and tremendous thunderclap rocked the tent and Alissa was thrown backwards onto the sand-covered floor. The last thing she saw through a smoky haze was the unshaven face of Dimitry Orakov staring down at her, an automatic pistol comfortably gripped in his hand.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Grozny

				Chechnya

				The parade attracted a fanfare the like of which had never before been seen along the main streets of Grozny. State-funded vendors supplied hot foods to the crowd, while thousands of soldiers and police in dress uniform kept any citizens from flowing onto the sanctioned-off parade area. Every able body in the city had turned out despite the cold. Steam rose from the masses, giving physicality to their vocal jubilance. Independence had taken almost ten thousand military and civilian lives to achieve. Not only lives, but also years of hardship and misery for all concerned. Almost all.

				The towering broad-shouldered man dressed in a long cashmere coat, Italian suit and shirt had not felt such pains. He had spent the past four years travelling between Grozny and a luxurious secret retreat, all the while maintaining true control over his semi-autonomous country through Russian-friendly rulers. Disposable men.

				Now the time had come to take the reins himself.

				President Sergei Ivanovich of the Republic of Chechnya stood on the decorated back of a flat-bed army truck—against the advice of his personal security chief—resplendent in the glory of the moment. For too long he had stayed in the shadows. Now he was the centrepiece of the procession, a convoy of over two hundred military vehicles. No one would dare make an attempt on his life today. In death he would become a martyr, creating even bigger problems for Mother Russia. And the local bands of rebels knew how ruthless he could be—a botched assassination attempt and the capture of the perpetrators had proven that point.

				The people loved the show. Not that they really knew much about Ivanovich, besides his stellar career trajectory in the KGB and subsequent position as special military aide to the old Politburo, the former USSR’s governing body. Being labelled by Putin as one of the most dangerous men in the world had guaranteed his prominence to the Chechen masses. They knew he looked like a leader, spoke like a leader.

				Leading ran in the Ivanovich family. Ivanovich was old-school Soviet; his lineage had all been officers in the Soviet army and his younger brother was the current Vice-President of Azerbaijan, Chechnya’s neighbour on the Caspian Sea. Already that alliance had reaped mutual benefits: free trade, dual citizenship, a combined military force.

				Ivanovich waved to the masses, a collective of exiles driven to the region over the past two centuries. He had made it clear that their lives and futures were entwined, destined for greatness: a nation which would be heard on the world stage.

				A security officer walked over to the float and passed up a folded note, which Ivanovich opened and glanced at quickly. He smiled. He waved. He threw his fists into the air and shook his arms to display the emotions he felt.

				Yes, he thought, yes! Now we will have real power!

				•

				High above, death loomed. Orbiting slowly and silently, unknown to almost all in the world.
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				1

				Christmas Island

				The day was windy and bright. Clouds whispered through the sky and an aeroplane soared overhead. It was a time of peace and quiet on the beach; too early for most tourists but too late for the morning anglers. Only one figure disturbed the serenity, his large feet splashing in the warm tropical water of the Indian Ocean. For Lachlan Fox this was the most peaceful place on Earth, a sanctuary from the real world.

				Every morning for the past few months this had been his ritual: a seven o’clock run along the beach for five kilometres and a swim back.

				Fox paused at the end of his run and stretched out against the lone lifesaving tower that marked his distance. The paint flaked beneath his hands as he worked the tension out of his thighs. He couldn’t help but laugh as the tower moaned against his weight, his own body protesting against the force. Every movement of his legs was a chore, but thankfully getting easier with each day of rehab. The swimming was therapy.

				Five minutes and several routines later, he walked into the water. Every few seconds one of the soft breakers that rolled through the mouth of the cove sprayed against him, the waves remaining upright in the offshore breeze. The wind carried the noises of a small town rising.

				Fox could see movement atop the far headland, mainly kids and their dogs running from house to house in search of whatever entertainment was on offer inside, getting as much as they could out of their morning before school. Fox looked at his house in the distance and saw the specks of kids playing cricket in the street.

				For a wonderful moment his mind was free of purpose. Just the water and sky and murmurs of life.

				The lapping water against his waist brought him back. The bay went deep fast, and there was no standing still in the shallows as the gradient of loose sand lured swimmers out.

				With the sea calling, Fox duck-dived under a fresh set of waves and broke the surface with a practised freestyle.

				•

				Almost back where he’d started, Fox climbed the weathered wooden stairs leading up the steep cliff face of the northern headland of Flying Fish Cove.

				The island’s only port, and the township of Christmas Island, grew around the cove’s arc like a crust. Most beach-view houses were original settlements, dating from the island’s early days as a phosphate mine for the British Empire.

				Fox’s house was a never-ending renovation job, already with six months’ worth of his own blood and sweat. Inside it looked like a bookstore, with barely a piece of wall in view. Stacks of The Islander, the local newspaper that Fox had created and edited each month, were piled like skyscrapers in one corner.

				Fox entered, picking up the mail behind the door and flicking through it. The letters from the mainland he tossed on the unopened heap near the coffee table, the familiar handwriting of friends and family among the official correspondence.

				He walked to the bathroom on autopilot and let the warm shower from rooftop solar pipes engulf him, the water removing both the sand and salt from his tanned skin. It had been a couple of days since he’d shaved and he lathered up whilst still in the shower, shaving with the speed and precision of someone who’d never used an electric razor.

				Towelling off in front of the mirror, he decided to pick up the pace of his current exercise regime. Not that his six foot two, ninety-kilogram frame wasn’t toned—it was merely something else to set his mind to.

				He brushed his wet hair out of his eyes and left the room and its mirror, no longer noticing the pink scars that carried so many memories.

				•

				At ten o’clock that evening, Fox emerged from a pub and started walking home. It was balmy and the wind had picked up strength; bits of foliage were flying about. Cyclone Catherine, which was meant to skirt the island the next day, was closer than predicted. He pulled his collar up around his neck to shield himself against the sea spray—a futile gesture. The fine mist soon soaked him through.

				Walking through the town’s small botanical garden, Fox thought he heard a cry. He stopped to listen, but with the wind so strong it was impossible to pinpoint. Branches scraping metal roofs and loose items knocking about created a symphony of chaos. A few more paces around a bend and he came across three burly men, the type of merchant seamen who frequented the island’s casino. They were blocking his path, and that of two young women headed in the opposite direction. The pair clung to each other for support, fear in their faces.

				‘Evening, boys,’ Fox said as his danger sensors lit up.

				‘Fuck off—this ain’t your business,’ replied one of the men in a deep, heavily accented Afrikaans voice. Two more figures emerged from the bushes to Fox’s right.

				‘How do you know what kind of business I’m in?’ asked Fox, buying himself time to weigh up his opponents. ‘Why don’t you boys leave those girls alone—I’m sure you can find something you like at the casino.’ The casino was a notorious spot for Thai prostitutes.

				‘Piss off, mate, last chance.’ This came from a mountain of a man to Fox’s right. 

				Fox took a few more steps towards the five beefy men surrounding him. ‘You see,’ he began in a low, calm voice, ‘there’s the problem.’ His blue eyes came alive and gleamed before the threat in front of him.

				The first two sailors looked at each other in bemusement.

				‘Last chance, boys . . . how about I spot you a couple hundred for a good time some place else?’ Fox continued in the same crisp voice. His days in the navy had included being at the pointy end of enough conflicts to know what he could handle. This situation was borderline. Have to catch them off guard if it blows up . . . 

				Of the two men to Fox’s right, the largest, apparently the leader, gave a laugh.

				In a lightning move that none expected and barely saw, Fox knocked two of the thugs to the ground. They dropped with cries of agony, whilst in seemingly the same passage of motion Fox’s leg spun to his right with perfect timing. The resulting crunch was sickening. The man on the receiving end fell to the ground clutching his throat, barely able to breathe after the gracefully savage blow.

				Fox was now facing the last two standing, the leader being one of them. His look of fright and disbelief turned to rage and he gestured his remaining henchman forward.

				Fox let him approach. When the man produced a long curved blade, the two women—until now stunned into silence—let out shrill cries.

				The two men mirrored each other’s movements in a circular motion, much like a battle of wits between a matador and a near-defeated bull. The thug made his blunder when he got tired of sending jabs at Fox, which were expertly parried, and made an angry slash at his opponent. Fox jumped back a little to let the swipe go by, then caught the beam-like arm of the man and broke it like a twig across his upcoming knee, following with an elbow in the man’s face.

				Fox turned to where the leader stood, but was a second too late. Another cry came from the women, this time in warning, as Fox moved around, but a blow to the side of his head, accompanied by the shattering of glass, ended all motion.

				Fox’s eyes were still open when he hit the ground in a heap. The last thing he remembered passing through his blurred vision was a pair of feet moving towards him.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				2

				Washington

				DC

				Bill McCorkell, National Security Advisor to the President of the United States, had just finished his morning run. He shook his running partner’s hand and the pair went their separate ways. McCorkell turned and strolled back towards the White House. As he ambled along in the light snow covering the ground of the Constitution Gardens, he looked about at the few early morning joggers game enough to brave the elements. Some ten paces away, his Secret Service agent jogged on the spot to keep warm. Bet he wishes he’d been assigned to one of the fat cabinet members, McCorkell thought.

				A young family, southern tourists by the sound of their accents, were preparing to take a photo with the White House as the backdrop. McCorkell considered the scene—the white snow like a blanket of cottonwool hiding the city grime with a layer of freshness, and the young nuclear family proudly admiring the seat of their government and capturing it for posterity. The white snow was the purest thing in Washington, but even it would eventually succumb to the dirt beneath.

				On reaching the Reflecting Pool, whose long expanse ran between the Washington and Lincoln monuments, McCorkell selected a position near the middle to pause and gaze in. The face of a weary man who’d had too little good sleep looked back at him, but he stared past the image into the dark stone. He enjoyed a full minute of nothingness before turning back to the House.

				•

				With the winter just past being one of the coldest on record, the temperature in the Oval Office at 8 a.m. seemed little above that outside to the six men gathered there.

				A large TV screen on a portable stand was set up against a wall, showing file footage. McCorkell sped up the film to a point that showed tens of thousands of jubilant Chechens rugged up against the cold of last December’s National Day, cheering President Ivanovich as he waved from the back of an army truck. After UN arbitration, the former Russian state had successfully achieved independence, promising peace in the region for the first time in decades.

				‘Mr President.’ McCorkell began the daily Intel Meeting. On the early side of his fifties, McCorkell bore an uncanny resemblance to Napoleon Bonaparte—who was indeed a relative far removed. There was an edge in his voice as he spoke that the President rarely heard and doubted anyone else in the room detected. The pair went back many years, through many a crisis and many more bottles of scotch. What no one in the room knew was that this was the second such discussion McCorkell had conducted that morning.

				‘Last night at 11 p.m. our time, there was a huge explosion in Iran’s portside city of Bandar-e Anzali.’ McCorkell flicked the TV remote to show footage from an Iranian news station. ‘Bandar-e Anzali is Iran’s only military naval yard and main oil repository on the Caspian Sea. The Iranian government is selling this as an earthquake, but our sources are indicating otherwise. What caused the devastation is still unknown, but forty minutes ago the intent of this action was made clear. Chechnya are claiming responsibility.’

				McCorkell reached into his attaché case and retrieved five folders, which were passed around the room to the members of the Security Council present: the President, CIA Director Robert Boxcell, Secretary of State Adam Baker, Secretary of Defence Peter Larter, and Tom Fullop, the White House Chief of Staff.

				‘Still fresh in our minds are the breakaway Caucasus oblasts—’

				‘Oblasts?’ Fullop said.

				‘States,’ McCorkell continued, ‘of Russia forming an independent alliance with Azerbaijan, giving them a shared border with Iran and access to the Middle East and the Caspian Sea. The catalyst for this new collaboration was the election and international recognition of an autonomous Chechnya last December.’ McCorkell gestured to the TV screen, now showing a close-up of Sergei Ivanovich, president of the world’s newest nation, waving his fists at the cheering masses along the main avenue through Grozny.

				‘While most of the world’s intel resources have been tied up in Afghanistan and Iraq combating global terrorism, Chechnya has just stood up to tell everybody it wants to be noticed.’

				‘Hell of a way to go about it,’ Larter said as he flicked through his folder.

				‘We are all aware of the military might of this nation—a force augmented by passionate and war-hardened personnel, and suspected to harbour many Afghanis and Iraqis after those regimes fell. The economy is propped up by extensive oil and natural gas reserves, and the country has shown a willingness to open trading channels with its neighbours and anyone else prepared to inject hard currency.’ McCorkell took a sip of water as he held everybody’s attention.

				‘And the attack on this port?’ the President asked.

				‘The attack on Bandar-e Anzali left virtually nothing standing in the blast zone, which was almost a kilometre in diameter. Beyond that, fires and debris stretch throughout the suburban city.’ McCorkell looked up from his notes.

				‘What could have caused the blast?’ inquired Tom Fullop, genuine curiousity written all over his pointy face.

				‘Peter?’ The President’s National Security Advisor palmed off the question.

				‘Mr President, let’s look at two things,’ Larter said. ‘One, the capabilities that Chechnya has. Two, what we can learn from the impact zone.’ He produced a map and several A3-sized glossy photographs. ‘The devastation caused could not have been produced by any known weapon in the Chechens’ arsenal. From the size of the blast area, the easiest view to take would be that it was a small nuke or an incredible amount of explosives—which not only seems unlikely, but if you look at the photographs closely, there is no visible sign of a blast crater whatsoever. Even a daisy-cutter or an MOAB leaves a decent dent in the landscape.’

				McCorkell, having been briefed on all the intel prior to the meeting, watched as the rest of the room took their time scrutinising the series of high-altitude images. The various magnifications of what was left of Bandar-e Anzali were as ambiguous to the others as to him. It was mass destruction with no telltale remnants of cause.

				‘Our analysts are going to need a bit more time nutting this one out,’ Larter admitted.

				Even the Secretary of Defence, responsible for the world’s most formidable armed forces, has his limitations, McCorkell mused. Larter’s parted blond hair showed the beginnings of grey and had thinned out over the past year of office; bags under his eyes augmented the lines on his lean face.

				‘Has this attack prompted any movement across the border?’ the President asked his advisors.

				‘No,’ Larter said flatly. ‘The majority of Chechnya’s troops have amassed along the Azerbaijan southern border, but this has been mirrored in force by the Iranians. Iran is still moving assets to the scene whilst calling up substantial numbers of reservists.’

				‘How’s the projected outcome looking?’ McCorkell asked the Secretary of Defence.

				‘The front line is going to be a tough call,’ Larter said. ‘Assuming Chechnya wins, how they hope to march all the way to the Gulf is beyond the Joint Chiefs and all our strategists. The Chechens barely have a quarter of the number of Iran’s forces and their supply lines could easily be cut off.’ Larter shifted in his seat before adding, ‘Our Warfighter II satellite picked up something interesting overnight.’

				McCorkell gave the Secretary of Defence a sideways look. Withholding information? That’s interesting . . .

				‘Chechnya has sent its small fleet of heavy-lift aircraft to a suspected insurgent camp in northern Iraq about two hundred kilometres from the Iranian border. So they could, potentially, reach into Iran and back up their forces, but it’s a damn small force—and that’s if they can get over the border.’

				‘A small but important force,’ McCorkell said. ‘Chechnya only has one battalion of airborne armour.’

				The room was silent for a moment as each man dwelled on the escalating situation.

				‘What the hell are the Chechens doing in Iraq?’ asked Adam Baker, the youngest Secretary of State ever. His question was directed more to himself than anyone else, since overseas relations with and between countries fell within his realm of responsibility. He cracked his knuckles distractedly, then fidgeted his hands on his growing paunch. ‘That’s what we need to find out—’

				‘All right,’ the President cut in, looking at his watch. ‘By this time tomorrow I want answers. What the hell was used on Bandar-e Anzali, and what are those Chechens doing in Iraq?’

				He pointed to Larter. ‘Get the damn Iraqi Army ready to kick them out. And move in whatever assets we have nearby that can handle them, ready to move on my order.’

				‘The 11th Armoured are on standby outside Baghdad—I’m talking with the Joint Chiefs about scenarios this morning,’ Larter said.

				‘Good. Bill, you mentioned that we have some idea why the Chechens targeted Bandar-e Anzali,’ the President reminded his National Security Advisor.

				‘Yes, Mr President, here’s the crunch.’ McCorkell cleared his throat. ‘The President of Chechnya, Sergei Ivanovich, has given Iran an ultimatum: if they do not secede everything west of the Fiftieth Longitude down to the Gulf, Chechnya will wipe Tehran off the map.’ McCorkell felt the dynamic in the room change; the tension in the air was palpable. ‘They have threatened a seven-day ultimatum, which started ticking at eleven o’clock last night.’

				‘This Chechen alliance is barely half the size of Iran, with a respectively proportioned armed force,’ Larter said. ‘Those Arabs will wipe them off the face of the earth within six days!’ The Secretary of Defence was noticeably red in the face.

				‘Calm down, Pete.’

				Larter took a sip of his black coffee in response to the President’s words.

				‘Go on, Bill,’ said the President, looking at the A3 photos of Bandar-e Anzali with a worried frown.

				‘Despite high oil prices, Iran is in the greatest economic lull it has ever experienced, with opposing sections of the country’s Muslim populace creating havoc on the streets—particularly in the western provinces, where extremist militia have been causing hell for years.

				‘Late last year Chechnya and Azerbaijan offered millions to Iran for access to the Gulf, but Iran refused the offer.

				‘Now the Chechens are loading every naval and merchant vessel afloat in the Caspian Sea with military personnel and hardware. They seem intent on landing on Iranian soil. Iran hasn’t responded to the attack yet. They are still dealing with the shock of the port’s destruction, and are in the process of diverting army units from the growing northern front to evacuate the injured and recover the dead.’

				‘Adam, I don’t care what you have to do to make it happen, but get an audience with the Ayatollah and President of Iran. Today.’

				‘Yes, Mr President,’ Baker said.

				‘We’ve got just over six days to avert this mess,’ the President said to his staff, all true and trusted men of sound judgement.

				Each man paused, waiting for someone else to begin the debate.

				‘Well?’ the President asked, his temper rising.

				McCorkell took the cue, flicking through his notes as he spoke. ‘Let’s have another look at what assets we have on hand . . .’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				3

				West Timor

				March 2005

				Fox lay in a pool of mud, the rain cutting visibility to a few metres. To his left was Leading Seaman John Birmingham, covered in blood from a gouge across his brow.

				‘They’ve got us pegged, Lieutenant,’ Birmingham said as he loaded another high-explosive round into his M203 grenade launcher.

				‘Looks that way, JB,’ Fox said, using a small mirror to look above the rim of the trench they had taken cover in. If they didn’t move in a few minutes, they’d be fully submerged in the torrential downpour. Fox felt the mud sucking him down and shifted his weight to compensate. His fatigues were heavy with rainwater. Not that the Royal Australian Navy’s Clearance Divers minded getting wet. Especially CDT4, specialists in shore assaults and the most active unit in the Australian military.

				‘Try to get the others on the blower again,’ Fox said, as a spray of heavy-calibre automatic gunfire tore into the trees around them.

				‘Damn if these are bloody militia!’ Birmingham said, trying the satellite phone again.

				‘Indonesian Army, you reckon?’ Fox wiped down his Austeyr assault rifle, wishing he had one of the SAS’s new M4s—much better in the wet.

				Several more shots rang out, splinters of wood showering them, before Birmingham answered.

				‘They’re M16s, boss—and they’re gettin’ closer. No answer on the sat-tel.’

				Fox looked across at the confident face of Birmingham and was glad he had chosen him for this recon. There was supposed to be a prison camp of East Timorese refugees nearby, and the man next to him had seen more combat than anyone else in CDT4. Birmingham’s cool head under live fire was invaluable, especially since they were well outside the mandated security zone and no one knew where they were.

				‘Ideas, JB?’ Fox asked.

				Birmingham looked about him; the visibility was unchanged. ‘Fire a couple of HE rounds and bolt, or wait here for a full company of bad guys to show up.’ He took a couple of jelly babies from his top pocket and passed one over.

				‘Hmmm, tough call,’ Fox said.

				‘That’s why you’re paid the big bucks, sir,’ Birmingham said, cocking his M203 ready for fire.

				‘Okay, let’s do it. We’ll hump it north, exactly a kay from here, if we get separated,’ Fox said, inserting a round into his grenade launcher.

				‘On three,’ Fox said, getting ready to move.

				‘One,’ Birmingham said, moving into position.

				‘Two,’ Fox said, doing the same.

				‘Three!’ In unison the pair raised to one knee, brought their grenade launchers up . . .

				 . . . and came face to face with thirty rifle barrels, topped by the camouflaged faces of Indonesian Special Forces and the unpainted faces of the local militia. 

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				4

				Christmas Island

				Fox awoke slowly, opening one eye first, groggily followed by the other. The smell of coffee immediately aroused his senses. He certainly wasn’t in Timor—he’d managed to separate those dreams now. He sat up in bed, but went instantly back down as a searing pain shot through his head. He let out a groan and fingered the egg-sized lump on the back of his skull.

				‘Good morning.’ A woman wearing one of his cotton shirts entered the room carrying a tray. Fox closed his eyes tightly, trying to remember exactly what had happened the previous night.

				‘How did I get—wait, who are you?’

				Fox looked at the tray she placed next to him, picked up the glass of aspirin and downed it in two gulps. Slowly, fragments of the night before and the five guys came back. He also realised that the howling sound he could hear wasn’t inside his head, but was the promised cyclone belting down on his little house.

				‘My name’s Sarah. My friend and I took your dive course last week. And then you saved us last night,’ the woman said with a grin. ‘And it seems you have a guardian angel.’

				Fox sat up again and pulled a strip of bacon off the full plate of breakfast Sarah had prepared for him. Things were starting to fall into place, but he still couldn’t work out how he’d ended up in his own bed.

				‘Morning, Jackie Chan, how’s the noggin?’ Alister Gammaldi entered, Fox’s best friend since high school. ‘I’ve always been more of a Rocky myself,’ he added with a grin that his friend had not seen in months.

				‘Al!’ This time Fox ignored the throb of his head and jumped out of bed to give his mate a huge bear hug. He realised who Sarah had meant by his guardian angel—not that Al looked like one. At five four, with more muscles and hair than a silverback gorilla, Gammaldi had held up his end in many a bar-room brawl during their navy days.

				‘So you came to the rescue last night?’ Fox said.

				‘Aw, it was nothing. After all, there was only one left standing. Still looking for trouble outside bars, I see. I thought you moved out here to relax for a while.’ Al gave his best friend a sly grin and a poke in the ribs.

				‘Yeah, yeah. But what the hell are you doing here?’

				Fox put on a bathrobe over his shorts and they moved downstairs to the living area where Sarah’s friend was lying on one of the soft leather couches intently reading a copy of The Islander.

				Fox glanced outside at the blustery conditions and was thankful he’d put storm shutters on most of the windows. The mercury had fallen rapidly within the past day and the extreme low-pressure system was battering the island.

				‘If you ever bothered to open your mail,’ Gammaldi said with a nod towards the pile on the table, ‘you’d have known I was coming. I’ve taken my long service leave from the navy—something you were close to being able to do.’

				They sank into the comfortable lounge suites and for a moment all was silent. 

				‘Thought I’d spend a week or two in this sunny, tranquil, tropical paradise,’ Al added lazily.

				Fox fingered the swelling lump on his head again and figured that it could have been worse. Sarah, on the couch next to him, leaned over and had a look and feel of her own.

				‘It’s a beauty all right,’ she said. ‘Do you have an icepack?’

				‘Yeah, in the freezer, keeping the vodka cool,’ he replied with a Machiavellian smile. He watched intently as her lithe body moved swiftly towards his kitchen.

				‘So, aside from saving lives, what have you been up to?’ asked Gammaldi with a grin.

				‘Just taking it easy, mate. Built this little number.’ Fox gestured at his house with a wave of a hand.

				‘You built this yourself? It’s fabulous!’ said the other girl. Fox smiled at her as Sarah applied the icepack to the back of his head. What was her name again? Rachel? Sonya?

				‘Thanks,’ he said.

				‘Not too bad if I say so myself,’ Gammaldi offered. ‘But if you like this, Rebecca, you’d love the homestead that I’ve restored outside of Sydney. Not a detail overlooked.’

				Rebecca, aha! Fox knew his friend had slipped her name in for his sake, picking up on his frailty in the telepathic way only best friends and twins seemed to share.

				‘Yeah, but you should see the mess it’s in!’ he quickly chided his friend, who was trying to impress Rebecca. Not that it seemed he needed to—the girl was stealing glimpses of Gammaldi’s bulging biceps whenever she could.

				‘Hey, I happen to like clutter, okay? It’s not normal to live in such orderliness.’

				The two women giggled at the pair’s banter.

				‘The only reason you don’t clean is because you’re lazy and you know your mother will come around and do it for you once a week!’ Fox said with a broad grin and the room filled with laughter.

				‘Why I stopped that thug from mashing your melon last night I’ll never know,’ Gammaldi retorted.

				•

				By the next day the cyclone had passed over. Apart from a few powerlines taken out by trees and some of the older roofs lifted off houses, there was little damage.

				Fox and Gammaldi were cleaning up the eastern beach of Flying Fish Cove, where masses of seaweed and man-made trash were strewn across the pristine whiteness of the fine sand.

				‘They were nice,’ offered Gammaldi, breaking the silence the two had shared since dropping the girls off at the airport an hour and a half ago.

				‘Yeah,’ said Fox, his voice raspy with the morning’s exertions. He reached into the cabin of the two-tonne truck, borrowed from the local council’s collection, and produced a couple of water bottles from an icebox.

				As they gulped down the cool water and took in their morning’s work, Fox studied his friend. Sweat was seeping from every pore in the naval pilot’s skin and streaming off his pronounced Roman nose. His proportions were immense in their own compact way: wide shoulders, barrel chest, washboard stomach and short beam-like arms and legs.

				Fox smiled to himself and took another long pull on the water bottle. ‘Well, are we going to just stand around here all day or do you need a rest, old friend?’ he baited.

				In reply Gammaldi looked at the bottle of water in his hand and then over to his mate’s. They both had about a third left and Fox knew what was coming. Gammaldi lifted his bottle to his lips competitively and Fox followed suit. It was a dead heat as they threw the bottles in the back of the truck, deftly picked up their shovels and began vigorously filling the cargo tray with more refuse from the beach.

				•

				At five in the afternoon they were on Fox’s catamaran and on their way to the northern part of the island. Whilst Fox was relaxing at the helm, the craft humming along at a lazy fifteen knots under his fingertips, Gammaldi was making the final preparations to their dive gear.

				Fox slowed the vessel as they neared a small outcrop of rocks and coral about eight hundred metres from shore. This small satellite of Christmas Island had been formed over thousands of years as an underground volcano attached to the larger chain that formed the island proper. Fox had brought his friend here to see the lava tubes that mazed under the water. The almost perfectly circular tubes, which had once channelled the molten rock, were now filled with amazing marine life.

				‘So this is how you spend your days now?’ Gammaldi said as the pair donned their diving equipment.

				‘Taking tourists like you out diving? Writing a local rag about refugees, diminishing fish stocks and drunk sailors tearing up the town? Sure beats diving for the navy, mate. Mind you, I miss the sixty thousand dollar re-breathers we got to play with. But there’s fewer people trying to kill me and no bureaucrats waiting at home to crucify me, so it’s a fair exchange.’ Fox donned his goggles.

				‘Yeah, not that I’d know from piloting helicopters, huh? Closest I got to action in Timor was picking your sorry arse out of the water once or twice.’

				‘And that’s why you’re the fat one,’ Fox said. ‘Ready?’

				Gammaldi grinned and followed his friend off the lower aft deck into the turquoise water.

				Since the onslaught of the cyclone the sea had lost much of its usual crystal-clear quality, though most of the debris and sediment churned up had settled to the sea floor once again. The pair swam down to six metres and then slid over a coral shoal, the sea undulating to a rocky bottom created by the volcano long ago. Schools of fish darted by in playful bliss like great flocks of birds, only to be herded off by a trio of juvenile reef sharks.

				The two friends followed a river of igneous rock to a giant cave opening that lay partially curtained with seaweed. Inside, the cylindrical cave measured about fifteen metres and was pretty much devoid of sea life, bar a few whiting passing through. The light at the other end of the space filtered dimly towards them as they swam the distance, heading on a slight downward angle.

				On exiting it was clear why the cave was short in length. The next section had collapsed in on itself for about thirty metres. Fox led back around the side of their cave and pointed to a large coral-encrusted object ahead.

				After close inspection, Gammaldi signalled his opinion to Fox—it was a Boomerang fighter, an Australian-built World War II aircraft. Her port wing was blown off, the canopy open and empty. The aluminium craft was otherwise in incredible condition, with only a few crustaceans inside who had claimed it as home.

				While Gammaldi was busy scrutinising the open cockpit, Fox noticed a large object, darker than anything else in the surrounding waters, some fifteen metres away.

				His adrenaline began pumping as he swam towards the unknown object. At touching distance, it measured close to two metres in length and a third that in diameter. It lay deep within a coral reef, partially buried lengthways. It was evident why no one had discovered it before. The cyclone, however, had split away a large section of the coral, which must have been weakened years before by the object’s impact.

				Fox felt a presence near him. In a lightning move he somersaulted in the water and produced his dive knife, only to confront a startled Gammaldi.

				Relieved, he motioned to his friend to surface with him and with several swift kicks they broke into the afternoon sun.

				‘What the hell is that thing?’ Gammaldi said.

				‘My guess would be a mine or maybe an underwater detection device. I’ve never seen anything like it. No markings, no protrusions, nothing. And what’s more, it’s so damned deep in the coral.’

				‘Well?’ Gammaldi flushed his goggles in the water. ‘Let’s not forget that we came out here to catch some lunch too.’

				Fox patted his mate’s shoulder. ‘Al, you’re a genius sometimes.’

				Alister Gammaldi smiled a big toothy grin and his thick brow danced in confusion. ‘What’d I say?’ he mocked dopily.

				•

				It soon became clear to Gammaldi what his reminder of fishing for lunch had in common with the black object on the sea floor. Fox wrapped an eighteen-millimetre thick steel cable around the ‘pod’, as they now referred to it, which in turn was attached to a small derrick atop the catamaran’s stern.

				Gammaldi slowly let the twin three-hundred-horsepower diesel engines bite into the water and took the catamaran on a straight heading, reaching a cruising speed of barely four knots. Fox watched as the one hundred metres of cable splayed out on the aft deck became taut. He felt the catamaran shudder slightly under his feet as it fought to free the inert object from its coral cocoon.

				In the wheelhouse, Gammaldi altered course slightly to a point marked on one of Fox’s maps.

				‘What a great way to check if it’s a mine. Drag it along, bumping into things,’ he said to himself.

				From the stern, Fox watched expectantly for the large explosion—but none came. 

				Gammaldi notched the engines’ revs down and the craft slowed to a drift eighty metres past the wrecked hulk of an old phosphate transporter, which had been scuttled to form a new reef a few years ago. The inertia carried the pod a little farther under water until it clanged none too gently against the steel hull lying in ten metres of water. Again nothing happened.

				Fox, his mild suspicions of the object being a mine put to rest, ordered Gammaldi to bring the catamaran back around to where the pod lay next to the sunken ship. As they passed over the targeted area, Fox worked with the three-tonne winch on the derrick, and, with a mixture of sweat, cursing and downright determination, the pod was brought back to Flying Fish Cove within an hour.

				•

				‘Tell me again why the wise old Fox knows this thing isn’t a mine? Maybe it’s just broken, ready to explode any second.’ It was amazing that Gammaldi did not lose any of the hamburger that was bulging from his talkative mouth.
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